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For Adrenaline Junkies Only
Dirty Dozen race takes cyclists up and down Pittsburgh’s hills

by Sarah McCluan

In Pittsburgh, it is said that every hill has a 
personality all of its own.

Whether it is the slate-gray cobblestones on 
Beechview’s Canton Avenue or the white-knuckled 
precipice of Mt. Washington’s Sycamore Street, 
each snaking incline adds to the contours 
of the city and tells its part of the region’s 
rich history.  

Pittsburgh’s hills present the kind of 

topography that the organizers of the Dirty Dozen 
exploit to its fullest, and most painful, potential. 

Founded in 1983 by Bob Gottlieb and brothers 
Tom and Danny Chew, the Dirty Dozen is a cycling 
race suited to only the heartiest of bicyclists. More 

of an adventure than a race, it is a challenge 
of human will during which athletes climb 
12 of Pittsburgh’s infamous slopes. Held on 
the Saturday after Thanksgiving, the 50-mile 

Hills, hills and more 
hills. Pittsburgh’s Dirty 

Dozen race gives  
participants an  

opportunity to take on 
50 miles going up the 

12 steepest hills 
in the city. 
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race follows a circular route and meanders through 
some of the city’s oldest neighborhoods.  

“We wanted to showcase the hills around Pitts-
burgh but keep it close to the city, which actually 
wasn’t too hard to do,” says co-founder Danny Chew.

Every year, rain or shine, the race begins at the 
city’s Highland Park, where cyclists stretch out 

before hitting the pavement. All too soon, they 
arrive in Aspinwall—and the first hill, that starts 
as Center Avenue and finishes as Guyasuta Road.

Lined with single-family homes and all-wheel-
drive vehicles, Guyasuta Road is a somewhat gentle 
warm-up for what lies ahead. As the race wears on, 
the inclines become increasingly brutal, in part 
because of the racers’ fatigue.

“By the time we start hurting, the hill is usually 
over,” 2012 champion Steve Cummings says.

Nothing compares to hill eight, the steepest climb 
of the race, which takes riders up Canton Avenue 
and its infamous 37 percent grade. Covered with 
smooth, uneven gray cobblestones, the surface 
creates treacherous walking for the most sure-
footed pedestrian. Even drivers are discouraged 
from using what is possibly the steepest street in 
the United States. 

“Yeah, it’s a hard one,” Chew declares, in what 
might be the understatement of the year.

But the route and its brutal inclines are not the only 
peculiarities in this dangerous and oddly inspiring race.

(top) Cyclists enter the 
race primarily for the 

challenge (top prize 
is just $150). (below) 

Spectators line Canton 
Avenue, to cheer the par-

ticipants and take photos.
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In just about every respect, the Dirty Dozen doesn’t 
conform to the typical rules of cycling. Racers begin 
in a pack at the bottom of each hill and then sprint 
their bikes to the summit. The first racers who make 
it to the top receive points. The winners then are 
given the opportunity to rest while they wait for the 
remainder of the cyclists to catch up. Once everyone 
has reached the finish line of a particular climb, the 
entire group leisurely rides to the next hill. Racers 

“ride neutral” between each hill, but passing is per-
mitted so that riders can get a good position for the 
next hill climb.  The cyclist who accumulates the 
most points after climbing all 12 hills wins.

One of the most important, and surely unusual, rules 
in the race is the “no foot rule,” which states that rac-
ers who allow a foot to touch the ground must return 
to the bottom of the hill and begin the climb again.  

“It’s a matter of honor, really,” says Bob Stumpf, 
who placed second in last year’s race and who, like 
the race’s founders, seems to have an insatiable drive 
to compete. He began biking about seven years ago 
and was quickly hooked on the sport.

Over the years, the Dirty Dozen race has steadily 
grown. The first year, only five friends competed. Last 
year, more than 300 bikers tested their endurance 
and grit. Throughout the last two decades, almost 
1,000 individuals have competed at least once. The 
operation now has a staff of 20 volunteers and, last 
year, even had two corporate sponsors.  

Although the winners in the men’s and women’s 
divisions will each receive a $150 cash prize, all who 
compete usually agree that the race is more about 
the challenge than the winnings.

In every race, each cyclist wants to be crowned 
the king of the mountain, and this year, Stumpf has 
plans to wrestle the title away from Cummings, a 
10-time champion.

“I definitely have a strategy, and I’m training harder 
this year,” Stumpf says. 

Regardless of the final outcome, Pittsburgh’s Dirty 
Dozen is clearly not designed for the casual rider. 
This race is for adrenaline junkies only. 

—Contributor Sarah McCluan lives in Aliquippa

WHEN YOU GO
Dirty Dozen cycling 
race will begin at 
10 a.m. Saturday, 
November 30, at 
Highland Park in Pitts-
burgh. The pre-entry 
fee is $20 per person. 
More information can 
be found at danny 
chew.com/dd.html.

Canton Avenue and its 
infamous 37 percent 
grade cause many rid-
ers difficulty, either due 
to inability to conquer 
the hill or the hazard 
of other bicyclists 
stopped on the hill and 
in the way.  
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