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rofessional road racing
has been largely slag-
nant in the United
States since the days
of the six-day races,
and the small band of
American professional
road racers still turns
to Europe to make big
dollars. To date, all
attempts to inlroduce European-style
professional racing have met with limited
success at best.

Although most road cyclists regard it
as child's play, BMX racing supports hun-
dreds of pro riders making respectable
salaries and racing as many as 30
weekends a year. Now along comes off-
road bicycle racing, which seems to com-
bine elements of both these sports, and
which has a small class of professional
riders, with half a dozen teams at various
stages of support and organization. But
will it become a real professional sport,
capable of supporting hundreds of top
riders?

Many riders are attracted to the off-
road sport because the money prizes are
there, and a rider whose ambitions do not
require amateur status can do well. Most
races are sanctioned by the National OHf-
Road Bicycle Association, which has a
much more relaxed attilude toward
money prizes, and does notinsist that the
sponsor remits a percentage to the
league, as does the USCF.

The 1984 national off-road champion
and winner of 17 races during the sea-
son, Joa Murray of team Fisher, Is a good
example of the current state of the pro-
fessional off-roader. Joe's winnings ran
to about $3500, including only $500 for
the national championship race, and his
sponsor picked up most of his major ex-
penses. (These expenses included two
months training in Coforado before the
nationals.) Joe estimates that five or six
riders did equally well, all riders whose
factory teams are willing to pick up the
expenses required to compete in races
all over the country. At best, this is a gyp-
sy living; if the sport grows it will have to
support riders with decent incomes com-
parable to other professional sports.

Qlf-road racing is only a couple of
years old now, with the national sanction-
ing body just past its second birthday.
One of the most visible teams during that
period has been the Ross Indians, the
first collection of uniformed and orga-
nized riders to make the rounds of the
infant racing circuit. The manager and
organizer of the Ross team, John Kirk-
patrick, has some definite views on the
level of pro racing as it exists.

Kirkpatrick's attitude might-be de-
scribed as “cautious oplimism.” For the
sport to be a viable professional one, it
will need to support from 100 to 200 rid-
ers, he says, but the way it is currently

being handled, it is not promoted and ° i

organized well enough to do that. The
main problem pro racing faces,.he fesels,
is that the creative and organizational
levels of those handling events and
promotions has nat lived up to the poten-
tial of the spor. He fesls that the riders
and the subculture associated with off-
road riding is a marketable commodity
which will either catch on very soon or
wither away slowly. Since the widest and
quickest exposure to the market would
be through tetevised events, he feels that
this avenue should be investigated by
someone with a real package that the
networks can understand, but one that
does not shortchange the riders for the
convenience of coverage. Kirkpatrick
estimates that it will require from $20 mil-
lion to $30 million spent on the profes-
sional circuit to support enough riders to
make the sport viable, and he doesn't
think that this figure can be approached
unless television Is involved.

Concerning Ross Bicycles’ plans, Kirk-
patrick said that the team will be back in
1985, In their first year, the Indians had a
number of wins, but in 1984 the top spots
eluded them as the competition became
markedly tougher and the talent was
spread over more teams. In the latter part
of the season, Ross signed on two new
riders, Don Cook and Aaron Cox, and
these two rewarded their sponsor with
the Indian's best placings at the nation-
als: fifth and sixth.

Bill Woodul is well known for his tech-
nical support at the Coors Classic.
Among his many duties,he is also the
manager of Specialized Team Stump-
jumper, which features names familiar to
many road cyclists, including five-time
national cyclo-cross champion Laurence
Malone and Gavin Chilcott, who raced
professionally in Italy for cne season.
Team Stumpjumper was remarkably con-
sistent over the season.

Woodul confesses that when he took
on the task, prospects loaked disappoint-
ing. The schedule he saw in January
1984 had only a dozen or so races, but
as the seasan went on, it expanded to the
point at which even a well-financed team
couldn't get to all of the races. He leels
that there are some areas in which it will
be hard to sell off-road racing, and it will
pay promoters to confine their attention
1o those parts of the country where it will
be popular. As an example of a place
where it might not be marketable, he
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mentioned the Deep South, because “It's
just too darn hot and flat."

As a team sponsor, Woodul realizes
that the effectiveness of any advertising
is measured in “cost-per-impression
(CPI),” or how much it costs to expose
the product to a single consumer, By get-
ting the team to races, Woodul figures his
CPI to be in the neighborhood of one dol-
lar, as the leam is exposed to the im-
mediate spectators and local media. If
television coverage is added, the CPI
goes down to a fraction of a cent, which
makes it much more attractive to spon-
sors.

The Gant Challenge series produced
more exposure for the sport than any pre-
vious event, because the various region-
al events were designed to attract riders

- with no previous experience. These rid-
ers became spectators at the pro events,
where crowds numbered up to 1,000,
which was a big increase on previous
levels.

In order to win an overall title in the
Gant Series, a rider had to altend as [
many of the widely spaced events as &
possible, with stops at New York, Chica-
go, Minneapolis, Golden (CO), Los
Angeles, Miami and Seattle. Anyone who
tried to keep up with that schedule on the
basis of possible prize money would end
up seriously in debt halfway through the
season without factory support. Only a
supported pro had any chance to win the
Gant, therefore the event was a promo-
tional plus for the sport. Unfortunately,
while the media aspects of the promotion
were carried out brilliantly, the logistics at
the race sites often broke down. While
problems from one race to the next can
be attributed to the fact that each local
event was put on by a different local
promoter, when the same problems crop
up from race to race in a long series,
something is wrong.

Such sloppy promotion — which in-
cluded running far behind schedule and
the abuse of the simple NORBA sanction
rules —is not an indication of the profes-
sional level one has a right to expect in a
money sport, and this underscores Kirk-
patrick’s contention that the sport has yet
to reach the point from which it can ex-
pand.

It will be a couple of years before the
future of the sport is secure, but there are
several posilive signs. Like tennis and
unlike football or baseball, off-road racing
is a sport which includes far more
amateurs than professionals, and it will
be the support of these participatory
spectators that makes it or breaks it. With
sales of off-road bikes growing faster
than any other part of the bicycle market,
there is a solid base of interest. It is up to
organizers and promoters to present off-
road racing to the public in a manner that
will keep the interest growing. ]
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