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The conditions on El Tour 
Ride Day were ideal – a cloudless 
sky with slight breezes and afternoon 
temperatures nearing 80. A perfect day 
for former Congresswoman Gabby 
Giffords to accomplish yet another 
perfectly improbable milestone: 
completing the Tucson Medical Center 
El Tour de Tucson presented by Casino 
Del Sol Resort Sanofi 40- mile ride with 
her husband, Capt. Mark Kelly.

The 40-mile event started in front of 
the Sanofi office in Oro Valley. An 
American flag fluttered from Gabby’s 
retrofitted recumbent bike as she and 
Mark – on his own specialized bike – 
rode with a group of about a dozen 
friends and supporters. Along the route, 
spectators and fellow bicyclists called 
out words of encouragement:

“Go Gabby!”
“Looking good, Gabby”
“Great to see you!”
Bicycling has played a role in 

Gabby’s rehabilitation.
"My recovery has been full of 

milestones both big and small,” Gabby 
said in a statement to The Associated 
Press, “and a big one was getting back on 
my bike and back to riding around this 
gorgeous city of ours with friends and 
family."

At El Tour’s Dedication Dinner held 
four days before the ride, Mark told the 
sold-out gathering:

“Last year, we did the 11-mile (Fun 
Ride). And the first thing Gabby said 
when we finished was, ‘40 miles.’”

Thus the 40-mile El Tour event 
became the goal this year. After training 

for months, Gabby sent 
out a tweet the day 
before Ride Day that 
said: “Training's done. 
Bike's ready. 
@iamspecialized gear is 
laid out. I'm ready to 
tackle 40 miles in 
@tourdetucson!"

Ride Day unfolded 
with an assist from 
Mother Nature, 
bestowing weather that 
produced sub-four-
hour record times in 
the 104-mile event. 
There was either no 
wind or a tail wind, 
especially helpful when 
riding south along the 
I-10 frontage road 
where headwinds tend 
to gust in the 
afternoon.

Shortly before their finish, a 
motorcycle police officer told Gabby and 
Mark’s group that the police had 
something special planned. As the 
bicyclists made the final turn onto 6th 
Avenue in downtown Tucson, Gabby and 
Mark were singled out and escorted to 
the finish line by about five motorcycle 
cops.

As visually impressive as Gabby and 
Mark’s finish was, the fact that Gabby’s 
bike tipped the scales at around 65 
pounds made her four-hour and 35-
minute finishing time all the more 
remarkable.

“It was the longest Gabby and I have 
ridden,” Mark said after, “but she did 

great. It was a great ride and the weather 
was perfect.”

It was the perfect ending to what 
was a great week for El Tour. Just days 
before, Gabby and Mark were honored 
as the ride's Dedication Recipients. 
Every year, El Tour is dedicated to one or 
more individuals who have 
“demonstrated great accomplishments 
while overcoming adversity,” a gross 
understatement when describing these 
two. Mark is a retired naval aviator and 
NASA astronaut who had flown combat 
missions during the Gulf War and, later, 
space shuttle missions as both a pilot 
and commander.

When she married Mark in 
November 2007, Gabby was serving her 

first term as a member of the United 
States House of Representatives for 
Arizona’s 8th Congressional District. At 
the time, she was only the third Arizona 
woman ever elected to Congress. Gabby 
was a rising political star and just a week 
into her third term when she was shot in 
the head during an assassination 
attempt on Jan. 8, 2011 in Tucson.

Surviving such a grievous attack 
would be accomplishment enough for 
most people, but Gabby, like Mark, have 
higher sightlines than most.

Kate Holder is a writer and 
communications consultant in 
Alexandria, VA. She can be reached at 
kate@kateholder.com.

It started as a joke then from 
there the name of cycling group was 
born.

"How do you feel?’ I feel 
muerto!"Enrique Vega said.

Muerto means dead in Spanish.
It started as a way to describe the 

thorough exhaustion one feels after 
competing in a race/ride – that 
moment when you’re drenched in 
sweat, when your body is pushed to its 
limits and when your mind starts to 
think about quitting.

Los Muertos are based in Sinaloa, 
Mexico and they’ve traveled to Arizona 
to compete in El Tour for decades.

Vega said the group and name 
formed when a few guys started biking 
on the weekends. They would go home 
to their wives who would ask what else 
they planned on doing that day and 
their response would be “nothing.”

“This guy is dead!” Vega said.
And so it went. Vega said they 

would laugh about it and after Los 
Muertos became the name of the team 
they related it to the Dia de Los 
Muertos holiday, incorporating the 
skull designs on their gear.

The group has ridden in El Tour de 
Tucson for more than 20 years, around 
30 members participated in 2015. It was 
the group’s most celebrated El Tour 
ever.

To wit: 15 of the 17 members that 
competed in the 104-mile ride made 
platinum (finishing in under five 

hours). 
“We (as a group) passed the finish 

line just inches from each other,” 
Gilberto Rocha said. 

Rocha said that during the ride 
someone got a flat tire and another 
group member stopped to help repair 
the tire and they still made platinum. 

“I guess we’re more organized, we 
left our selfishness aside,” Rocha said. 
“We start as a group and we finish as a 
group.”

The organization was founded in 
Los Mochis, a small town in the state 
of Sinaloa, by a few people who 
started mountain biking then 
switched to road biking. Since then, 
the group has significantly expanded 
with about 58 members. 

There’s also a women’s team - the 
Catrinas - of which two members 
competed this year.

In 2015, it was the fifth year Los 
Muertos hosted its own races 
throughout the year in Los Mochis.

Tour de Los Muertos is a 90-
kilometer road biking race in May and a 
60-kilometer mountain biking race in 
February.

“We are a civil association now. We 
do pay taxes. We do charity,” Rocha 
said.

Los Mochis started a school for 
children between the ages of 4 and 12 
years old and Los Muertos members 
often volunteer to teach kids about 
cycling. 

From humble beginnings to 
becoming an official organization 
recognized by the state, Los Muertos 
remain involved in the community and 
also hold authorized meetings to vote 
for board members.

Aurelino Valenzuela, who was 
elected president last month, has been 
racing for 18 years. He’s a professional 
racer and has been competing in the 
paralympics since he was in an 
accident during a race four years ago.

Valenzuela is hoping to represent 
Mexico in the Paralympics in Brazil at 
the 2016 Games, but says he needs to 
qualify in February. 

He’s one of a handful of pros in the 
mostly amateur group. When he’s not 

training on his own he joins the rest of 
the Los Muertos members who train 
throughout the year. 

The group trains together three 
times a week, navigating the 
mountainous terrain and sandy 
seashores of Los Mochis. They increase 
their training days to five times a week 
starting in August to prepare for El Tour 
in November.

Although they compete in 
rides/races all over - from San Diego to 
Las Vegas - El Tour remains the biggest 
ride the team competes in all year and 
they never miss it. Rocha says it is the 
go-to ride for people who wish to 
become members of Los Muertos – the 
unofficial initiation into the group.

Accomplishing the 75-mile 
bike ride in Tucson Medical Center 33rd 
El Tour de Tucson presented by Casino 
del Sol Resort was a memorable 
milestone for 42-year-old amputee 
Edward McCarty, who was there to 
inspire not just himself but others, too.

McCarty finished the 75-mile route 
of El Tour in eight hours, 34.34.38 
minutes.

“Even when I hit that finish line, 
there were people that came up to me 
and said ‘You know what? You inspired 
us,”’ McCarty said.

How he got to the event is also 
inspiring.

On April 4, 2008, McCarty, a 
Tucsonan, was involved in a life-
threatening situation when he lost his 
right leg in a car accident, which led 
McCarty to slip into a coma for three 
months. He underwent several 
surgeries, including seven on one side 
of his body for revisions and to repair 
severe nerve damage. 

“I was waiting at a bus stop for the 
bus to go home when a guy and girl 
were arguing down the street. The girl 
got out of the car and started walking 
towards the bus stop but the guy would 

pull out into traffic to cut her and cut 
her off yelling at her,” McCarty said. 
“The guy kept cutting her off. He 
eventually hit me into a wall and in 
backing up (he) ran me over again.

“My foot got stuck into the car’s axle 
and it was torn off,” he continued. 

Roughly a week shy of this year’s El 
Tour, Hanger Inc., a clinic that provides 
prophetic services that enhance human 
physical ability to those who are in 
need, called McCarty about riding in the 
75-mile event. With little hesitation, he 
told Hanger he would do it. He felt it 
was an opportunity of a lifetime. 

“There is nothing I can’t do if I put 
my mind to it,” McCarty said.

After all, he knows his limitations 
given he’s an athlete. Although he had 
just 10 days to prepare for the event, 
McCarty was determined to ride but 
knew he needed to increase his 
workouts to prepare for the El Tour 
challenge. 

However, McCarty had never 
ridden a bicycle with his prosthetic leg. 
In fact, the last time he rode a bike was 
at the age of 20. Still, that was not going 
to stop him.

“I had a week and three days to ride 
around town to get my momentum up 

and build up my legs to get used to 
the bicycle,” McCarty said. “Hanger 
provided the bicycle, the jersey and 
everything I needed for the event.”

To prepare, McCarty trained half 
the day while going to places where he 
volunteered to help other amputees. 
At night, he trained an additional 10-
to-12 miles. 

“I’ve been trying to get my life 
back together, but I’ve never had the 
opportunity to participate and do 
things like I am now,” McCarty said.

When it comes to volunteering, 
McCarty is an empowerment visitor 
where he visits new amputees to 
discuss their new lifestyle in hopes of 
getting them to think positively. 

McCarty said that the most he 
rode in one day was 20 miles. By the 
time El Tour stared, he had reached 
70.

 “All the way through the tour, 
they [the riders] were inspired just for 
the fact that I was riding with a 
prosthetic leg,” he said. “Hundreds 
upon hundreds of people that passed 
me said that I was their inspiration.”

With his first career El Tour behind 
him, he has his eyes set on riding again 
next year.

“I want other people to see that 
we’re not just handicapped, we’re not 
crippled, there’s nothing we can’t do if 
we put our minds to it,” McCarty said. 
“Watch out, here I come.”

Janet Shannon had been a 
runner - marathons and otherwise - for 
more than three decades.

“I was born to run,” she said.
Then she had arthroscopic surgery 

and worried “what if this happens to my 
other knee?” 

She lived in Florida at the time. She 
then switched to cycling, she felt she 
couldn’t obtain the same cardio 
workout she had attained as a runner. 
Then she moved to Tucson.

She and her husband, Mike, 
relocated four years ago, where Mike 
grew up and played football at the 
University of Arizona. She joined Cactus 
Cycling Club and recalled her first ride 
on a Trek hybrid. When she pulled up 
with her heavy lock and chain wrapped 
around her handlebar stem, she greeted 
her new riding partners, “everyone gave 
me a look” she remembered. What 
looked effortless to her as she observed 
other cyclists seemed so challenging on 
her heavy hybrid. A new road bike 
changed all that.

Weight training, cardio work, yoga 
and her volunteer hiking patrol efforts 
with the forest service have all afforded 
Shannon the cross training needed to 
elevate her cycling pursuits. 

“I’ve always been physically active,” 
she said. “I played sports in high school, 

coached boys' basketball and played 
volleyball on Florida beaches.”

This year, after cycling in two 
previous El Tours, Shannon was 
determined to beat her previous best. 
As a “cardio junky” she elevated her 
training regimen to include cycling 
three times a week, “up Mt. Lemmon 
and Pistol Hill” and her new passion, 
cycling with Ride on Cycling, a cycling 
club supporting youth rides with El 
Grupo. 

“Motivating kids to be outside and 
get out on bikes has been really 
rewarding for me,” she admitted.

In October, she finished first in the 
women’s category for the Centpatico 
Integrated Cochise County Classic 
finishing the 95-mile event in just over 
five hours. In comparing Cochise with 
El Tour, Shannon said the Classic has 
more hills and “although nine miles 
shorter than El Tour, the windy finish 
coming back into Douglas made the 
ride more challenging than El Tour.” 

However, she goes on to 
acknowledge that the Cochise County 
Classic was one of many training rides 
prior to El Tour that elevated her fitness 
level.

“Perimeter Bicycling does a great 
job organizing both El Tour and 
Cochise,” Shannon continued, “as both 
rides are well organized, SAG stops are 

fantastic and 
volunteer staff 
are friendly and 
helpful.” 

But because 
El Tour is larger 
she finds “the 
crowds at the 
finish line of El 
Tour to be so 
enthusiastic and 
supportive.”

Shannon’s 
husband Mike 
was convinced 
into cycling a 
few years back 
when she 
noticed not only 
did he need to 
lose a few pounds, but “when I started 
telling him that I could run a marathon 
or ride a bike and get more exercise and 
complete my workout before he even 
finished his 18-hole round on the golf 
course, he knew he needed to make a 
change.”

Active, fit and healthy, the 
Shannons instilled the importance of 
physical activity in their two sons and 
remain role models for all who they 
encounter. 

“Combining the outdoors, with 
physical activity and now watching 

'smiling children’s faces while out riding 
a bike with El Grupo' keeps Shannon 
motivated day after day," she said.

When asked about longer term 
goals, she said “to be happy, enjoy kids 
and enjoy life … and to keep cycling 
and staying active.”

Janet Shannon finished this year’s 
104-mile El Tour in five hours and 19 
minutes, even after losing 20 minutes a 
few miles before the finish line to 
change a flat tire. She’s already eyeing a 
better time in El Tour next year.
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Former Congresswoman Gabrielle Giffords  Capt. Mark Kelly and a 
group pedaling their way to the finish line. Damion Alexander Photo
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