Athens International Ultra Festival, 7 days, 3rd – 10th April 2011
After such a torrid year in 2010 I needed to know that my bone problems were behind me and that I could still be an ultra distance runner, so I followed my usual motto – aim high!  What can be higher than coming back from a year of nothing further than 100 miles to completing a 6 day race?  So that was my goal, to take part in the Athens International Ultra Festival and come home with no major bone and joint problems, a year to the day that I first had my problem.  My problems supposedly all behind me and what better way to test myself in a rather long run.  My only goal was to finish injury free.  Well you do expect the odd blister and muscle pull, and of course I did a little research to find out the records just in case this went a little better than planned.

We arrived in Athens with a few days to spare and the hotel was right by the coast and had a wonderful sea view from the balcony of our room. The tram from here took us either into town to the supermarket in one direction (where we brought extra supplies) and five stops in the opposite direction was the race venue.  We finally went out in t-shirt and shorts after the long cold snap back home.  The sun was shining but it was quite breezy.  We soon found the blue bridge that was the entrance to the site.  No sooner had we crossed this than there was Costas, the race organiser, and his helpers setting out the railings for the course.  We ran the route and noted the small grassed area for putting up tents and then ran back, we were out just over an hour.  It was good to get a feel for the event and visualise the course, I had seen it on the internet but had not realised quite how noisy the traffic was.  I had been forewarned about this.  The course was right next to a busy road of around three lanes on each side.  

The next day was Saturday, the day before the race.  We planned to go to the venue, put the tent up and sleep there to be ready for race day Sunday.  At the race venue there were already quite a few tents up.  The main organiser’s tent was in the middle and a kind of kitchen tent next to it with kettle and microwave for us to use.  We set up a few spaces along under the trees which gave great shade.   As everything was organised it was a case of relaxing and soaking up the atmosphere, listening to the noise of the motorway, and prepare for what lay ahead.

The noise that night was horrendous.  The lorry’s and motorbikes thundering by seemed to make the whole ground vibrate.  This was the wrong decision to sleep in the tent.  There was sleeping space in the building next to us, but with all the athletes having taken over the smaller rooms we had a space in one of the bigger rooms with some Italian men and no curtains to block out the light so I stayed put, resting was more important anyway.  I had wanted to stay in the tent as all our possessions were now here and had no lifting and carrying or travelling to do on race day.

The weather forecast for the week was to be dry, hot and sunny every day!  Just splendid!  No cold and rain.  After a briefing we were ready for the off at 1pm.  The 1000 kilometre runners and 7 day runners started together at 1pm.  One of the top 1000 kilometres runners was Wolfgang Schwerk, during the 1000 mile race last year he had run just over the 1000 kilometres by 7 days, so guessed he would be aiming at finishing in 7 days too.  It was warm and sunny and opted for cycling style shorts above the knee and t-shirt to protect my shoulders from the sun.  The plan was to run as slowly as possible, run for three and a half hours and then stop for a thirty minute break to eat food and dunk my feet in a bowl of water.  I was to repeat this throughout the day and then sleep between 1am and 5 am.  In each thirty minute break I had brought my own food to prepare.  The organisers provided two meals a day at roughly 1pm and 9pm, but I preferred to use my own food that Bill could prepare with either a kettle or micro-wave.

My meals were: 9am pasta, 1pm noodles, 5pm couscous, 9pm tuna and mashed potato, 1am and 5am cereals.  Between this while running the blocks snacks consumed were mainly cheese sandwiches with the odd biscuit.  My main drinks were Perpetuem to start with and then Glycoslim milkshakes with the odd coke and orange juice thrown in, plus water of course.  Hot water was intermittent for the showers and so rather than go into the building (up steps I might add) I washed every night in a bowl in my tent.  Every now and then I had the odd snack from the organisers table, such as slices of apple or a square of chocolate.

The first day went like clockwork.  The route was still very noisy with the traffic, there were three sets of mats to run over for the champion-chips to record distances, and all three needed a recording to complete a circuit.  This was needed as every 12 hours the direction was changed to prevent injury, and after a few days and a bit of sleep deprivation it is possible to forget the direction you finished running in and go over the mats again without completing a full circuit.  To describe the circuit in a clockwise direction: over the championchip mat, slight downhill with a small section of broken concrete and large kerb to avoid, across a concrete slab, thought a fence and a slight downhill again across a drain course, a little uneven crossing this.  Then smooth concrete leading to a smooth section of tarmac, second championchip mat under the blue bridge here that hit the railings with runners the opposite side.  Horrible little left bend with uneven tarmac and stones and slightly uphill followed by a sharp-ish right hand u-turn, port-a-loos here.  Then a slight downhill to go under the blue bridge again and a wonderful back straight with smooth, flat tarmac and a white line to follow with the third championchip mat being half way along here.  At the far end were cones to follow another u-turn and the line of supporter’s tents on the right, wide but with an uneven surface and then back to the start.  On the left here was the building where there were toilets, showers and rooms for sleeping in.

The field was quite small but from all over the world.  In the 1000 kilometres race there were seventeen starters but for the 7 day race just 9 starters.  There had been many dropouts before the race started.  So for the 26 runners that started this was a nice size field, well spaced out and no congestion in the feed zone or running over the slightly narrower space over the championchip mats.  I ran as slowly as possible, I did check my times running the early laps to make sure it wasn’t faster than 10 kilometres an hour which was 6 minutes a lap.  I was slightly slower than this so was content to drift away in the sunshine and let the clock tick by.  Soon it was time for the break; a quick check with Bill to make sure everything was in order and retreated to the privacy of my tent to relax.  Food, dunk my feet and a chat with Bill to see how he was and all was well.  Only too soon that 30 minutes was gone and it was time to go again.  Before I knew it darkness had set in and then got a shock as I saw runners coming towards me.  I knew the route changed direction every 12 hours but had assumed this would be after 12 hours, but at 9pm and 9am the times were set for changing direction.  As there were several races in this event, most yet to even start this made sense as you would not want to be dealing with a change of direction for some runners as another event was either starting or finishing so could see the logic.  This just coincided with my second break of the race and came in for the next meal.  I was surprised how much light the tent gave and didn’t need any extra lighting to do the essentials.  Then it was out for one last run for the day, the clock was ticking nicely, I was comfortable and came in for my first sleep at 1am until 5am.  A strip wash in the bowl, some weetabix and a cup of tea and then I was crawling into my sleeping bag.  I anticipated that I would rest and toss and turn all night as I usually do when running long distance races and with the noise from the traffic still thundering by thought any sleep would be a blessing.  

The alarm sounded at 4:45am and Bill was immediately up and mixing drinks for the table.  Breakfast over and it was time to start moving again.  The plan was now for Bill to leave my drinks and snacks on the table and return to his bed until the next break, there was no point in Bill losing out on sleep.  In 24 hour races the feed zone is often congested with other runners and supporters and time is of the essence, but in a race such as this there was no congestion and there was plenty of time to stop at the table and swap bottles and take any snacks I wanted.  I proceeded to start running again and after the first lap Bill checked all was okay and disappeared back into the tent again.

Daylight had returned by the time Bill emerged around 8am to prepare for my 8:30am break.  I had pasta this time, cooked in the microwave by Bill and he joined me to have pasta for his breakfast!  I was still churning out between 9 kilometres and 10 kilometres per hour with no effort and by the time the first 24 hours of the event came I had run 174 kilometres, a little further than I had anticipated.  Considering I had run 226 kilometres in the same period you can now see how sedate the pace was.  

The sun was much hotter that the previous day and at the start of day two I needed my sun hat and was frequently topping up with sunscreen to prevent burning, but was beginning to change colour.  My feet really didn’t like the heat now and I began to struggle to run and the pace was dropping to 7 kilometres per hour.  I wasn’t particularly bothered, the plan was to simply stay out for the time allocated and maintain forward momentum, the pace was not relevant, this was an event to finish for me and complete it injury free.  Well I did expect a few blisters, sore feet and the odd muscle pull, but I didn’t want any major bone or joint issues that could put me out for some time.

It was in the evening as darkness fell that the change in temperature upset the balance.  I was not cold but the change in temperature meant I needed to cover up a bit and often had what I call a “shivery stage”.  It wasn’t particularly cold but the difference between sun out and sun in changed the balance and often struggled to adapt to this.  It was around 11pm that evening when I was slowing down again and beginning to walk a bit more when Bill suggested coming in for a massage.  Well I had the time to play with, it could do no harm and was going through a small “bad spell” so agreed and came in to have my legs rubbed down by one of the organisers masseurs.  These were on duty much of the time in the large hall area of the building, but it was quite cold inside the building and despite putting on a jacket proceeded to get very cold while I was massaged.  I put my shoes on again ready to go but was beginning to shiver as my body temperature had dropped.  I think Bill was becoming a little frustrated at me as I normally know my mind so strongly and dictate what I want to do, but I was in a bit of a dithering mood and not quite knowing how I felt just knowing I was very cold and tired he simply told me to go to bed and start again the next morning.  It wasn’t quite the support I usually got from him but couldn’t be bothered myself and as it was such a long event and like nothing I had done before I just did as instructed and went to bed – still in my down jacket to keep warm!  It was only around 11pm, a whole 2 hours early!

The alarm sounded as usual and I had slept incredibly well.  I wondered what lay ahead today, how I would feel and what the distance would be by the end of 2 days.  Having had a massage and extra time out and with having slowed somewhat I knew it would be a big drop from day 1, but again, this was about keeping going and experiencing the race, so it was time to go and continue the experience.  

I started with the exact same clothes on as I had gone to bed in, down jacket and tights still on.  Within a couple of laps I was warming up and the down jacket finally came off and was running slowly around 7 kilometres an hour.  Bill did his usual routine, watched me complete the first lap and then went back to bed.  The day progressed slowly and by the time I completed 48 hours the distance now came back as 278 kilometres, so that was 104 kilometres for the second day.  Quite a contrast!  I wasn’t disappointed.  I was still going.  I was still injury free.  The sun was still shining.

That afternoon the heat really began to burn my feet, they were overheating badly, and walking seemed to stress them so much less and so I began to walk more.  After having another break I talked things over with Bill again.  I wanted to do something to keep my feet in good shape, the heat was set to last for the rest of the race, but as much as I love the heat and can cope with it, my feet hate it.  We settled on a new strategy, instead of taking a 30 minute break in every 4 hour block the new plan was to run for 90 minutes, then take a 15 minute break to cool the feet, then continue for another 90 minutes and then take the usual 30 minute break for food.  So this now meant only 3 hours of running in every 3 hours and 45 minutes on the clock.  This was what the event was about, listening to the body, responding to what it required and adapting the schedule accordingly.

I went out with my new strategy knowing that I would only have to be out for a brief 90 minutes.  The clock ticked so fast it was amazing and soon it was time for a break.  The 15 minutes was ample time to cool the feet and went out refreshed again.  I almost began to think this was too easy and should be doing more and before I knew it we had changed direction and it was time for bed.  Another 4 hours of course.

Out again later that morning and the pace was faster than the previous day, now up to 8 kilometres per hour and day 3 was just magic.  I felt so much better than I did on day 2, I felt as though I was hardly running with having so many breaks and it was beginning to feel too easy, although it was rather monotonous, run, shoes off, dunk feet, shoes on, run, break, shoes off, dunk feet, eat food, shoes on, run, again and again and again. Groundhog day!  It felt a bit like the Flora 1000 Miles, watching the clock and continuously putting shoes on, shoes off, shoes on, shoes off, but the clock was ticking and I was intrigued to see what the mileage would be by the end of the third day.  This was the crunch time to see if there was a chance of any records. I doubted it with the way I had run this but who knows?  I had listed them anyway.

The end of day 3 arrived, 72 hours into the event and Bill checked the screen to see how many kilometres I had achieved.  The answer was a total of 394 kilometres.  That meant little to me and by breaking the daily mileage down could see the distances were 174 kilometres, 104 kilometres and now 116 kilometres.  I was so chuffed to have run further than on the second day. I felt as though I had taken far too many breaks, was easily not pushing to my limits and yet I have covered a greater distance.  I felt that by simply repeating this new schedule I would comfortably achieve the same distance again for the next three days and so added up the distances assuming I could do this.  So 116 kilometres multiplied by 3 days meant 348 kilometres, if I added this to the 394 kilometres already achieved this would make a distance of 742 kilometres.  I had the British road record for 6 days written down at 730km, so I could make a record!  I had a goal!

I chugged along very happily now.  I wasn’t just going to finish this I was going to finish this with a record!  The heat came out; I ran for 90 minutes and continued with the identical daily routine.  The clock ticked so nicely, it was just a routine of running, breaks, eating and sleeping.  Before I knew it the time was 1am and time for a sleep.  Fantastic!  It was another night nearer to a great comeback race!  I went to sleep, deeply happy that this was no longer a mere experience but that I could possibly be stretching yet another record in my first time of completing such a race.  It was already the second longest run of my career.

By the end of day four, the daily distance came back exactly the same for day three, 116 kilometres for the previous 24 hours with a total of 510 kilometres.  It felt good, the kilometres were stacking up and it wasn’t a chore, simply a running and resting routine.  Meanwhile in the overall race I hadn’t thought much about any opposition.  This was all about achieving my own goals and nothing to do with winning the race, although I was very aware that any female competitors were well behind me. After asking Bill about the other competitors I was then quite shocked to see just how far in the lead of the first man I was.  This was irrelevant in the overall scheme of things but made pleasant reading.

I was also aware of the race going on in the 1000 kilometres event.  The hot favourite had to be Wolfgang Schwerk from Germany, but after a fantastic start he had hit a few problems and had slowed considerably.  The slow starting Norwegian athlete Trond meanwhile had picked up the pace and was speeding round the course and gaining ground all the time.  For the women it was Sarah Barnett from Australia that was staying ahead of the relentless circling by Martina Hausmann from Germany.  I had seen Martina at many of the races I had competed in all over the world; including last year’s race in Arizona, where she was competing in the 72 hour race.  Martina isn’t the fastest of runners but she certainly keeps on her feet longer than most of the opposition.  Her strategy is a 30 minute break every 12 hours, absolutely incredible!  But she usually does have a bad spell where she will crash out for 2 to 3 hours at some stage during such a race.  Makes me feel feeble with my 4 hours sleep per night and breaks every 90 minutes!  There is much I can learn.  

Shortly after day four was to be the start of the next shorter race, this was the 72 hour race.  It was nice to see some different racing styles and did nothing to disrupt the race at all.  There were only five starters in this event, but again it is a time that is not recognised by the IAU and records.

It was on this fifth day that I finally caught up with Wolfgang for a quick chat.  His strategy was similar to Martina’s and has very little time out.  I told him I had 4 hours sleep per night and he said this was far too much.  I must learn to go quickly into a deep sleep and don’t need more than 2 hours per night!  I was pretty shocked!  He has some great records to his name and kindly detailed a few of them too me later in the race.  Both Martina and Wolfgang had competed here the previous year in a 1000 mile race; both agreed that this year conditions were far tougher.  The event was a few weeks later than previous and the temperature was far hotter making it harder.

It was that fifth day that the wind got up.  I had heard about strong winds here and over the days had had a few gusty days but the fifth day this was relentless.  Along what I described as the back straight it was almost impossible to run against the force of the wind, but on completing the u-turn back to where the tents were the building sheltered us well but the wind was behind us here.  The wind was so strong that the port-a-loos lifted and moved further away from the course, sections of railings fell over, championchip mats were moved and the tents had to be tied down more securely.  It was a wild night!

The wind had begun to ease by the morning, just a bit gusty at times and the routine simply continued.  By the end of the fifth day the distance amounted to 632 kilometres, making 122km for the day.  I had easily maintained 11 kilometres in every single block, and even done 12 kilometres in one block, that was 8 kilometres per hour, not bad considering I was approaching nearly 400 miles of running.  Only one more day to go and the record would be secure.

It was then time for the 48 hour race to start.  Mami Kudo from Japan was attempting to break the world record for this race and set off at pace – around 12 kilometres per hour!  After a few hours she slowed significantly but continued to keep moving.  

The last day for me was like clockwork.  Simply running for 90 minutes and taking my breaks.  I felt in good shape, no energy lows, the food was going down well, no spells of even feeling sick and it was all in the bag.  I had suffered a small pull in my front thigh muscle, but this was stable and not causing any concern now.  It was time to play.  I knew the record was mine for the taking, so could I experiment just a little with my sleeping hours?  After watching Martina, listening to Wolfgang, how much sleep dare I risk taking?  I talked to Bill, 2 hours or 3 hours?  We weren’t brave enough to try 2 hours and so agreed on 3 hours.  So I was going to leave the track as normal at 1am and Bill would wake me 3 hours later instead of the normal 4 hours.

Well you know the saying about all good plans?  Well this didn’t go quite according to plan but was a great learning curve.  I had been living off 4 hours sleep for the last five nights now and although not feeling bad off that my body decided that sixth night it would play with me.  The plan was to stop at 1am, but at midnight things went awry!  I didn’t last until 1am.  I began staggering badly, lost my running pace, began walking and could not concentrate.  I had been here before on LEJOG.  Only one more hour I was telling myself as I rounded the u-turn by the port-a-loos.  The railings were still down here after some strong gusts of wind previously and hadn’t realised I walked straight through them trying to round the u-turn.  I was still putting one foot in front of the other with my head down.  I looked up.  Where was everyone?  Why was it so dark?  The lights were all gone.  I stood pondering, not quite sure of myself or what I was experiencing.  I looked around and behind me was the course.  Oh dear!  This wasn’t good.  I needed sleep and I needed it now!  I staggered back, half amused at my stupidity in trying to concentrate so hard on walking that I wasn’t aware of where I was walking.  Bill was waiting for me to circle, a bit concerned that it had taken me quite some time.  The plans got thrown out the window and I was going to sleep right now!  But how long for?  I had to try for 3 hours.  I had to experiment.  But I was concerned that at my most tired I was going to get the least sleep.  I did have a few extra kilometres in the bag if I did have some rough hours and so drummed it into Bill the alarm will be set for 3am and not to get this wrong.  It was vital.  If the alarm didn’t go off and we overslept the record may not happen.  It was critical.

I was asleep almost immediately.  So this was the deep sleep Wolfgang must have been talking about.  Did the alarm go off at 3am?  I didn’t wait that long.  After 90 minutes of sleeping I was wide awake.  I couldn’t believe I awoke without an alarm but my mind was so set on the record that it would not let me sleep.  This record was happening and it was happening now.  It was 1:30am as I tried to crawl out of my sleeping bag without disturbing Bill.  I was putting my shoes on when he was aware of movement in the tent.  I think he was a little alarmed at seeing me up.   “What are you doing?” he asked, “Going for a run” was the answer!  I wasn’t tired and could see no point lying in bed awake and told him to go back to sleep and I was fine.

I was out and running and everything was normal again.  I found this hilarious that I thought I could not cope with 2 hours sleep and yet here I was running happily and smoothly with a mere 90 minutes of sleep!  The body does work in strange ways.  Bill was waiting for me when I circled, still with an expression of concern on his face.  It was him that now looked tired and I assured him I was feeling good and that he really could go back to bed.  He wouldn’t.  I still think he believed I was probably “sleep running”.  But after the third lap and looking good he finally relented and went back to bed.

Day light arrived and Bill emerged.  The pace was good and the record was going to broken far earlier than expected due to my rather sleepless night.  I learned much that night.  My last request before I broke the record was to wash and change and put on my British vest to look smart.  There were over 4 hours still remaining on the clock when I crossed the mat and 731 kilometres were achieved.  I did have a few pangs of excitement, but despite breaking this record in the middle of an event there was very little to be said.  Bill was ready to take a photograph with my phone as I crossed the mat but everyone else was still circling as if nothing had happened.  Quite a disappointment in real terms, but I suppose this is always the way it’s been.  My own personal challenge.  My own personal satisfaction.  My own record.  I felt content, but not just with the record, more so that I had come back after such a horrific year to even be running for this amount of time was incredible.  I was going to achieve the goal that I had set out from the start.  That was to finish in good shape and injury free.  I was in excellent shape, my feet were burning up, I had a few minor blisters, had lost eight toe nails, had a small pull in my thigh, but that was it!  

It was early that morning that the race did get disrupted.  A 12 hour and 6 hour race started with a considerable number of runners taking part.  The steady rhythm of the real ultra runners was suddenly bombarded with runners speeding round and darting and pushing in front of you to get over the championchip mats ahead of you.  The circuit did narrow here but it destroyed the peaceful flow.  You could hear the runners approaching sometimes and it was very unsettling.  I stopped enjoying the event and had already achieved my goal.  Was there any point in going further?  I stopped for my usual break and grumbled at Bill.  I would go out again and walk a bit further, but just that, walk and clock up a few extra kilometres.  The number of 750 kilometres was a nice rounded figure and decided to stop right there when this was achieved.  Job done I simply walked off the track and let the speed merchants annoy the rest of the field.

I looked at the results and noticed that Christian Stolovitz was around 630km.  A lead of 120km in 6 days!  I estimated that he would not be able to catch me if I decided not to do any more, but did not know what the organisers would think to this.  It was, after all, a 7 day race.  I sat and had more food (the organiser’s food this time to give Bill a break) and drinks and yet again talked the race over with Bill.  I was thinking of letting the heat of the day subside and then simply walk out the kilometres to clock up 800 kilometres for the sake of 7 days.  Bill was not keen on the idea.  I had got this far without injury, my feet were sore, was it worth walking another 50 kilometres when there was nothing to achieve.  I must admit there was no motivation other than to say I finished 7 days and also the thought of possibly running Texel remained in my thoughts.  The sooner I finish, the better I am, the more chance I have of making it to Texel, now wouldn’t that be some recovery?  Decision made, I was to stop now and my race was done.  It felt good.

The heat of the day was now intense again and so with Bill’s job done it was back to bed for his afternoon siesta (he had one every day).  I couldn’t sleep.  I had to wait until 8pm before the temperature of the water changed and I could have a shower and change into my last set of clean clothes and feel human again.  Having a break and sitting in a chair had taken its toll though; the feet had begun to swell with the inactivity.

It felt satisfying to simply sit and watch and recover and be made tea and food to my heart’s content. The 24 hour race had now started and another Japanese runner, Sumi Inagaki was here to attempt that record.  Quite honestly, I have felt far worse when running 24 hour races, I really felt like I had been for a long training run and my feet were the only signs of wear and tear.  It was around 10pm that we went to bed and was good to know that I didn’t have to awaken to the sound of the alarm.  

I slept well but was wide awake at 6am.  It was now Sunday 10th April 2011.  Bill was still sound asleep.  I tossed and turned and gave up at 7am and got up.  The rustling must have awoken Bill and he was soon making me tea yet again.  After breakfast I began packing the bags.  It was now around 11am and chatted to a few other competitors.  Ria Buiten from Holland and her partner Trond Sjavic had a table next to us.  I had met Ria many times before and even seen Trond in Norway.  Ria was the only other female in the 7 day race and she finished with 475 kilometres, Trond went on to win the 1000 kilometres race in 7 days, 6 hours and 24 minutes, Wolfgang had battled on to finish a fraction over 9 hours later.  Shortly before the finish of the 7 day race Christian stepped off the track with 701 kilometres complete to win the men’s race.  He was very happy with his performance and was very magnanimous.

We were ready to leave shortly after the race finished.  Costas kindly presented me with a trophy for winning the women’s race and a colourful certificate with daily distances detailed.  The official closing ceremony and presentations were not until 4pm that afternoon and I could not wait until then, our flight home was at 5pm and I had work the next day.  It was gone 9pm by the time we reached the van at Heathrow and made good time on the quiet roads arriving home around 1:30am.  I was to be up at 6:30am.  Five hours sleep was ample!

I made it to work the next day, but my feet were very swollen after all the travelling and didn’t take kindly to me standing on them for 5 hours of presentations.  It was a relief when the last students left and I could go home, I hope that most didn’t notice I even took my sandals off!  Bill had taken the day off and arrived home to find all the washing done.  Dinner was takeaway – fish and chips!

I could finally relax and reflect on the event.  I was so content.  My goal had been simple.  Run, eat, rest and finish in good shape and injury free.  I was sitting here with two toe-nails intact, hot swollen feet, a few pounds lighter, rather tired, but with the goal achieved as best I could.  A British record felt good, okay not as good as a world record, but with almost a year out with problems, three years of struggling with stress fractures due to poor bone density, this was all I needed to confirm what I always knew – that I could still run ultra distance and that I could still break records.  It was another beginning.  A new start.  There are still so many events I want to do, records I know I can break, but it depends on the body being strong enough.  The mind was always willing; it was always the body playing catch-up.  My body was now strong, my mind more determined and for the first time in several years I had new experiences to reflect on in this race.  That last day of running and far less sleep still astounds me.  How could I feel so good after 90 minutes sleep in 24 hours after five days of around 4 hours sleep?  I never pushed to my limits in this race.  I was always running within myself, always keeping a reserve in the tank, always taking it very easy and constantly listening and responding to what the body wanted.  If it wanted to walk, then I did, if I wanted to run, then I did, if it wanted to sleep, I slept.  So after having run this far in the manner in which I did and with the hot and windy conditions, I am now very confident that given the right course and reasonable weather that the world record is within my reach.  It won’t be this year, but will be very surprised if I don’t try one next year!

Would I go back to Athens?  Yes, but I am more likely to try somewhere else.  Everyone has different expectations of a race and of the organiser.  What is poor for one person; isn’t necessarily a problem for others.  I have no issues for this race and would run here again if it was convenient.  Cooked food was provided twice a day, not enough for me, but not a problem as knowing there was a kettle and microwave to make my own, there wasn’t hot water for showers provided 24 hours a day, but again, not a problem for me as having a shower also takes precious time and a tap for water was provided at trackside to fill up bowls.  The weather was hot – but I would prefer that to wet!  I would have preferred cooler, only because my feet do burn up in the sun.  The course was adequate; the two u-turns did alter the pace but guess all lapped courses have to have corners to make up the loop.  Being able to set up camp and have our own space was vital, I do like my privacy and this was right at track side.  The vital facilities such as toilets were also provided at track side and there was always someone on duty on the snack table should I need further supplies.  Massage was available, I only made use of this the once and a doctor was present for many hours each day.  The constant noise from the traffic was an issue for me, but probably wouldn’t affect too many others.  I had a great fear that my breathing would deteriorate and possibly turn asthmatic and smell the exhaust fumes, but not once did I have any such problems.  The venue was easy to access, public transport was excellent and cheap and hotels were close by of a good standard.

