The Heart of the South 500, 2006
The third running of the Heart of the South 500 started at 8 PM on March 31st and the weather was not cooperating again; although relatively warm at 70 degrees it was raining intermittently with a forecast for more of the same till morning. A line of rain moved from north to south kept all the riders, no matter when they started, in some heavy rain for 2-3 hours.  The wind was coming from the south feeding the rain with Gulf warm, moist air but also providing the riders with a tailwind.  By 8 AM Saturday all the riders were north of the weather and the forecast was for 90% rain free, with highs in the mid to high 70’s.  
Six solos chose the 48 hour finishing option starting at 8 PM. In this group were three determined returnees from last year, Brian Weiser, Pete Masiel and Wendy Gardiner.  Also starting with them was Chris Shelton, who won the 200 last year, Bob Rich and Tony Goodnight.  Bob Rich had previously qualified for RAAM and so the other five were riding to qualify. 
Starting at Midnight was Kevin Kaiser who rode as half of a two man team last year and had qualified via a 1200 K in 2005; at midnight the 8 PM riders started calling in for the first time station with Masiel in at 0000, Weiser at 0009, Goodnight 6 minutes later, Rich at 0018, Shelton a minute later and Gardiner at 0052.  About 25 miles ahead lay the climb to the top of Lookout Mountain and 50 miles of constant rolling hills from 100 feet to a mile long.  

Starting at four AM were Tinker Juarez and John Marc Velez (both of whom are registered for the 2006 RAAM), Mark Pattinson who was also riding to qualify for RAAM and the two man team GRITS (guys raised in the south) of David Sowers and Mark Dooley.  Three minutes later Kaiser passed through TS 1. 
At five AM the 200 mile options started, the six riders starting out and staying in the rain for 3-4 hours.

Goodnight led Maisel by 15 minutes through TS 2 at 0615 with Rich and Shelton through at 0708 and 0718.  A few minutes later Team GRITS and Juarez passed through TS 1 together at 0730 averaging 21 MPH, with Pattinson 18 minutes later and Velez at 0753.
Gardiner passed through TS 2 at 0858, 13 minute behind Weiser—22 minutes later Kaiser passed through, hot on their trail.  Twenty five minutes later Maisel reached TS 3, now 29 minutes ahead of Goodnight.  Fort Mountain lay 25 miles ahead, a 7 mile climb that is also the first big climb of the Tour de Georgia.  At 1137 Shelton passed through TS 3 with Rich 11 minutes behind.  An hour later Weiser passed through at 1245 with Kaiser six minutes later.
Behind them at TS 2, a race was in progress.  Team GRITS passed TS 2 at 1215 with Pattinson at 1236 and Juarez at 1238.  Velez came through at 1330.  

Gardiner reached TS 3 at 1304. The pack of three reached TS 3 at 1517 for both Team GRITS and Juarez neck and neck after 219 miles with Pattinson two minutes behind them. 

The 200 mile starters were now starting to finish with Jonathon Kent finishing at 1744, setting a new record.  
Maisel was the first into TS 4 at 1657, later passing Velez going the other direction towards TS 3 which he reached at 1732.  Weiser passed through TS 4 at 1919. During the loop over Fort Mountain Team GRITS called in with a crew person medical problem and pulled out of the race. 

The second 200 miler finished at 1858, Jeff Bauer, a returnee from last year!

TS 4 got very busy for the next two hours.  Goodnight came through at 2004 with Gardiner at 2018. Kaiser passed through at 2044 with Juarez two minutes behind him at 2046, Bob Rich at 2059, Pattinson at 2123 and Shelton at 2146. Shortly after TS 4 Bob Rich called in with a medical problem and dropped out of the race.  
Three more 200 milers finished at 2330, Bill Glass, Alan Gosart and Jeff Sammons also returnees from last year.  The three rode as a group, waiting as one had some stomach problems coming over Cheaha mountain.

TS 5 was breached by Masiel at 2325, with Juarez 1+50 later at 0115 Sunday.  Velez meanwhile came off the mountain and passed TS 4 at 2326. Pattinson was now 1+10 behind Juarez coming through 5 at 0225.  Shelton passed 5 at 0358 with Kaiser 7 minutes behind him at 0403 and Weiser at 0445 and Velez at 0533.
Ed Mulhern finished the 200 at 0445 after taking a rest due to some cramping. Never give up!

Tinker Jaurez passed through TS 6 at 0700 with a chance to break Chris McDonald’s (2005) record.  He completed the 47.8 miles in 2 hours and 33 minutes, a 18.75 MPH average but missed the record by 10 minutes at 29+33 versus 29+23.  Although disappointed, he was pleased with the course and the tune up for the core of his RAAM crew.  
Meanwhile, Masiel passed through TS 6 at 0808 with Pattinson 14 minutes behind him at 0822.  Masiel finished the race at 1117 race time, 39+17 and Pattinson came in at 1144 race time, 31+44. 
Gardiner passed through TS 5 at 0850 with Goodnight 20 minutes ahead of her at 0830. Kaiser was over Cheaha and passed through TS 6 at 1055, finishing at 1411 race time, 38+11.  Velez was through TS 6 at 1244, finishing at 1451 race time, 34+51. 
Weiser came though TS 6 at 1300, Goodnight at 1513 and Gardiner at 1527.  Weiser finished at 1616 race time, 44+16 with Gardiner and Goodnight finishing within 200 yards of each other at 1841, 46+41.
Some quotes from riders.
“A surprisingly tough course, I wasn’t expecting the hundreds of hills and mile long 15% grades before Cheaha.”

“As tough at Furnace Creek, I was surprised”

“That hill on 49 was nasty; I didn’t notice it on DeLorme”

“Really incredible scenery, I wish I had gone by Little River Canyon in the daytime”

“The flats were just great, not much traffic, lots of nice views”

“Great markings, navigation was not an issue with my new crew”

Let’s talk about next year’s race.  
The Heart of the South 500 will ride again the first weekend in April, March 30th-April 1st, 2007.  Our start will change a bit.  All those using the race as a qualifying event for RAAM will start at the same time.  That time will be agreed upon at the solo meeting on Friday, again at 3:30 PM.  This is being done to ensure all who want to qualify know exactly who they are competing against.  The rider’s will be designated as qualifying so when they call in for others’ times it is clear where they are in relation to other racers.
I am also looking for a new start with lights that actually work and toilets without wasps, more on that later.  The route seems to fit everyone’s liking with the changes to avoid some heavy traffic; and the new paving I ordered to be done over the last 12 months, so it will remain as currently detailed on the web site.  

Thanks for all who traveled to Birmingham.  Safe riding!!
