Kenny Cason
Page 3
3/18/2008

Never Trust a Unicyclist Under 30

I’ve noticed most new unicyclists are, let’s say, younger than me. When I started to learn in late 2006 at age 47 I knew the typical newbie could easily be my son/daughter or even grandson/granddaughter. Regardless, I set forth to ride gracefully atop that single wobbly wheel, undeterred by age or reason. My two older kids were both members of the Panther Pride Unicycle Team (PPUT) years ago but I never took the time back then to get past the nearly flat learning curve that is intrinsic to unicycling. Now, with my daughter Lily joining the team, I thought it time to “suck it up, Dad” and dive in head first (not to be confused with a face-plant, which I’ve also successfully accomplished thank you).

Since most new riders are kids, I thought the unicycling community might be missing an adult’s perspective on the joys and sorrows of learning to ride for the first time. Like so many other skills we now take for granted (tying our shoes, putting the toilet seat down, ordering a latte at Starbucks), it’s difficult for most adults to remember what it was like to NOT have these skills. It is for this reason I will try to remind you seasoned riders of the agonies and ecstasies of learning to ride from ground zero, feet firmly planted on terra firma, backs literally against the gym wall.

The physics of unicycles are all wrong. It is common knowledge that heavier things go on the bottom (ask any bagger at the local grocery store) but in unicycling the weight goes on top, namely you. Unicycles share the same physical properties as pendulums, except upside down! This may be why you never see drawings of Sir Isaac Newton on a unicycle; he would go stark raving mad - worse than the episode with the apple falling out of the tree.

Riding a unicycle is impossible. This is seen by some as a challenge, by others as a simple fact of self preservation. But just like bumble bees who shouldn’t be able to fly (big body, small wings), unicyclists thumb their noses at such details and learn to ride anyway. If you can weather the frustration of attempting the impossible, your body’s muscle memory will eventually catch up with your desire to teach an old dog new tricks. Unicycling takes more learning time than many other endeavors but have faith, you WILL eventually get it and the effort will be worth it.
For a child who has yet to learn of physics this seeming contradiction of ability versus possibility doesn’t exist. They see others riding so it must be possible. Adults are a different beast, we like to analyze everything first. Then, if it suits our mood, gently wander into where the water is actually wet. If it doesn’t suit our mood we find some creative rationalization not to try. Ironically, this is the moral equivalent of doing a face-plant; would you counsel your kids to not try?
As an example of the different way adults and kids approach learning consider each with a new video game. The adult will look around the screen for the “right” approach before venturing forward or even read the manual! In contrast, kids are experiential learners; they will start clicking on anything within their reach just to see what happens. As a Software Engineer this makes it a challenge to design Graphical User Interfaces (GUIs) that will be used by both adults and kids without alienating one or both.

Attitude plays a huge part in becoming a successful unicycle rider. In my case I was surrounded by a gaggle of mostly elementary school kids, many of which could already ride circles around me, literally. Kids tend to look up to adults simply because they are adults; respect to some degree is assumed. My first attempts at pushing away from the wall were hesitant as I feared loosing any respect the kids had for me by looking awkward and unsure. In actuality just the opposite was true. The kids enthusiastically encouraged me and showed me little tricks to help me balance properly. Soon I felt as if I was back in school taking a very long recess on the playground with my friends. By taking the risk of looking ridiculous I earned their respect, and learned some great jokes in the process. Kids love to tell jokes if they think you are actually listening, even if you have heard them already.
Adults find it embarrassing to admit to kids that we cannot leap tall buildings in a single bound, nor stop freight trains in their tracks. Hence it puts our tender adult egos in a very vulnerable position to be considered at the same skill level as “kids”.  Adults may be older but we still deal with many of the same insecurities as the younger crowd (will they laugh at me, call me names, and pull what is left of my hair). When I stood nervously waiting to test for my Level 1 patch I thought to myself, “what if I fail in front of all these kids!”  I figured hoped they would learn that even adults who try, sometimes fail; it’s whether or not you keep trying that defines success. I’ve found that being able to share successes and failures with the kids on a personal level builds tremendous empathy and trust. Even if you never become an Expert unicycle rider, enjoy the experience and the relationships you build in the process. Remember, these kids will be paying the taxes that provide for your old age.
I encourage every adult who has a child learning to ride (and even those who don’t) to give it a try, but keep in mind it needs to be a l-o-n-g try. Although I’ve seen riders go from Level 0 to Level 5 in less than a year I’ve never heard of one who rode comfortably the first time. Because of the difference in the way adults and kids see the world, having another adult there to help teach and encourage you is often the key to success. Kids may not be able to articulate in a manner well understood by an adult, just ask any parent. In most cases it takes between 14 and 20 hours of practice before the first successful ride. If this seems exorbitant just think of all the calories you’ll burn while having the time of your life!
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