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The Jubilee Randonneur

A ride report from the 2007 Paris-Brest-Paris

by Jan Buschardt

freely from memory, which may have played me a few tricks

Paris-Brest-Paris (PBP) is a legendary 1,200 km bicycle race that must be completed in 90 hours
or less.  Each rider decides for himself how to allot time between cycling, eating, and sleeping.
Check points are set up at every 80 km or so; riders must have their brevet cards stamped prior to
the scheduled closing time for each of these. The race is open to all human powered vehicles:
tandems, recumbents, velomobiles, tricycles and traditional racingbikes, that account for the
majority. The quadrennial event draws ever-increasing participation; in 2007, the event held on
August 20 � 24 had 5,160 cyclists starting, with 3, 608 going the full distance1.

                                                       
1 This ride report is a  translation from the original Danish, entitled �Jubel-randonneur�.  I would li ke to thank my
brother-in-law, Francis Ackerman, who proof-read, performed a rather thorough edit, and advised on the fine art of
translation.  As I did not accept all his suggestions, you might still find grammatical or orthographic errors as well as
strange words and odd phrases.

Prologue

I started riding the long-distance non-
competitive events known as �Audax events�
or �Brevets� in 2004. From the outset, it was
clear that this sport would absorb a lot of my
time.  My better half, Joan, gave me a green
light to spend the necessary time on one
condition: I must promise that I would not
allow my new past-time to interfere with our
plans for the year 2007.  Destined to be a
Jubilee year for our family, that year would
mark no fewer than five milestones:  our 25th

wedding anniversary in February, my 50th

birthday in March, our youngest daughter�s
confirmation in May, Joan�s parents 50 th

anniversary in June, and to crown it all,
Joan�s 50 th birthday in August. Each of these
events would require preparation, reducing
the time available for bicycle training and
riding. Joan�s birthday, which fell on a date

immediately after Paris-Brest-Paris, was
especially problematic. In light of that
unfortunate timing, our agreement really
meant that I  had to abandon all thought of
participation in the 2007 PBP.

In 2004, this concession had appeared
acceptable, but as time passed and I became
increasingly captivated by the concept of
long-distance riding, the prospect of sitting
out the upcoming PBP seemed more and more
dreary.  But on the other hand, I was also
looking forward to celebrating each of those
milestones. And after all, a promise is a
promise .

Joan had decided that she wanted to go on a
vacation with the family in the weeks up to
her birthday, which would make PBP
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completely out of the question. But in the fall
of 2006, by happy coincidence, our youngest
daughter announced that she desired to make
a change of school the following August.  I
supported this fully and didn�t hesitate to
point out, that you can�t take a kid out of
school just after she has started. Accordingly,
we would have to go on the planned vacation
almost a month before Joan�s birthday.
Suddenly, PBP was back in the realm of the
possible!

Since my 2004 debut as a randonneur2, I have
done three full brevet series3, including three
1,000 km and one flŁche4. With the renewed
opportunity to participate in the PBP, the
possibility of qualifying for �Randonneur
5000� was suddenly within reach.  To earn
this distinction you have to  complete the
PBP, a flŁche, a 1,000-km brevet, a full brevet
series and further brevets up to 5,000 km
within four calendar years.  By the beginning
of the year 2007 I lacked only the PBP.

What with the many festive activities
scheduled for the early part of 2007, time for
training was not optimal, but I did manage
two 200 km, two 300 km, one 400 km, one
600 km, and one 1,000 km brevet during the
spring and summer.  Thus, going into PBP I
had completed 6,500 km since New Year and
felt fairly well prepared for the event.

I ride a recumbent bicycle. To avoid troubles
with the transportation of the longish vehicle,
I had decided to go to Paris by car. Together
with my recumbent buddy, Torben Scheel, I
drove from my home in Copenhagen to Paris
on Friday, August 17th. We arrived at �our�
camping-site about 2 km from the start of
PBP and located our rented tent. When we
arrived late that evening, the campsite was

                                                       
2Randonneur:  Long-distance cyclist
3 Brevet: Long-distance bicycle event.   �Brevet� is
pronounced  � Br�v�’ �. Brevet series: 200 km, 300 km,
400 km, 600 km and 1,000 km brevet within the same
year
4FlŁche: A 24-hours team event

virtually deserted; but in the course of the
next day, as cars, busses and bicycles poured
in, the site filled rapidly.

Saturday was spent in getting our bikes ready
and test-riding the first part of the course. In
the evening we dined with recumbenteers
from all over the world after gathering earlier
to kick tires and express admiration for each
other�s bikes.

The paperwork
We passed Sunday in signing up and getting
our brevetcards, swipecards etc.  The official
check of the bikes entered in the event was
called off, however, due to the weather.  This
really didn�t suit me very well, since it meant
that I had no opportunity to confirm that  my
bike was �legal�.  Only a week before my
departure for France I had become aware of a
new rule that apparently required recumbent

Karsten Christensen retrieving his documents Sunday

bicycles to carry a 1.5 meter long flagpole,
complete  with flag!  Whether this rule was
intended as a useful suggestion or an absolute
requirement remained unclear.  So I had
invested almost all my available time and a
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considerable part of my available assets in
acquiring and mounting a flag on my bike.
But as I was putting the bike away on
Saturday evening, the flagpole broke.  Darn!
Now I had to confront the possibility that I
would be barred from starting because my
bike didn’t conform to the rules� But as it
turned out, nobody seemed to care, and the
lack of a flag posed no impediment to my
participation.

Gymnase des Droits des l�Homme

After doing a bit of shopping Sunday
afternoon � amongst other things I purchased
a new jersey to keep me warm in the cold and
rainy weather � I was ready to roll.  But I had
to wait until  Monday evening�.

Monday went by with the checking and
rechecking of every detail, fidgeting with the
bike, packing, unpacking and repacking it,
chatting with other randonneurs, and finally,
a short nap. Now I was really ready. Ready to go a couple of hours before the start.

(Photo:  Bodil Hłjgaard)

My bicycle
I did the PBP on my 1‰ year old Velokraft II carbon recumbent bicycle.  The bike is equipped with components in the ultegra-
class.  A compact crankset 50-34 together with a 9-gear cassette 13-27 gave sufficient gear combinations for the ride.  The bike is
fitted with a tailbox that can hold almost everything you�ll ever need on a four days ride.

PBP was done with a SON hubdynamo that outputs 6V, 2x3 W, together with two headlights, Lumotec Plus and Schmidt E6B-Z.
To this was added a Petzl lamp mounted on my helmet.

My GPS receiver showed me the way (but that was really not necessary as the route was clearly posted) and registered speed and
altitude.
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Paris-Brest-Paris

All special bikes were to start Monday August
20th at 9 p.m. right after the first � and fastest
� riders had been sent off.  I arrived at the
startingpoint and spent about an hour looking
at the other �velos speciaux�.  We were four
Danish recumbenteers, all doing the PBP for
the first time: Torben Scheel, Viggo
Lorentzen, and Torben Ravn, each on their
Optima Baron and me on my VK 2 with
tailbox, hubdynamo and GPS receiver. In the
tailbox I carried an assortment of tools, tyres,
tubes, sandwiches, clothing, and a bladder
with 2 litres of water.

The first bicyclists are lining up for the start.

In the mean time tandems, velomobiles and recumbents
are waiting.

At 9 p.m. the starter�s gun sent us on our way
to loud cheers from a great crowd of
spectators.  It had been dry weather all day,
but just at we set out, the rain began.  Not so
much at first, but there was worse to come!

Courage!
A motorcycle escort led us through the city so
we wouldn�t have to stop at red lights or
worry about crossing cars. Spectators
thronged the route; even the bridges were
packed to capacity.  Again and again the
cheers  went up: �Bon route!� ( appropriate,
certainly), �Allez!� (which I like less well � it
sounds like a command), �Bravo� (a bit early,
considering we had only just started) or
�Courage!� (probably the most appropriate).

I soon lost track of the other Danish
recumbents in the darkness and rain, and fell
into my own rhythm.  As we exited the city,
our escort sent us on our way, but from my
vantage somewhere in the middle of the pack,
I could see nothing of the front riders and was
unaware of this development.

For a while, I found companionship  with
different tandems. They ride in the same
rhythm as recumbents: fast downhill, slower
on the inclines. In all the villages we came
through, people lined the road, cheering us
on.  What is the correct response to a �bravo!�
or a �bon courage!�?  At first my response
was to sound my bell and wave at the
spectators.  After a couple of hours I was
following a couple on a tandem.  Whenever
someone greeted us, the female of the team
would turn around so far in the saddle,
energetically waving her hand while shouting
�Merci, merci!�,  that I feared she would fall
off the bike. For all that she may have been
the PBP equivalent of the village idiot, I liked
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the concept of thanking the spectators, so for
the rest of the ride, I also waved and shouted
‘Merci’ whenever someone cheered me on.

Before long I was riding all alone through a
landscape blanketed in darkness – despite  the
brilliance of the starlit sky. With my
hubdynamo securing downhill speeds of up to
50 km/h through drizzle and light mist, I was
happy.

By  2:50 a.m. Tuesday morning, having
ridden 140 km, I arrived at Mortagne-au-
Perche.  Though it was not an actual check
point, Mortagne offered a cafeteria where one
could eat a hot meal, which I proceeded to do,
putting away a nice bowl of hot soup and a
coke.  Ordinarily, I don’t drink coke, but on
long-distance journeys it provides hydration
and energy.  I was on my bike again after half
an hour.  For the first 24 hours of the event I
seldom had to queue for food and drink, a
benefit of riding in the forefront of the race.

As I left Mortagne, still wet and cold from the
first leg of the ride, the steep descent chilled
me. I was shivering with cold by the time I
reached the next ascent, a couple of
kilometres later.  A quick ascent restored my
body warmth – and for the remainder of that
leg, I had no difficulty keeping warm.

I arrived at the first real check point, at
Villaines-la-Juhel - after covering 222 km, -
at 7:25 a.m.  After getting my brevet card
stamped, I had two courses of hot food – it’s
not every day I have potato soup and hot
chicken for breakfast! It takes a while to order
food and eat, but I made a practice of eating
heartily at every check point for the first 24
hours – that is 5 hot meals – and as a result I
didn’t at any time feel that I was lacking
energy or having trouble making the bike roll.
I was back on my bike at 8:20 a.m.

Come Tuesday, the barometer wavered
between rain and fair– but it was never fair
long enough to dry me out.

A little before noon I was riding through a
little village when I suddenly heard a cry of
‘Café! Café?’  A small family was serving
coffee and cake at the side of the road to
needy randonneurs.  I stood on my brakes and
coasted over to them.

They had set up a table to enable them to
serve the bicyclists coffee and cake for free!
This was the first coffee-table I came across,
but here and there along the remainder of the
route people offered coffee, water and other
essential items.  It didn’t take long to have a
cup of coffee, a piece of cake, and a chat – but
what wonders it worked!

When I reached the check point in Fougeres
at 12:30 p.m. after riding for 15 hours and 30
minutes, I was 310 km out.  Sodden with the
rain, I was followed into the restaurant by a
cloud of moisture. My attempt to dry my
clothes by hanging them over the chairs
proved futile.  Twenty-five minutes later, I
was on my bike again– and man, was I
freezing!  Certainly, starting out in wet
clothes accentuates the cold.

Pictures
On my long-distance rides I usually carry my
camera in a bumbag  so that I have easy
access for pictures en route.  This time,  the
first twenty-four hours were so rainy that it
was impossible to take pictures.  When it
wasn’t actually raining, I was simply too cold
and wet for photographic inspiration to


