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Bike Racing Tales 

Episode 1: For Want of a Fig Newton 

Mikk Hinnov, July 1, 2021 
 

 
Princeton Cycling Team, 1963. Mikk Hinnov on the right 

More about the team at the end of the story 

 
I wish to set the record straight about the incident that Terry Seymour describes on Page 291 of 
our 55th Reunion Book on how he bested me on a bicycle machine in our Physics 101 lab. Be it 
known that I was not then or ever an Olympic cyclist. Only a wannabe, as described below. The 
rest of his story is 100% accurate.        
  
As I related in my own essay in the 55th Reunion Book, in the summer after our freshman year, I 
participated as a member of our 4-man Princeton team representing America at the World 
Championship Cycling Road Race in Belgium in 1963. One of my teammates was John Allis ‘64, 
who had just completed his Junior year at Princeton. Instead of returning promptly to Princeton 
for his Senior year, John decided to stay in Europe for a year, living with his parents in Paris, and 
to join a bike racing club there, and train and compete at the much-higher-than American level 
that the sport enjoyed in Europe. He thus hoped to prepare himself to compete for selection to 
the US Olympic Team and to perform well at the upcoming Tokyo Olympics in October 1964. 
Keep in mind that back then, the Olympics was only for “amateurs” like us. 
  
I respected John as a strong, tenacious, talented, and way-more-experienced cyclist than I was, 
but I had actually beaten him at the 1963 National Intercollegiate Championships! I took 
1st place a year later in the 1964 National Intercollegiate Championships. So, I considered 
myself John’s peer, at least, and if John could try to qualify for the Olympic team, well … why 
couldn’t I? 
  
So in the Spring of 1964, I returned from Princeton to my parent’s home in Manchester CT, a 2-
day bike ride covering some 200 (fairly adventurous) miles. I got a full-time summer job as an 
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oil burner mechanic’s helper, joined a little jazz/dance band playing gigs locally for pocket 
money, and trained as hard as I could, when I could, on the roads of central Connecticut. 
Without any training companions or coaching, with no car to get to races around the region, 
and without other support except food and lodging from my parents, it was probably a futile 
idea to shoot for the Olympics, but I was young and naïve enough to go for it anyway. I knew 
that at the level of the sport in America, I was good. 
  
The state-level Olympics pre-qualifying races, held before the final country-wide qualifying race, 
were to take place later in the summer. I was the only racer that I knew of in CT, so the nearest 
pre-qualifying race for me was to be held in Paramus NJ.  
 
During the evening of the day before that Paramus race, I had a gig to play with my band, a 
wedding reception that lasted well into the night. I got home close to midnight, put away my 
trombone, packed up my racing gear, and rode my bike some 10 miles through the night to the 
train station in Hartford. There I caught a wee-hours-of-the-morning train to NYC; and tried to 
get some shut-eye. The train pulled into Penn Station as dawn was breaking. 
  
I put the wheels back on the bike, tossed my bag of gear over my shoulder, and started 
pedaling for Paramus, some 20 miles to the northwest across the Hudson River. Up Broadway, 
past Columbia University, to the George Washington Bridge, and across into New Jersey. Very 
little traffic at that early hour. Having had nothing to eat since snatching a few hors d’oeuvres at 
the wedding party, I started thinking about getting some breakfast; but at that hour, all I could 
find open was a little convenience store. It didn’t have a great selection of anything calorie-rich 
and nutritious, so I selected a bag of Fig Newtons.  Munching on Newtons, I finally pulled into 
Paramus Mall, where the race was soon to kick off on the vast parking lots around the mall. It 
was to be a 35-mile individual time trial, each racer alone against the clock. 
  
Soon it started, riders going off alone at 1-minute intervals, racing around the parking lots, 
trying to catch the man ahead. I got going, too, and soon settled into a good fast rhythm. Going 
good; my lap times were among the best.   
  
But… my lack of food and, maybe, lack of rest and my 20-mile “warm-up” ride from Penn 
Station, finally caught up with me around mile 25. Suddenly, I had no power. I started trembling 
and seeing double, feeling nauseous and weak. I could hardly hold my head up. I had “hit the 
wall”, (or as we put it in those days, “blown up”).  Classic symptoms of hypoglycemia. I had 
used up all my stores of sugar that power the muscles. Now I was consuming my own muscles. 
  
All I could do now was wobble my way back to the start-finish line and withdraw from the race. 
  
I sat on a curb in the sun and slowly finished the last of my Fig Newtons, and eventually began 
to recover a bit. The 20-mile ride back to Penn Station began to seem feasible again; and it was. 
  
So ended my quest for a berth on the 1964 Olympic Team. By the time another Olympics came 
around, I was carrying a rifle around in Viet Nam. 
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John Allis made the Olympic team that year, in 1964. The final team selection was made in a 
pair of races in NYC’s Central Park early in the fall, where he excelled. He competed in Tokyo. 
John’s military service after graduation from Princeton with the Class of 1965 was initially in 
Germany as an artillery officer, but later he was transferred to California, where he joined the 
US Army’s “Special Services” Olympic preparation team and trained and raced. He went on to 
compete at the Mexico City Olympic Games in 1968. He later became a part of the Raleigh 
Bicycles racing team. That was America’s first pro team to compete full time in Europe and laid 
the foundation for many such US teams to follow. 

I am actually grateful for the humiliation Terry Seymour visited upon me in the Physics 101 lab 
in our freshman year (even if a little less so for its publication for all the world to see some 60 
years later!). I know it spurred me on to greater efforts and undoubtedly contributed much to 
such successes as I later enjoyed. 

 

About the Photo at the Top 

This photo was taken in 1963 and pictures the Princeton team that won the National 
Intercollegiate Team Championship in Spring 1963, taking the 1st 4 places, which propelled us 
to the World Championship races in Belgium that summer. (Our exploits in Europe might be 
grist for another good story later.)  From left to right, John Allis ’64; Leif Thorne-Thomsen ’63, 
our captain and the organizing force behind the team, Oscar Swan ’64, and Mikk Hinnov ‘66, as 
the freshman. 

Leif was the individual victor in 1963; in 1966, it was Leighton Chen’66. Leighton was a very 
strong rider who went on to race in Europe after graduation and actually won a significant 
victory there, an unheard-of thing for an American at the time. 


