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"MOUNTAIN BIKER REBECCA RUSCH MAKES A
HISTORIC WINTER CROSSING OF ICELAND BY BIKE.
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A few days later, Rusch, Burkard, and cyclist and filmmaker Gus Morto,
neer a new winter route by bicycle, riding north-to-south through the rugped i

of Iceland, crossing 327 miles and climbing 25,600 vertical feet over miﬁit I|"ler|or
across glaciers and arctic tundra. The route, which would take them aboutaa“s and
was 90 percent covered in snow. Nobody crosses this way in winter, et

N set off to pio-

they were told
Burkard has spent a lot of time in Iceland, including a summertime bicycle circumnav.

jgation of the island, but he hadn’t done much winter biking before. Luckily, he knew
just the right person to ask to join.

‘] thought it'd be really fun to do this trip and | was like, ‘Who should | invite?’ The
first person who came to mind was Rebecca,” says Burkard. “A bicycle is super fun to
ride, but it’s more about the experiences it provides you, the people it allows you to
spend time with.”

Rusch, for her part, has spent the last few years developing her winter biking skills by
competing in the 350-mile Iditarod Trail Invitational, a bike race along the legendary
dog-mushing trail across Alaska. She won the event for the second time in 2021, just
a few weeks before departing for Iceland, and did so self-supported, carrying her own
food and melting snow for drinking water. “That boosted my confidence for winter
survival,” she says. “So, | went into |celand having confidence but also knowing that
Iceland is a lot different than Alaska.”

In Iceland, the winds can rage at 60 miles per hour and temperatures freque““l)’ ?;"PI

to -10 degrees Fahrenheit. “I really don't like being cold” Rusch says. ‘But | felt l:as
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hadn’t challenged myself in a committing expedition in while, and the winte

something | was really scared of. | was intrigued. So, | dove in”

84



“m [ GO 7”,/{?/9’6“5'
70 ke W2 T
An | GooP g(b(fé#’ 24

Once in Iceland, the team spent a few days organizing gear, shopping for
food, and sorting out logistics. When it was finally go time, they loaded eight
days’ worth of food on their bikes, as well as winter survival gear like warm
clothes, sleeping bag, tent, and a cooking stove. They had metal studs on their
wide five-inch tires to help prevent them from slipping. The bikes weighed

upwards of 80 pounds.

On the first day of the ride, they traveled on icy paved roads, riding in and
out of fjords as a pounding crosswind blew them off their bikes. “I had some
crashes and Chris, and Gus were going really fast,” Rusch says. “The road is
not my element, especially with a sidewind. | was thinking, Am | going to be
able to keep up? Am | good enough?’ | was having serious self-doubt.”

Then day two arrived. The wind became a headwind. They were on a steep,
icy hill in the highlands and Burkard and Morton tried to ride their bikes up
the hill. Rusch got off and pushed her bike, eventually passing the two guys
pedaling while she was on foot. “You're a machine.” Burkard said to her as she
passed. “I'm walking my bike because it makes more sense.” Rusch hollered
back. Later, Burkard would say, “In the most critical moments, when some of
us were floundering, Rebecca always seemed to have the answers.”
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At the end of the journey, they crossed the Myrdalsjokull Glacier, one of the
toughest sections of the route. They dealt with flat tires, mechanical issues,
and frostbite. “The physical suffering is familiar to me. [ know how to deal
with it," Rusch says. “But the elements were a really big challenge to me. It's
hard to explain the intensity of the wind. Even when it's at your back, it's

dictating everything.”
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