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	The ’Spandex Crusader’ rides again 

By Dawn Krebs FEELING FIT EDITOR 

Despite being legally blind and having a heart condition, one Port Charlotte man is currently biking across China. 
   Last year was not a good year for Eric Stockley. 
   A Charlotte County Health Department employee, he experienced bleeding in the retina of his left eye in April, putting him in the class of being “legally blind.” He could no longer do several of the everyday things that sighted people take for granted — driving, reading the newspaper, or watching the waves crash into the shoreline on the beach. 
   As the year progressed, he began gaining weight and his energy level dropped considerably. 
   “I even woke up feeling tired,” Stockley said. “Getting out of bed was an effort and after work I would just fall asleep in the recliner.” He just put it down to “middle-age depression” and hoped it would go away over time. 
   It didn’t. 
   One night in August, he began complaining of shortness of breath. At his wife’s insistence, he went to the emergency room and was admitted and diagnosed with congestive heart failure as a complication from the heart attack he suffered 11 years ago at age 45. In three days, he lost 22 pounds of the fluid he was retaining and felt much better. However, a cardiac defibrillator was implanted because of the risk of developing life-threatening arrhythmias. 
   Thinking the worst was over, Eric and his wife took a vacation, and two weeks later Eric was admitted into the hospital in Henderson, North Carolina. He had developed a ten-and-a-half-inch blood clot from his left elbow up to the base of his neck — a complication of the defibrillator implant surgery. 
   That’s when he decided he wasn’t going to let the year get to him. 
   Lying in the hospital bed, unable to watch television due to the vision loss, gave him time to reflect over his life and his passion for cycling. 
   “As a youth, I had cycled over much of England., and in my late teens , I crossed Europe and North Africa. In my late twenties, I flew into Miami and rode my bicycle across America, up into Canada, back down into Mexico , and then flew to Columbia, peddling my way down the Andes to Lemma, Peru.” 
   His love for cycling continued in 1994, when he rode in the Race Across America with team SCOR, which stands for Specialized Cardiac Outpatient Rehabilitation. 
   “We did not win, but we did not come last as others had predicted,” he recalls. 
   The following year , he left for Australia and cycled 10,000 miles around its coast. 
   Drawing on these memories, Stockley decided he needed a goal to motivate him back into cycling and back on the path to better health. 
   “I was not ready to become a cardiac cripple and fall into the ‘pity me’ routine, but I needed a goal,” he said. 
   Then it hit him. 
   He realized he had ridden in five continents: Europe, Africa, North and South America and Australia. 
   All he needed was to cycle in Asia and Antarctica, and he would be one of the few people on the planet to have cycled on every continent. 
   His mind set, he made a call from his hospital bed to a lifelong friend in England. 
   The conversation, Stockley said, played out in a humorous way. 
   Stockley reportedly said, “Hi John, I’m in hospital right now, and they tell me I have congestive heart failure. I’m thinking of going to China on a bicycle tour next year. Do you want to come?” 
   There was a pause on the other end of the line, then the response was, “Somebody has got to go and look after you, you dozy sod, sign me up.” 
   From that conversation, Stockley began planning a bicycle tour of China. 
   All his previous tours had been self supported, with Stockley carrying his tent, stove, food and other equipment with him as he traveled. 
   He helped fund his trips by writing stories of his adventures and selling them to bicycle magazines in England and Canada, calling himself “The Spandex Crusader.” 
   Now at 57 years old, he says he’s getting a bit too old for crawling in and out of a pup tent, so he went online and decided to do a 17-day tour through “Bike China,” an American-owned company based in Chandu, China. 
   The company normally want groups of six to 10 riders, but Stockley explained that due to his health status, he did not want the pressure of keeping up with a group of younger, fitter riders. 


   Stockley stated that Peter Snow, the owner of Bike China, was more than understanding and worked with closely with Stockley to plan the tour. He even arranged to have bottled oxygen in the support vehicle when they cross passes over 12,000 feet in elevation in the foot hills of the Himalaya Mountains, in what was once Tibet. 
   The tour started on Oct. 10 with bicycle tours of Beijing, taking in all the usual tourist attractions. Then, they flew to Xian, where they biked around the ancient city walls and visited the Terracotta Soldiers. This was followed by a flight to Chandu on the Tibetan Plateau, where the bikers visited Buddhist temples, the China Panda Research Center, hot springs, rode on a glacier and crossed spectacular mountain passes. Finally, they flew to Shanghai to finish the trip with a bicycle tour of the city. In all, the riders will have completed approximately 450 miles in four distinct areas of the country. 
   Stockley prepared for the event by riding daily on his mountain bike and exercising three days a week at the Wellness Center in Punta Gorda. He prefers to train alone, which allows him to train at his pace, not at the pace of others. 
   “Probably the hardest thing is accepting that I am no longer the “Spandex Crusader,” but rather the “Modified Spandex Crusader,” he said, smiling. 
   Due to his disease, Stockley’s heart now pumps 50 percent less blood per beat than a normal heart. 
   “If you pulled two spark plugs out of your car, you would not expect it to go as fast as it did with four spark plugs, would you?” Stockley asked. “It’s the same deal. The goal is to be the best you can be under the circumstances.” 
   He says he finds working out at the wellness center very humbling. Some of the members of the club have had a stroke, hip or knee replacements, heart attacks and more, which inspires Stockley. 
   “I used to look at sports champions for inspiration. Now I just look around the wellness center and see people — much worse off than myself — refusing to fall into that ‘pity poor me’ trap,” he said. “Instead, they make an effort to do the best they can and live life as well as they can under the circumstances. It’s a true inspiration just to see them and be a part of it.” 
   Will China be the last ride of the Spandex Crusader? 
   “Heck, no, “ he replied. “I’m already trying to figure out a way to get to Antarctica. There are a lot of obstacles but I’ll get there one day before I die, that’s for sure.” 
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Photos provided Eric Stockley, an employee with the Charlotte County Health Department, doesn’t let heart problems and recently being diagnosed as legally blind deter his passion for cycling. 








