Cognac and Bergerac Challenge 2005 by Dave Barry

| wasn't quite sure whether it was the rough crossing from Portsmouth to St. Malo or the
double scotch nightcap that had made me feel so out of sorts on that damp Friday
morning at the tail end of September. It was that really fine mist, the sort that can't make
up its mind whether it's going to be rain or simply remain as low cloud but designed to
soak to the skin. The prospect of cycling the first twenty five mile stint on this five
hundred mile journey through France was now less appealing. My team mates, Phil
Wilson (Filtronic), Tony Beddis (Alcan) and Gerry Mallinson (Unilever) helped prepare
my bike, filled my water bottle, cheered bon voyage but couldn't wait to get back into our
people carrier that more resembled a maobile bicycle repair shop. Actually when | got
going, it wasn't as bad as | thought and soon a feeling of self-righteousness came over
me as a few cars splashed past me with their wipers on and steamed up windows. They
didn't know what they are missing, cocooned in their cars. Despite the rain (it had made
its mind up by now) you could not help but be charmed by the gentle countryside of
Bretagne and all too soon it was time to change riders and put on some dry clothes.
This was to be the routine for the next three days.

The team in Bergerac from left to right, Gerry Mallinson, Tony Beddis, Dave Barry, Phil Wilson

As the sun was setting we eventually arrived at our first overnight stop in a holiday
village just outside Cholet. All fourteen teams welcomed the hot showers before tucking
into some simple French cuisine and the opportunity to rehydrate on the local grape
juice. We thought the presence of some serious riders, like Phil in our team, afforded us
the luxury off a lie in. When we dragged ourselves out of bed at 7.00, most other teams
had already left. Our initial optimism was of course unfounded as we had not factored in
the time it would take Phil to adorn himself with every possible piece of cycling clothing
ever conceived by man and a few that he had come up with himself. This was a shorter
day, only 170 miles to cover and by the time my turn came round | had almost convinced
myself that it was dry. In fact the day improved all the way into Cognac and another
boisterous night at the Hotel de la Gare, and you know what they say, when in Cognac
do as the Cognacs do....
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Phil Wilson

Sunday was to be the longest day, nearly 200 miles to cover, it also appeared to be
France's National Hunt Day. It seemed that every able bodied man and boy was out,
armed to the teeth, stood at the side of woods and fields looking furtive (before you ask |
have no idea where the women were). Whether it was the heavy atmosphere of garlic-
flavoured testosterone, or simply our cavalier attitude to map reading, we somehow
managed to get ourselves lost. It is not uncommon for someone in my profession, to be
heard bemoaning the omnipresence of that most endearing software company Microsoft,
but today they really surpassed themselves. Almost before it had dawned on us that we
had erred from our route, the all female Microsoft team pulled up beside us, declaring
that we were "off route, and that taking the next right a couple of lefts and a short detour
over a field or two we should rendezvous with the next green arrow". Thanking them
profusely and taking care to reverse over their paperclips we were soon on our way
again and back on track.

Cycling down the Dordogne
valley is truly one of the greatest
experiences | have ever had.
The late September air was
laden with the smells of the local
wine industry and despite my
legs feeling like jelly and
suffering from a severe lack of
sleep, | could not help but ride
with a smile on my face
(perhaps that air was stronger
than | thought). Our journey
finished in Bergerac with a
Champagne reception and
superb dinner. The only
remaining challenge was to stay
awake long enough for desert.

Dave Barry



Cognac and Bergerac Challenge 2005 by Dave Barry

This was a fantastic event and | must congratulate the Epilepsy Association on their
inaugural event. | must also thank our sponsors, Agilent, Travelwise, Unilever and
Filtronic, who have helped us justify these few days by pledging to give us money which
all goes to the Epilepsy Association and our nominated charities, the Anaphylaxis
Campaign and Mountain Rescue. Also a big thank you to those of you who have
sponsored us individually. If you don't fall into this category and have been moved by
this tale of extreme human endeavour it is not too late to cash in on that feel good factor!

By Dave Barry

To make donations either see Dave or Phil or visit http://www.justgiving.com/cognac




