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Ride Report 
 

Modified Stage 8 of the Tour of California 
By Dave Ernst 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The following riders joined in this crazy ride proposed by Dave Ernst: 
 

1. Rob Verfurth 5. Dave Ernst   
2. Art Reza 6. Sam Dagan   
3. Mike Farkas     
4. Marc Aguilar     

 
The intent of the ride was to generally replicate the Stage 8 of the Tour of California held in February 
2009. The actual stage was 98 miles and started in Rancho Bernardo and finished about 10 miles north 
in downtown Escondido. The modified route by the Descenders would start and finish in Rancho 
Bernardo but would bypass the east loop on Palomar Mountain by omitting the East Grade/Highway 76 
portion. Rather, the beginning of the return trip from Palomar Mountain would involve the very fun and 
fast descent down the South Grade Road, then joining back to Highway 76. The modified route would, 
however, include all of the climbs of the actual Stage 8, such as: 
 

1. Highland Valley Road    > 1 mile; 350 vertical feet; 
2. Lake Wohlford Road     > 2 miles; 700 vertical fee; 
3. Highway 76/South Grade Road (insane) combo > 13 miles; 4,300 vertical feet; and 
4. Cole Grade Road     > 2.4 miles; 900 vertical feet. 

 
Beyond these major climbs the route contained several rolling and not so rolling hills, such as San 
Pasqual Valley Road just west of the Wild Animal Park and the fantastic descent on Bandy Canyon 
Road just after the Highland Valley Road climb. The actual ride profile, and slope % indicator, is 
demonstrated as follows:   
 

 
Source: iBike by Dave Ernst. 

Event n/a – Modified Stage 8 of the Tour of California 
Date August 2, 2009 
Location Loop of San Diego (RB) to Palomar Mountain 
Distance 88 miles 
Climbing 9,268 vertical feet 
Energy 4,048 kJ 
Web Site n/a 
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Rancho Bernardo to Highway 76 
Assembling at 6:30am at the corner of Rancho Bernardo Road and Pomerado Road, the six committed 
riders departed under overcast skies and thankfully cool conditions given the August date. The first hill, 
Highland Valley Road, arrived around 5 miles in to the ride; the fun starts early on Stage 8!   

 
The group made it up and over Highland Valley Road with relative ease and, after a repair of the one-
and-only group flat (by Ernst, who he would find out later had his glasses fell out of his pocket during 
the stop) of the day, headed fast down Bandy Canyon Road on the way to the Wild Animal Park. The 
group also made it up and over the nasty San Pasqual Valley Road headed west toward Escondido after 
passing the Wild Animal Park. 
 
A few miles later the second climb up Lake Wohlford Road commenced. Luckily the overcast skies held 
during the climb up Lake Wohlford Road, a relatively tough approximate 2 mile assent. The group 
quickly fractured with Sam leading the way followed a few hundred feet behind by Ernst and the rest of 
the group just behind. Sam and Ernst collected the rest of the group at the top. A minor pace line formed 
on the rolling hills and country roads from Lake Wohlford to the southern end of the community of 
Valley Center. Traffic was light and the overcast skies gave way to early morning sun, again still with 
moderate temperatures.  
 
In a tight formation the group left Lake Wohlford Road and turned right on Valley Center Road, which 
initially headed east but quickly turned north then down a sizable grade. The end of the grade led to a 
long run headed north up the Rincon Indian Reservation, with its disproportionably sized Harrah’s Casio 
on the west side of Valley Center Road. This segment of Valley Center Road, not maintained by the 
County of San Diego, consisted of both rough pavement and included bulging type bumps every 8 to 10 
feet, making the road fell but “sticky” to quote Sam (I think) and bumpy in an must unpleasant way, 
especially on the arms and rear. The end of Valley Center Road contained a small hill leading to 
Highway 76. Though a small hill, the first sign of trouble started for Ernst when he fell rather alarmingly 
behind the other riders, whom otherwise finished the uphill section Valley Center Road as if it was level.  
 
Highway 76 to Palomar Mountain 
About 30 miles and 1:50 into the ride everyone stopped at the taco shop/liquor store at Valley Center 
Road and Highway 76 for a water/restroom break - and new $6.99 shades for Ernst!  
 
The long march up the Highway 76/South Grade Road 
combo, your typical 13 miles, 4,300 vertical feet climb, 
welcomed the group. The Highway 76 leg, at about 5 
miles and a solid 6% to 7% grade, is automatically one 
of the toughest climbs in San Diego and has to be 
respected unto itself, never mind as the lead-in to the 
actual 8 mile assent up Palomar Mountain on the fairly 
world famous South Grade Road. The six riders quickly 
spread out up Highway 76 with Marc and Sam leading 
the way followed by Ernst a bit back with Mike, Rob 
and Art covering the flank.  
 Sam & Marc leading the way up South Grade 
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All turned left on South Grade Road at the “Y” intersection that 
begins the 8 miles up to Palomar Mountain. Ernst decided it was 
time to close the gap to Marc and Sam and, upon applying a bit 
more peddling force, comprehensively blew-up right then and 
there. Apparently the weakness shown at the end of Valley Center 
Road was a prelude to the absence of fitness to come. The power 
was gone. Feeling angry yet responsible as the Initiator of the ride, 
Ernst elected to turn a negative into a positive and decided to make 
this a unique opportunity of ride up one of the toughest climbs in 
North American (the 17th?) in a utterly bonked/cracked state.  
 
 
Meanwhile, before heading 
off into the distance, both 

Marc and Sam cruised up the lower section of the South Grade 
looking like they were looking for a harder climb. Mike followed 
behind Ernst followed by Rob and then Art. Aside from the 
tandem of Marc and Sam, each rider was in his own little world, 
with the possible exception of riding with the bazillion 
motorcycle riders out early flying up the South Grade – Ernst 
personally saw the sparks flying off the steel knee pad while 
scraping the pavement of one rider!  

 
Ernst managed to keep going, and noted during this lengthy 
1:15 time up the South Grade that he was initially 
maintaining about 200 watts per his iBike, whereas a typical 
output would range from 240 to 270 watts in an un-bonked 
stated, and eventually falling to an even more feeble 160 to 
170 watts near the summit. Clearly the mental scares of the 
climb up the South Grade would be acute for Ernst, time 
would tell what sort of physical damage would be done.  
 

Eventually Mike would blow past Ernst like he was on one of 
those knee scraping motorcycles. Rob would be next to blow 

past Ernst and would mention to Ernst later of his surprise to see Ernst on the South Grade, and saying 
with his eyes how weak and defeated Ernst looked.  
 
With exhausted celebration Marc and Sam, perhaps in 
tandem and if not, certainly in close proximity to each other, 
made it to the top of Palomar Mountain, or more accurately 
the top of the climb of Stage 8 and nearly the top of the 
mountain itself. They waited at Mother’s Restaurant for the 
rest of the crew to arrive. Mike arrived shortly thereafter 
followed by the ever strong Rob. Ernst arrived several 
minutes (hours?) later looking pale. Art finished the job and 
looked rather refreshed to boot.  
 
 

Art gliding up the South Grade 

Mike looking determined on South Grade 

Rob gleefully stating he just dropped Ernst 

The Cracked Ernst; looking for the top 
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Overall, a pretty strong ride for most of the group considering the lead into the climb up Palomar 
Mountain and something to feel good about, especially for Marc as a (strong) first timer. By now we had 
been riding, or at least Ernst, for 3:50 and covered approximately 43 miles. Only another 45 miles to go! 
 
A physically subdued but feeling pretty satisfied celebration was had at Mother’s. Spoils included a 
great breakfast of French Toast, eggs, egg and cheese sandwich, et al., plus lots of soda (Ernst) and 
water.  
 

 
Triumph at the Top: Rob, Art, Sam & Marc 

 
The Return Home via Cole Grade Road 
The rest and refueling stop at Mothers’s was followed by Fun Time, aka the South Grade Descent! 
 
Each of us did our own thing down the ensuing 13 mile descent back down the South Grade 
Road/Highway 76 combo and again we re-grouped at the taco shop/liquor store. Feeling better after the 
egg and cheese sandwich at Mother’s, combined with the 32 ounces of Coke, Ernst did his usual thing 
down the descent and focused on his line and braking to fly down the mountain, with Rob right behind. 
Rob in turn led the group in a single file line on the rest of Highway 76 to the left at Cole Grade Road.  
 
At the left at Cole Grade Road Marc’s saddle bag opened 
and out flew his credit cards, drivers license, cash, and 
assorted other gear. After a made scramble by Marc and 
Mike they recovered his belongings. Meanwhile, Ernst 
was feeling the affects of the food and sugar water 
ingested at Mother’s and climbed Cole Grade with his 
power back, joined by Sam and followed closely by Art 
and Rob. Marc and Mike brought up the rear.  
 
Alas about a ¼ mile from the about 2.4 mile climb up 
Cole Grade, and for the first time of the day under some 
decent heat, Ernst blew for the second time. Admittedly 
pushing the pace too hard given his earlier bonk-fest up 
the South Grade, Ernst was asking for trouble on Cole Grade. Attribute it to basic intellectual 
shortcomings and/or not thinking straight after the long ride up South Grade. Either way Ernst was toast 

Smooth Art descending a South Grade turn 
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the rest of the 27 miles home; there would be not third recovery. Meanwhile Sam flew up and over Cole 
Grade and looked like someone who could ride all day. The rest of the gang followed and everyone one 
re-grouped at a liquor store at Cole Grade and Valley Center Road for one last water stop. 
 
The rest of the ride back to Rancho Bernardo largely involved riding on generally rolling roads but 
included the fun decent down Lake Wohlford Road, a real blast. Oh, the remainder of the ride home 
included Ernst begging Rob to let him suffer the remainder of the ride in quiet peace so the still strong 
riders, meaning all but Ernst, finish on a high. Rob would not stand for it so Ernst’s steadily eroding 
pace slowed everybody down. At this point in the ride, including approximately 78 miles and about 5:30 
in the saddle, all but Ernst were looking really good. Sam was completely fresh, Mike was on his wheel, 
Art was free wheeling right behind them, and Rob and Marc were being nice guys and generally hanging 
with the increasing pathetic Ernst.       
 
The modified Stage 8 came to a close at about 3:00pm with well over 6 hours of actual riding. How the 
pros do it, after riding equally tough stages in consecutive days while in actual competition, is beyond 
me. Even so, for Art, Sam, Rob, Mike and Marc there was clearly a sense of accomplishment and 
something to feel good about. It was quite a ride, modified Stage 8 or not, and something that will be 
remembered for a long time. It was a good day on the bike.  
 
4 Days Later 
Ernst suffered physically nearly four days after the modified Stage 8 ride which, the last 25 miles or so, 
were especially miserable. Everything hurt: legs, arms, neck, palms, butt, etc.  
 
However, on the 4th day Ernst experienced the recuperative powers of a dead level, bike lane only road 
under the canopy of pine trees in the Pacific Northwest on a 15-year old, 30lb. mountain bike. He’s 
happily riding again, as the following photo will attest!   
 

 
Ernst on the Chelahis Western Trail in Olympia, WA 


