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Mitch McManus believes there’s no road too hard or too long to travel – even by bike – for a worthy cause.

Which probably explains why he and BMW of Bridgeport have been a big supporter of the Connecticut Challenge since its inception in 2005.

In fact, McManus was the first corporate supporter of the Connecticut Challenge.

“I’ve been carrying the torch,” the company’s president and general manager since 2002 said with a laugh.

He’ll be carrying the torch again on July 24 when he and his BMW of Bridgeport team will once again be taking part in the sixth annual Charity Bike Ride, the signature fundraising event of the Connecticut Challenge, which benefits Connecticut’s 120,000 cancer survivors.

The Connecticut Challenge was founded in 2005 to address the lack of resources available to help cancer survivors after completion of their treatment. The charity bike ride alone has raised close to $3 million in its first five years, and that money helped fund the first adult survivorship clinic in the state in 2006 at Yale Cancer Center.

Since then, several more cancer survivorship programs across the state were created – including St. Vincent’s Medical Center in Bridgeport – forming what has become known as the Connecticut Challenge Survivorship Network.

Their work is not done yet, however. The goal is to work with every hospital across the state to offer comprehensive care for cancer survivors no matter where they live.


“We all know people who have battled cancer with incredible courage,” co-founder Jeff Keith of Fairfield said. “What we don’t often see is how these survivors may continue to struggle with the long-term effects of their disease and their treatments. “By helping us to raise money to improve survivorship programs across Connecticut, our riders, volunteers and donors are making a very direct, positive impact on the cancer survivors in their lives.”

Indeed, most of the funding for the existing cancer survivor programs comes from the annual charity bike ride.

This is where Mitch McManus and his team of riders come in.

The bike ride – and it’s a ride, not a race – starts and finishes in Fairfield. Riders of all ages and skill levels can register for a 12½, 25, 50, 75 or 100-mile ride to raise funds from personal sponsors.

The BMW of Bridgeport team has grown each year, which translates to raising more money every year.

“We raised about 20 grand last year,” McManus pointed out.

No wonder he calls it one of the best community events his company has been involved in.
“I heard about it through a mutual friend of Jeff Keith. He kind of tipped me off to the bike ride,” McManus explained. “I’m a bike rider myself. That’s my thing. So when I heard about it, the mutual friend put me in touch with Jeff. “So many of us have been touched by cancer or by people who survived it,” he added. “My mom passed away from cancer in her early 50s in 1988, and my step-mother is a survivor. I have other family members and friends who have been affected by it, too.”

But what also attracted McManus to the Connecticut Challenge was how and where the money raised was being spent.

“It’s unique in that rather than just giving the money to cancer research like a lot of events do, this had kind of a different angle,” he said. “It benefited cancer survivors in the community, those people who are obviously dealing with the side effects from their treatment. “Instead of putting the money raised into the American Cancer Society or another organization like that, it goes to cancer survivorship programs. That’s the main reason I’m involved. Obviously it’s a great organization and it supports the community and all the good things Jeff is trying to start. That kinda hit home with me.”

And not just him, but his company.

“It was kind of a building block of things we do here at BMW of Bridgeport,” McManus said. “And being a bike rider myself, it was a good fit and a way to give back.”

Not surprisingly, as the Connecticut Challenge grew, so did McManus and his company’s involvement.

“The first couple of years it was really just the bike ride,” he noted. “It was incredible how much money they raised through the ride.”

When the organization expanded to include a golf outing and a film event, McManus, as usual, was right there ready to help, either through cash support or promotional support.

“We have a great film night where we show a film of hard core bike riders that gets everybody pumped up,” he said. “Then for the bike ride, I give them four to five BMWs to put on the road to help out in case somebody gets a flat tire or needs water or if somebody gets hurt. Whatever they need.

“We also donate a car to the golf outing for anyone who gets a hole in one. Anyway we can help.”
There’s no limit to McManus’ support. He even donated a billboard he has on I-95 to help promote the charity bike ride.

“I have a billboard on I-95 so I figured what the heck, I’ll give it to these guys and it can generate awareness for our cause,” he said. “It’s right on the Stratford/Bridgeport line.”

But there’s no question where McManus is able to make his biggest impact: On the day of the bike ride with his BMW of Bridgeport team.

“I have a mixture of workers, customers and friends,” he said. “We have 15 guys on the team and I buy them team jerseys so we all wear the same thing. It makes us feel more cohesive as a team, like we’re all a part of it.”

The color of the jersey? Why, BMW blue, white and black, of course.

“And it has the BMW of Bridgeport logo on it,” McManus said.

He’s constantly looking to add to his team of riders, too.

“I do solicit our customer base to come and join our team,” he said. “The key to the whole thing is to get more riders so we can generate more money to the cause.”

While he’s been riding bicycles as long as he can remember, the 43-year-old McManus says he “probably got serious about it right after college.”
“I try to ride my bike the majority of spring, summer and fall,” he added. “Unfortunately, I have to ride inside during the winter and that becomes boring.”

It just makes him look forward to every July even more. And with all that training, no wonder he has little trouble knocking off more than 50 miles at this annual event.

“I’ve never done 100 miles and obviously I’d like to shoot for that,” he said. “But we have kids on our team. My own kids (a daughter and son, 10 and 9) are on our team. So what I do is I ride the 12½ miles with the kids, and then I peel off and do the 50 miles with a friend who also has kids.
“Ideally I’d like to break off and finish 100 miles, but I prefer to ride with the kids. This way we raise money and we get kids involved. It’s a nice thing.”

Even his three-year-old son participates, joining other tots on tricycles and riding one lap around the Greenfield Hill Church in Fairfield , the official starting point.

“We try to involve all levels,” McManus laughed.

The little ones aren’t the only riders taking a lap. The charity ride begins at 8 a.m. and all the riders – there were 500 last year and they expect over 700 this year – ride in one circle around the church area as a way of honoring the survivors. Then they take off on the route of their choice.

And leading the way is the team of riders in the blue, white and black jerseys displaying the BMW of Bridgeport logo. Just like they are every year.

“Mitch McManus committed himself and his business from the very beginning in 2005,” Bob Mazzone, executive director of the Connecticut Challenge, said. “Right from the start, Mitch said we want to do this, we believe in this, and we want to help anyway we can. And that’s when it was still a pipe dream.

“Yes, he provides cars, but the most important thing he provides is consistency. He’s always there,” Mazzone added. “When we had a golf event in 2006, he stepped up right away and became the title sponsor for that. When we had a film event last winter, he sponsored that.
“He cares, he wants to help, and he wants to do more. Knowing you have that kind of support for the future is important.”

Having a high-profile business like BMW of Bridgeport and a strong businessman like McManus is also important.

“BMW is a good solid name and BMW of Bridgeport is an anchor business in the community,” Mazzone said. “They’re a well-respected business and Mitch is a solid, well-respected businessman who really helps us. We benefit from our association with him and hopefully BMW of Bridgeport benefits from their association with us.”

It should also be noted that during these tough economic times when many businesses have had to cut back on their financial support of community events and causes, McManus and BMW of Bridgeport have never wavered in their support of the Connecticut Challenge the last six years.

“It’s definitely tough out there,” McManus admitted. “But the Connecticut Challenge is a really fantastic cause that we will continue to support well into the future. We’re a local business in the community and when support from local businesses like mine give back to the community, it can really make a difference.”
- - - - - -
     To learn more about riding, volunteering or donating to the 2010 event, please visit http://bike.ctchallenge.org.
