
Riders battle cancer astride their bicycles

Friday, August 03, 2007
Even the scorching August heat can’t keep these riders off of their bikes.

Sixty bicyclists rolled into the city Thursday in the midst of a state-spanning trip to raise money for the American Cancer Society and Dreams Come True.

Corporate and individual donations have brought in $150,000 this year, organizer Bob Freed said. 

The inaugural ride took place in 1983. Freed got the idea after a cousin lost a 10-year battle to cancer and died in 1982.

Cancer struck his family again before the ride even began; his father was diagnosed with the disease in April 1983. He died on the last day of the first ride, Freed said.

“That was my initiative to keep with it,” he said. “It’s enabled me to fight back a little bit.”

The original ride tookabout 20 bikers along the state’s perimeter, Freed said, covering more than 1,000 miles in two weeks. 

This year, participants rode from Erie to Palmerton, about 360 miles. Thursday’s ride started in Mansfield and spanned about 90 miles.

“We change the route every year,” he said of the choice to stop in the city. “We’ve been here before, and it’s a beautiful area to ride through. I think today was one of the most beautiful rides we’ve ever experienced.”

While in the city, riders stayed at the Pine Street United Methodist Church and received a meal supplied by the Young Men’s Democratic Club. Riders also could ge a massage.

Rides can be therapeutic, Freed said. The group gathers at night to share stories.

“Most of the people have been affected by cancer in their life,” Freed said. “Some have lost people within the last few years.”

Kelly Curry of Pittston lost her brother to cancer just nine weeks ago. She taped his picture to her handlebars. “He gives me the strength to finish the ride.”

She did her first ride two years, before anyone in her family was diagnosed with the disease.

“It only took a year for my brother to be diagnosed and pass away,” she said.

It always was a goal of hers to ride cross-country for a cause.

“It has a lot of meaning,” she said of the ride. “It’s more emotionally challenging than physically or mentally.”

Curry believes the group’s contributions to cancer research have been “overwhelming.”

“I’m so appreciative of the people who donated their money and time,” she said. “I plan on doing this until cancer is cured.”

Denny Snyder of Macungie said that he entered the ride in 1995 because he thought it was an athletic event.

“Boy, was I wrong,” he said. “It’s about family, friends and colleagues. It’s never about the bike.”

When he realized the true purpose of the ride, Snyder joined the committee that organizes the event.

“It’s become as much a part of my life as my job,” he said.

Snyder said his mother, father, mother- and father-in-law and training partner all were victims of cancer. His daughter is a cancer nurse, and she is “my hero.”

“This is the most unselfish, fun-loving group I’ve ever been associated with. They’re very committed and athletic,” he said.

The ride has given his cycling meaning. 

“I’m not a doctor, not a nurse. I can’t even supply the compassion to people suffering from cancer,” Snyder said. “This is what I can do to help.”

