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TRPUAT SAWICKI
CAME OUT OF
HOWHERE TO
DOMIMNATE
MARATHOMN AND
24-HOUR 50L0
EWEMTS. BUT
COMING BACK
AFTER A BRUTAL
CRASH MAY BE
HER HARDEST
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“I remember exactly what happened. vvasavout ssminutes
Sronr the start, and I was riding down 4 traif, It wax kind of like a five road, bt it wase't, becaguse i also Head
thexe big bonlders. That section had a good grade and was fying through it. uwas looking upal wy fine and
where T wanted to g, and then T looked down, and there was a big bole—I didn’t see it earlicr
because of the angle Doas riding —and a g boulder right bebind it

“My frumi tire went into the hole and | flexo beadfirst into the bowlder, and then Tmust have fipped over

Pecawse when [ wobe up I was facing the opasite divection. I don't remember aclually bitting the rock, bul
my lasses weve completely shattered. Thad a for afpain in my fa, but Lihought for a split second thai Tevuld
getback uprand kecp racing. Ther 1 turned my bead and s 4 Bueze pool af floed on the ground nead fo me,

I thought for sure all of my feeth were gone.”

Om June 17, 2006, at 4 mountain bike mara-
thon at Mount-Sainte-Anne, Quehes, 26-yvear-
vld Pua Sawicki’s plan for an all-star vear
smashed, quite literally, into a giant rock. A fel-
low racer, a physician, came upbehind Pus and
sent for help. She was placed on a backboard,
taken by ATV to the nearest road, and loaded
into an ambulance that screamed its sirens all
the way to the hospital in Cuebec City.

Pua's gums and teeth were completely sep-
arated from her lower jaw—a sight so shocking
that it nearty caused her husband, Ron Sawicki,
to pass out. Most of the skin on the left side of
her face and in the ares between her nose and
upper lip was scraped off Her ribs wore
bruised and her head ached, but an X-ray
showed no skull fractures. After 4 seven-hour-
wait in the hospital, a specialist operated om
her mouth, and the next day she and Rom drove
e Miagara Falls, Ontario, to recuperate, She
wore a bandanna bandit-style to cover her onz-
ing face. Seabs formed and, inwhat seemed like
a divine miracle to Romn, fell off in.a week, leav-
ing hardiy a trace of the previous damage. Her

face had healed, but her body's condilion was
still a tiystery.

LAP ONE

It's a scorching July 29, exactly six weeks since
Pua’s monumental faceplant. And believe it or
not, she thinks she's okay—she feels greatl, ac-
tually. This is only Pua's second vear as a pro,
and she and Hon, who is also her manager and
gole membr of her pit erew, are hoping this
could be her vear for big-time recognition, The
accident, they hope, has been overcoms, And
mavhe theyre right.

Just two weels after the erash, Pua compet-
ed in the national championships in the moun-
tain bike marathon event in Sonoma, California,
and placed a respectable third. Third doesn't
sound bad, but becanse it wasn'L first, Pua sim-
plv chalked it up as a defeat—she had planned
all-out domination of the marathon and 24-hour
eatepories this year, Pua hopes that today's 2g-
Hous Solo Mountain Bike National Champion-
shipin Wausau, Wiseonsin, will help herregain
her momentorm.
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muddy Sea

Otter Classic

Adter one lap at the MNine Mile County Forest, she has set a
fairly blistering pace of 1 hour and 10 minutes—a minote and 44
seconds ahead of Rebecea RBusch, and way ahead of the pack.
“Tt's really hot out here today,” says Ron after the first lap. “PPaa
didn't say anything as she came in, but I put cold towels on her
back and gave her some ice water. She didn't complain about
anything. That's good. I she complains, I know it's bad.”

In the spring of 2002, Monique Pualani (*Flower of Heaven™)
Mata had just graduated from Chaminade University in Hono-
Tuly, and was making 2 name for hersell on the local triathlon
circuit. As she savs, she could've been a big fish in a little pond,
but if she wanted to compete seriously in triathlon, she'd have to
mave to the mainland, where the competition was better.

By the fall of that vear, she had moved to Orange County,
California: In October 2002, she met a group of adventure racers
through an online forum, and joined them for a mountain bike
ride in the Cleveland National Forest. She'd ridden mountain
bikes casually, but most of her riding had been on road hikes.
Also, there was a sometime adventure racer and window-
eovering contractor named Ron Sawicki on this vide. "T'd never
seen another rider like her," says Ron, “After that day, she want-
ed to ride all of the time, She had incredible focus, and | knew
that she could he great at mountain hiking." The two continued
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to train together, but still casually. Pua supported herself by
moving from job o job—working at a Finish Line store in the
mall, as a customer-service rep at Cakley and filling out insur-
ance forms for Pacificare insurance,

In March 2003, after riding mountain bikes for only six
months, Pua entered California's legendarilv tortuous, 52-mile
Vision Quest race, and won the women's division. Meanwhile,
Pua and Ron got engaped and the couple started entering moun-
tain bike and adventure races in California. By September of that
vear the two had convinced Brandon Growve, a physieian and long-
time friend of Ron's, to be Pua's coach.

“When I woke up I
thought I could keep racin
Then I saw a huge pool o

blood; I thought for sure
that all my teeth were gone.”

In 2004, Pua quit her job, went to work at Ron’s firm install-
ing draperies and took aim at becoming a professional mouan-
tain biker, On the weekends the two would ride or g0 Lo races.
1t was the same year that NORBA started its marathon series
and, best of all for Pua, didn’t require a pro license fo com-
pete—anyone could enter the fledgling competition. She fin-
ished third in her first NORBA race and won her next. She
finished third st the national championships, and by the time
the fve-race season was over, ended up winning the series
title. She had come out of nowhere, bul, as Pua says below, the
bike industry hadn't canght on.

“Wenent fo lrterbike af e emd ol the 2000 seasor with o video and a
resteené, and we iried fe gel sponsorshio, We gof some product shonsers,
Bt nomoney. Wercally iwanted to stay fndependent and not join a team.
For one reason, T ke to ey a lof of different things—triathlon, road
racing—and when you're on @ feam fhey 120 you what to do, And being
independent was @ way for Ron and me fo kesep doing thiz together, Be-
cause of Ron's bitsiness, we cowld set owr oran bours, which meant we coald
compete wien we wanted fo. That'ls ot we supported ourselves, but o
eotld mener really cafch ap finarcially, because if you dow’t work fora
wieek 1 bard fo make that money up.”

LAP FIVE

It"s just over six hours into the Wausga race and Paza is starting to
feel the long-term effects of her Canadian crash. The pace of her
last two laps has showied toan hour and 19 minutes, almost 10 min-
utes slower per lap than her earlier circuits, After taking the lead
on the second lap, Rusch is progressively stretching out a 10-
minute gap in front of Pua.
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“PPua had to take a bathroom break,” sayvs Ron, who has been
in constant phone contaet with eoach Grove, who is back in Hun-
tington, California, "She's not feeling well, and that loat her about
four minutes,” Coach Grove is at his desk, erunching numbers on
his eomputer, and looking up Rusch's last races. He thinks Pua
can still catch her az nighttime arrives.

After her breakout 2004 sedson, Pus got her pro Heense in
2005 and named her one-woman squad Team Mata—Mata is her
maiden name and means “kill" in Hawaiian. If 2004’ success was
surprising, 2005 was downright astonishing: She gquickly won
successive NOREA marathon events in West Virginia, Colorado
and [daho, and those victories carned her another marathon
championzhip title. At a World Cup marathon race at Mount-
Sainte-Anne, Quebec, Pua was the first American to cross the
line, and the fourth finisher overall.

Feeling confident, and sormewhal addicted Lo taxing herself,
she also decided to teyv her legs at 24-hour mountain hike racing.
Her first 24-hour event was the 2005 national championships in

Spokane, Washington, and she savs it was rough.

It was a bad expersence. | won, But i was bad. | didn’t even
Enow §f T could ride for 24 bours. Twas fine for (e first 15 Breers, and
I had lapped Cristing Beey by midnisht, and Twon &y something fike
five laps. Bur when the sun came wp I really srarred ro feel it I gor
thexe huge Bicoups that | eouldn’t controf—people along the course

“Once you cross the

finish ]me eve

hurting. I couldn’t e sleep

afterward, I was in so much
ain. It's kind of weird, but I

ove the challenge of it.”

could Bear me, they were so loud, and they really burt. Then I would
come through and deink warer and it wopld leerally go right through
me, wo | bad to fump off my bike right after | drank and, needless to
say, Tdidn't always make (1. Then, during a pit stop, Steve Born from
Hammer Nuteition came over and gave me some salt tablers, and that
belped me retain water, By the end of the race my bands wers numb
and I'd fost @ toenail. Notbing of ol (s comfortable after you finish u
24, When Im riding I uswally feel fine. Bur once you cross the finish
line eoerything starts burting, | couldn’t even sleep aftervard, | was
i g0 mack pain. [ know 5 bind of weird, but [ love the ehallenge
af i

At the 2005 edition of the 24-Hour Worlds, she went for a

repeat victory, but her headlight went out twice—costing her 45

minates in the pits both times—and her chain broke halfway
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through a lap, and yvet she still finizhed second. Just a few days
later, fatigued but determined, she entered the marathon national
championships and finished second there as well,

As the 2005 season came o a close, Pua had cemented her
out-of-nowhers status, but she and Ron were $30,0001in the red
and looking at a long off-season in the window-covering busi-
ness to try and rerain 2ome money, They also had to fgure ont
how to avoid going completely broke in 2006 and still maintain
Pua’s elite status. That September they went to the Interbike
trade show again and had better luck. Ellsworth kicked ina
bike and a little money, and other gear makers donated sup-
plies. Then thev got an e-mail from Scott Tedro, CEQ of a
Southern California shipping company called Sho-Air. Tedro
had read 3 story about Pua, and he was impressed. He wanted
to sponsor her with enough cash so that she could devote all
her time to racing.

LAP MIME

I’z 145 p.m. in Wausau, and Pua has dropped way back, Her
time on her ninth lap was 2:27:38 —more than an hour slower than
herfirst lap. It's become clear to Ron and coach Grove, and to Pua,
that she pushed it too soon after her crash,

“My body is kicking back on me,” she tells Ron when she rolls
info the pits. Her arms are numb, her head aches and her lower
back is killing her, She's completely spent; they decide to pull out,
Pua iz crushed. “Its been a tough vear for me” she savs, “I've
always been able to hounce hack, and | thought 1 was ready. And
now I'm worried that people will think that T'm some kind of flash
int the pan.”

The 2006 season was supposed to be better than this. The
Sawickis shelved Ronm's business and gave up a permanent
address, because the sponzorship money helped purchase a
Ford F-350 pickup and the go-foot RV that has become their
new home. The couple travels from competition to competition,
and between races can be found at high-altitude training
grounds in Utah and Colorado, And then came the accident in
Quebec. For an athlete whose body has always been able to do
more, the physical pain, and the pain of pulling oul of the
Waugau event, has raised the specter of zelf-doubt. In the early
morning after the race, Pua and Ron climb into their RV and
drive to Utah to reassess the rest of the season. The 24-Hour
Worlds—now the biggest event of the year—is this Oetober, two
months away, in Convers, Georgia, and for Sawicks, evervthing
iz at stake,

AL felt bad about Nationals. But Tm betier now, T think T can learn

from it A friend of mine who is g pro racer came up te me afteruard

ard Be was halking about bow this happens to everyone at some point,
and a race ke that really reminds you that you're buman. But i afse
guve me @ fire inside. T want o conguer the next race. Foe got twe
months, and my one sogl is fo be stronger for 14 Worlds, Ir's every-
Hiing Tm working toward > @
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RIDE AND KNOW!

WHY ICT™?

Ellsworth is committed to raising the limits of sus-
pension technology, innovation and performance,
and the world's most demanding mountain bikers
count on Ellsworth's no-compromise bikes to deliver
the ride of a lifetime. Now, you can ride away on a
high-performance Ellsworth Epiphany, the pinnacle
of all-mountain frames, that features snappy acceler-
ation and plush travel thanks to Ellsworth’'s patented

Instant Center Tracking™ {ICT} Technology.

Imstant Center Tracking™ is guantifiably the most
energy-efficient suspension design in the world, period.
By aligning the instant center of the linkage on the
chain torgue line and continually tracking it through-
out the range of travel, ICT™ allows pedal power to
propel the rider forward without power loss. Ellswerth's
CT™-gquipped bikes are legendary for their rare
combination of responsive performance and plush
suspension that can be found nowhere glse.

" Learn more 2t EllsworthBikes.com
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