BY DAVID KROODSMA
“Purposeful cycling” flourishes as riders head out for more than adventure

I

t was 20 minutes before the first
pitch, and the Oakland Athletics were
hosting the Houston Astros on a misty
spring evening in the Oakland Coliseum.
A bit beyond first base in section 113, I
met Matt Stoltz. A recent graduate of the
University of Wisconsin, he wore a faded
Milwaukee Brewers cap and a friendly
Midwestern grin. He told me about how
he had ridden to the Bay Area from Seattle,
where he had watched the Mariners play
the Kansas City Royals on opening day.
Matt was at the beginning of a
seemingly ridiculous bike tour: he planned
to visit every major league ballpark and
attend a game at each, cycling some 11,000
miles in five months. Along the way,
he’d use the journey to raise money and
awareness for Big Brothers Big Sisters and
the Boys and Girls Clubs of America.
The craziness of Matt’s ride had gained
attention. He was given free tickets to
the game and invited to attend batting
practice beforehand. In the first inning,
the jumbotron read “AN OAKLAND
WELCOME TO MATT STOLTZ,
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BIKINGFORBASEBALL.COM. GOOD
LUCK ON YOUR JOURNEY.” As I sat next
to him, his smartphone buzzed while fans
tweeted at him, inviting him to join them.
I followed him into the bleachers to meet
some of these fans, a rowdy group beating
drums and taunting the Astros’ right
fielder. Two innings later, a reporter from
the local CBS radio station stopped by and
interviewed Matt.
I had tracked Matt down because I
wanted to learn more about people riding
for a cause. It seems like every other cyclist
on a long-distance tour is doing it to raise
awareness or money, and I wanted to know
two things. First, do such rides really make
a difference? And, just as important, how is
a “cause-based” ride different for the rider
from a regular old bicycle tour?
To answer this question, I spoke with
cyclists who have undertaken rides for
causes, ranging from people like Matt who
developed ambitious, themed solo routes
to people who joined supported fundraiser
rides. I have a stake in the answers myself,
as I’ve used some of my own bicycle tours

to draw attention to issues I care about,
and I’ve joined organized rides to raise
money. What I found from speaking
with these cyclists reflected my own
experiences. These cause-based rides may
not necessarily be the most effective way
to address an issue, but they do make a
difference and they also alter the character
of your bike tour and change the way you
see the world.
One interesting aspect of these tours
is how cyclists who undertake them are
supported in their journey by people they
meet along the way. In Matt’s case, he had
been offered places to stay by people who
had discovered him via social media and
was given free meals as well (I bought him
a beer, too). Matt didn’t have a SAG wagon
or even much of a support team, but the
focus of his ride inspired strangers to seek
him out and help him make it to the next
park.
What had drawn Matt to his journey?
Was it the adventure, the cause, or both?
He told me the cause was the main
motivator. Matt had been involved in Big
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PEDALING
WITH A
PURPOSE

Brothers for a number of years, and taking
his “little brother” to baseball games was
an important part of his volunteer work.
Also he had majored in community and
nonprofit leadership — in some ways
the ride was preparation for his planned
career. But he still had another 10,000
miles of riding and 27 ball games ahead
of him. I told him I would call in a few
months near the end of his journey.
For the Birds
Another cause-based project with an
unusual route was undertaken by Dorian
Anderson, a neurobiologist and avid
birder who quit his research job to do
a “Big Year” by bicycle (bikingforbirds.
blogspot.com). In the birding community,
a Big Year is a calendar year in which one
tries to see as many different species of
birds as possible. In order to achieve this
goal, you must travel widely — there are
stories of people taking transcontinental
flights to Alaska just to see a rare bird.
Dorian wanted to undertake a Big Year,
focusing on birds within the contiguous
U.S., but he was put off by both the
expense and the environmental impact
of the typical Big Year. So he decided to
undertake the journey by bicycle.
Dorian designed his tour to see
the most birds possible. There was
no consideration for the best routes
or seasons for riding — only the best
locations and dates for birding mattered.

So his ride started in Boston on January 1
(apparently there are some birds you can
see only in the winter in the Northeast)
and looped around the country. “I drew
out the route as a joke,” Dorian said. “I
thought it would be 12,000 miles.” It
turned out to be more than 18,000.
Other than identifying birds, Dorian’s
goals were to increase awareness of our
dependence on cars and to raise money
for the Conservation Fund and the
American Birding Association. And he
succeeded: he collected nearly $50,000
for bird conservation and gained more
than half a million visits to his website.
Dorian also said he hoped that much of
his awareness raising would occur in the
future — he is working on a book to tell
his story to a wider audience.
But Dorian also admitted that the
money and consciousness raising was
secondary to his primary goal: seeing
as many birds as possible. When he was
riding, all that mattered was the number
of different species he saw. He described
pedaling hundreds of miles out of his way
to see a specific bird and riding across
Texas in 100-degree heat in the spring,
then crossing the state again in the late
fall in sub-freezing temperatures. “Birding
sucked some of the pleasure out of the
biking,” Dorian said. “A normal cyclist
would say ‘I am not
going to ride today,’
but I had to. I had

to bike 120 miles into a headwind. I had to
keep moving to reach all the geographies
I had to reach.”
Just like Matt, Dorian gained a
following. The birding community sought
him out, and everywhere he traveled
he had offers of places to stay. Also,
Best Western sponsored him, providing
free lodging. The support was as much
emotional as physical. The many people
following his blog, Dorian said, gave him a
sense of responsibility. It helped him ride
into the wind and cold and keep going.
What struck me about Dorian’s
and Matt’s projects is how exhausting
they were. It’s one thing to undertake
a physically demanding bike tour. It’s
another to undertake that tour while
trying to fundraise and blog daily. While
the extra efforts of their projects may
have given them support wherever they
went, it also required them to work on
their laptops, phones, or tablets after long
days in the saddle.
Same Route, Different Reasons
Perhaps the best example of how
adopting a cause changes the character of
a bike tour is Kate Harris of CyclingSilk.
com. Kate and her cycling partner,
Melissa, cycled western China and Tibet
in 2006. While they were attempting
to follow the path of Marco Polo, the
ride had no explicit cause other than
exploration and adventure. Five years
later, in 2011, they retraced much of their
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Dorian Anderson on the road for a “Big Year.”
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route and also added Turkey and much of
central Asia. But this time they adopted
a project to research and raise awareness
about wildlife conservation areas along
country borders. In other words, Kate did
the same tour twice, once with a cause
and once without.
On the first ride, Kate told me that
she and Melissa were such novices at
bike touring that everything seemed like
a challenge — climbing hills with heavy
bikes, fixing flats, finding campsites, and
navigating in countries where few people
spoke English. They also rode across
parts of Tibet under questionable legality,
requiring them to avoid the police. At the
end of each day, she said they “had no
energy to do anything else.”
On the second ride, though, the cycling
was easier. They knew how to travel, and
they could focus more of their efforts on
intellectual exploration, with the bikes
serving as vehicles to learn more about
the issue they were studying. On that
journey, they interviewed experts about
protected areas, visited conservation
areas along borders, documented what
they learned, and drew attention to the
importance of these nature preserves.
Kate said she realized the protected areas
were more important than she had known
and that the issues surrounding them are
more complex than she had previously
understood. Like Dorian, Kate hopes
that some of the awareness raising will
come once she finishes a book about her
journey.
I asked Kate how the second journey
differed from the first. “The rhythm of the
trip was very different,” she said. Although
they avoided cities on the first trip, on the
second journey they sought out major
population centers in order to speak with
people working on conservation. And
what about meeting riders not on a causebased tour? “In some ways, I felt envy,” she
said. Other riders “could let their whims
guide their route.” But she also found
the project deeply engaging. “I definitely
learned a lot more about the places that I
was traveling through by having a project
associated with the trip.”
Kate’s ride highlights another aspect
of some of these projects — the tour as a
research journey. Everyone who’s been
on a bike tour knows that people are
interested in talking to long-distance
cyclists. Kate and Dorian were able to
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the cause other than to use the attention
generated by their physical feat to raise
money. And it worked; they raised more
than $50,000.
The most common way that
people ride for a cause is by joining
organized tours in which riders
must raise a certain amount of
money to participate. Unlike

self-supported tours, these rides offer less
interaction with the towns and places that
you cycle through — you’re not likely to
stay with a Warmshowers host or spend
an hour speaking with a local person
at lunch if you’re pedaling with
another 300 cyclists. But
you don’t have to worry
about the logistics and
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engage directly with people across an
incredible geographic range because they
were on a bike. Their feelings about the
issues they were pursuing changed on
both intellectual and emotional levels.
The challenge, if the goal is to make a
difference, is to share what they learned,
which Kate and Dorian are accomplishing
through public appearances, engaging the
media, and writing books.
A more straightforward way to ride
for a cause is to raise money. Many riders
see no need to tie the actual specifics of
their ride — where they travel or whom
they spoke with — to their cause. I’ve
met many such riders. While on the
TransAmerica Bicycle Trail, I rode for a
few days with a cyclist from the UK who
was raising $3,000 for cancer research.
More recently, I hosted a cyclist who was
using his journey to raise money for an
organization that fights sex trafficking.
And, a number of years ago, when cycling
along the southern California coast, I
met Gregg Bleakney and Brooks Allen of
RibbonofRoad.com, who were pedaling
the length of the Americas to raise funds
for diabetes research. As they freely told
me, the ride had no explicit connection to

Kate Harris traveled the same remote route twice, once for adventure and later with a purpose.
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you get to connect with other people
who care about the same issue. These
rides are also often great ways to learn
more about the issues that you’ve spent
hours and days raising money for. For
instance on the California Coast Classic
(californiacoastclassic.org), an eight-day,
525-mile ride along California’s Highway
1 to raise money for the American
Arthritis Foundation, riders meet people
who are affected by arthritis and others
working to address an affliction that
affects nearly 20 percent of Americans
and a surprising 300,000 children.
On Climate Ride (climateride.org),
which raises money for organizations
that promote sustainability and active
transportation, riders learn from
environmental and transportation
experts who give presentations almost
every evening of the journey. And nearly
everyone I spoke with who has been on
organized tours like these mentions the
camaraderie developed through riding
with groups of other people who are
fundraising to make a difference.
I’ve heard criticisms of efforts like
these — a percentage of the money
raised goes to support the ride instead
of the charity, and what does riding a
bike and going on a vacation have to do
with most of these causes anyway? In
my opinion, these fundraising rides are
a great way to use your own personal
networks to increase giving for the
public good. And while some rides are
better than others at keeping their costs
low, the truth is that it costs money
to fundraise. Every nonprofit spends
money to seek funds, whether by paying
the salary of its development staff,
using employee time to write grants, or
reaching out to members. Using money
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to support the riding costs is a similar
expense. And these rides do raise a great
deal for charity. The California Coast
Classic raises more than $1 million
every year. Climate Ride, which has
grown steadily since its beginnings in
2008, has given well over $3.5 million
to sustainability-minded organizations,
including Adventure Cycling.
Another possible criticism is of
people’s motivations in adopting
causes. In all of these interviews, one
justification that people either implied or
stated explicitly is that they had taken on
a cause in part because they didn’t feel
like they could take such a long vacation
without doing something meaningful
— both because of how they would feel
about themselves and because of how
their peers would perceive their efforts.
Brooks of Ribbon of Road, who quit his
job to ride across the Americas, said, “It
was much easier to tell people that we
were going to raise $50,000 for diabetes
by biking to Argentina,” than it was to
say they were going on a long adventure
for fun. Dorian said that he didn’t feel
like he could quit his job unless he
were going to undertake a huge project.
He said he needed “something big
and extraordinary enough to fold my
scientific career.” The second time Kate
and Melissa decided to cycle across Asia,
they said they “wanted to do something
more than just ride.”
But while you may question people’s
convictions at the beginning of such
trips, it’s much more difficult to do so
at the end. Nearly every rider I spoke
with had finished his or her cause-based
journey a different person. Dorian is now
working on birding and conservation in
a much more involved way than he did

when he was at his research job. Kate
works with the International Institute
for Sustainable Development, a job that
came directly out of her engagement
on trans-boundary protected areas.
And Matt is hoping to begin a career
in nonprofits. In trying to change the
world, people change themselves.
A few months after the Oakland
Athletics’ game, I gave Matt a call. He was
taking a few days off in Detroit, about to
embark on the last month of his journey.
He spoke about his trip’s many challenges.
“The rains followed me for a month,” he
said, referring to the flooding that had
plagued him in Texas and the Southeast.
He then rode through the summer heat
in Georgia and rode a “month of hell” in
which he pedaled 100 miles a day.
He spoke excitedly, though, about
how he now had memories of almost
every single ballpark in the U.S., and
he feels differently when he watches
highlights of games on TV — he can now
remember the smell of each park and
the people who hosted him there. As for
the project, he said fundraising had been
more difficult than expected (although
he had raised more than $20,000). What
had exceeded his expectations, though,
was that many people told him that they
had decided to be a mentor. “More than
100 people have emailed me, saying that
they have decided to donate time.” That
might not change the world, but it will
make a difference.
David Kroodsma works as a data analyst and
journalist for environmental nonprofits and
foundations in the San Francisco Bay Area. He is also
the author of The Bicycle Diaries: My 21,000-Mile
Ride for the Climate, about his solo journey from
California to Argentina. See more at rideforclimate.
com.

HOW TO GO ON A CAUSE-BASED RIDE
So you’re planning a bike tour and you
want to make a difference. What should
you do? The key rules, I believe, are to be
authentic, keep your goals realistic, and be
persistent.
If your goal is to raise money and you
don’t want to join an organized ride, you
might want to consider using one of the
many websites that make it easier for people to raise funds. Josh Hare, the owner
of Hops & Grain Brewery in Austin, Texas,
used fundraise.com, an online platform
to reach donors, to power the fundraising
for his 14-day ride to fight prostate cancer
(1400miles.com). If you are fundraising
for an environmental organization, or one
promoting bicycles as transportation,
Climate Ride (climate ride.org) lets riders
use their online fundraising platform.
Using Climate Ride’s platform, one cyclist
is riding across the U.S., another team
of six is cycling from Alaska to Florida,
and one man is planning to ride around
the world — and each is raising several
thousands of dollars for a different organization (climateride.org/events/independent-challenge). And there are many
other platforms available, such as causes.
com, crowdrise.com, networkforgood.
org, donorschoose.org, firstgiving.com,
and others.
Raising awareness is, in some ways,
more challenging. Many people have
ridden across the country and even around
the world, meaning that to get media
attention you often have to do more than
“just ride.” A good strategy is to try to
connect with a specific audience, much as
Dorian connected with birders and Matt
reached out to baseball fans. You should
also have a clear message and be willing
to promote both it and yourself. Moreover, realize that the people you will have
the most effect on are probably not the
people who read about you or see you on
television — you are most likely to affect
the people you meet along the way, the
people who host you for a night, and your
community at home.
Finally, there is nothing wrong with going on a ride just for fun. Although it might
be a stretch, I believe that more people going on bike tours makes the world a better
place. People on tours almost always talk
about the positive interactions they have
with people they meet along the way, and
often these interactions are with individuals who are very different from themselves and their friends. Such exchanges
are important. Also, bike tours are far less
resource-intensive than many other forms
of vacation. So get out there and ride!
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