IAU World Challenge and 24 Hour European Championships

Bergamo, Italy
2nd – 3rd May 2009

After my pb in Bislett with 219km (which is hopefully now being ratified as a world age best for 45) I had improved my fitness further by the time I did my 166 miles at Croft in February, a few weeks out to recover and was running and racing again with three short races done by the end of March.  Very late selection came through with a strong female team of 4 women (Sharon Gayter 219km, Vicky Skelton 211km, Pauline Walker 209km and Lynne Kuz 201km) and one man Stephen Mason. Team management were Richard Brown, Wendy Lynas and Val Macaulay.  Several athletes were also bringing their own crew out.
From that point I did have a blip in training, first coming down with a cold that affected me for over a week and the following week sprained my ankle at 11 miles while out for a 25 mile training recce and had to nurse and hobble the 14 miles back.  Three full days out with RICE treatment followed and a strapped up ankle to continue.  The following weeks saw some much higher mileage, much more racing and an improvement in my speed at shorter races.  The highest week was 120 miles which included the Derek Jennings 25 miles trail run, the Mermaid 10km and the following day the Compton 40.  Nothing fantastic in any of the races but all combined for a very hard week.  Following this was 5 shorter races in 7 days, first lady in a Tees Forest Trail 5km, first lady in the 22 miles of Wensleydale Wander, followed the next day by 1 hr 39 mins in the Redcar Half Marathon, two days later first lady and a new club 5 mile record of 33 mins 27 sec and the following day another improvement in my club 5km record to 20 mins and 12 seconds.  Finally it was a couple of easy weeks then travel to Bergamo.

Bill didn’t accompany me on this one, after I lost a contract and Bill got made redundant last year funds were low, but a few weeks before Bill got a new job and so had no holidays to take to do the trip.  There was a big crew of support travelling anyway so there were people to look after me.  The team flew in from Heathrow or Edinburgh – I opted for Edinburgh.  Up at 6am with Bill and left at 7am for the drive to the airport, the only problem was that I left the mobile phone in the car.  I rarely carry one and left it in the front to try to remember it.  Easyjet flight was on time and with the Heathrow travellers landing just 10 minutes later we soon met up and were in the hired minibus to take us to Bergamo, around a 2 hour journey.
Hotel Mercure was excellent, right on a corner opposite the course and dinner in a self service restaurant just a short walk away.  Initially I was sharing with Lynne and she kindly loaned me her mobile phone to inform Bill that I had not got the mobile with me so could not ring him.  Dinner was quite late and after short stroll we were soon back to the room.  We then did a room swop, initially it was Val and Wendy together and me and Lynne, but Lynne and Val know each other well and run for the same club so they shared together, so I shared with Wendy who was to be my support crew during the event so would make life easier for communication on how to support me – and again afterwards when the athletes might need a bit of support.  This done we were soon to bed.
The next day we were to meet at breakfast at 9am – either having had breakfast or just starting it.  The plan was to have a stroll around Bergamo, unfortunately I had not even unpacked yet or sorted my food and drinks and with Wendy being at the technical meeting in the afternoon really wanted to get this sorted first.  So no sight-seeing today and back up to the room to organise my food and drinks to explain to Wendy my likes and dislikes.  That done it was off to walk the course and collect my t-shirt and goody bag. 
 The course looked much better than previous events but was still not ideal.  It started on a wonderful red carpet which was where the championchips were recorded, steady left hand bend onto cobbles, a set of support tents on the right, small chicane with boards and matting and then more cobbles covered with carpets and more supporters’ tents including the GB one.  Small right hand curve off the cobbles and back onto tarmac, left had bend and slightly uphill, another left hand bend and a lesser gradient uphill, sharp left turn onto a rough road with holes, raised manhole covers and uneven surface initially downhill, at the bottom was a sponge station, then the portaloos off to the left, slight incline to boards and matting for the final left had turn onto the red carpet, 1.134km.  The weather was predicted to be hot, various reports between 22-26 degrees, but the course offered quite a bit of shade from the tall building either side, my only other concern was the exhaust fumes from the busy traffic sitting stationery at traffic lights and the area where the feed tents were as this backed onto the bus station.
Course walked it was now lunch time and returned to the self service restaurant where the rest of the team had just arrived.  After lunch it was the technical meeting so I just rested and rehydrated ready for the opening ceremony around 5pm.  This was superb and for once could sit in the comfort of a chair undercover and watch proceedings.  In the past this has meant much standing and walking around in whatever the weather did, this time in a big hall we were sat in team unison and after the usual speeches called onto the stage team by team with each athlete getting a personal mention.  Team captain was supposed to carry the flag and lead the team on the stage, I got the nod that as the most senior member of the team (Pauline had represented GB on two occasions, the others this was their first vest) I was nominated team captain.  But I decided to offer the flag go Steve to carry it on stage.  It was great to see so many of my friends from the past, well 16 years of representing my country now and seeing other runners from other races abroad was wonderful catching up with them again.  Irina Koval even had a little gift for me from Russia.
Next it was directly to the pasta party just after 7pm, a short walk to a local school, but with so many people the service was slow and didn’t want a late dinner tonight with a 10am start the next day, so after waiting an hour some of us went back to the self service restaurant for food, we were not the only athletes to do this!!  It was around 8:30pm by the time we got our dinner. Back to the hotel and was in bed drinking my horlicks shortly after 10pm, bags were packed, numbers pinned on and championchip attached to my shoes.

Alarm went off at 6:45am, but was already wide awake, I had a restless night, down to breakfast at 7am and more drinks in my room before meeting at 9am to take my supplies to the GB tent.  This done it was a quick photo session to meet again at the start line.  I personally wanted to just return to the hotel room so I could rest in comfort and use the toilets and drink in my own private space and focus on the task ahead.
The sun was beating down, music playing and excitement in the air as we all lined up for the 10am start.  My goal was not a big one, just hoped to pip the 219km achieved last year, my schedule was almost identical, written for 215km but hoped to just be ahead of this and remain strong in the last 4 hours.  The countdown began and we were off, 6 minutes 40 seconds was the target time, this would make 9 laps per hour and 10.2km per hour.  As for the team, well the French looked like they had the gold sewn up and on paper silver could go to anyone, us included.  I did have a goal of top 10 finish, but had hoped for higher.  The stream of runners on their way and just tried to settle down with an even pace and try to hit my target time.  The route was congested to start with as expected until we got our own space, the time on lap 1 was 6 minutes 20 seconds, too fast, tried to slow it down again, another 6 minutes 20 seconds, tried even harder to slow it down, 6 minutes 30 seconds, well 10 seconds out over 9 laps per hour is just 90 seconds out so settled in at this pace.

Now tried to look to see what Wendy was doing in terms of where she was standing, this was a difficult one and not something I guess she was used to.  Her husband is Matt Lynas, a member of the GB 100km squad, supporting 100km is very different to 24 hours, support is usually every 5km and all drinks can be made and bottled in advance and just handed over, 24 hours is monotonous, continuously circling and no need to force down big bottles of drinks every 5km, just sip away until empty and refill with whatever is required.  Also this field would be a lot more crowded than larger loops or point to points on which 100km are held.  

The sun was warm but there was shade on parts of the course and didn’t think it necessary for a hat, this would just heat me up more and is not like in the desert where the sun is beating down on your head continuously, the shade was offering significant protection.  The first few hours ticked by uneventfully, I chatted to Ralf Weis a couple of times – this was the German winner in Bislett and had a target of 245km, he was going the same pace as me and was very much in control and saying everyone was too fast.  Julia Alter, another good German friend of mine I have met in many events either running or supporting was also going at a really steady pace despite having run 225km last year and all the Germans were running a very steady controlled race. 
After 5 hours or so I finally asked for some feedback, the only fault with the organisation was that the screen to tell you how many laps you had run was the size of a TV and was to the side of the runners and physically impossible to read while running and was not prepared to waste time and stop and read it.  I had asked for hourly updates but nothing had been forthcoming.  It was a couple of laps later I got the report of “running consistently at 10.2... km per hour”, not quite what I had been expecting, the answer I wanted was total km as this was what was written in the schedule and on my number .
I continued on and was not feeling the best, very dry mouth for which I had increased my fluid intake a lot and feeling slightly nauseous, nothing serious, was also getting a slight pain in my left groin that I didn’t like, I was beginning to think this could again be the first sign of a stress fracture, but nothing concrete yet, just an awareness.  I decided to take a couple of ibuprofen and feed this back to Wendy.   
The sun was going down now and must admit I was beginning to feel a bit hot and bothered, most unlike me as I love the heat and hate the cold.  I struggled on, not feeling great, still feeling nauseous and was now starting to feel a bit dizzy.  I stopped to walk for a bit to confirm this and yes, I was definitely not feeling myself, a quick lay down should do the trick I thought to myself, so rather than ask what to do I just told Wendy I was coming in for a 5 minute lay down and to time me to make sure I was not stopped for longer than this, better to rest a little now rather than risk what happened in the last World 24 Hours where I ended up in hospital.  The bench was cleared and lay down with my eyes shut.  After 2 minutes I sat up, more questions, but one question had done the trick – did you want a cup of tea?  Now that I could fancy, tea always goes down well. I drank it and left as was just not settled and happy, less than 5 minutes had passed.  I felt a little better now and continued on my way, I think it was getting dark now so had been going some time. 
Normally I can tell you exactly as what stage things are happening as it ties in with my mileage and hourly splits, but as feedback wasn’t regular events are hard to remember.  Around the 12 hour mark, not sure if before or after I was again feeling dizzy, I decided to sit down on a kerb on the course, being so well known and ultra runners being very concerned and helpful athletes I was continually asked if I was ok and one Aussie said he would relay to my tent where I was.  A lap later he came back and said there was no-one in the tent (Richard was already searching for me on the course), but to me that meant I must have been resting over 6 minutes so got up again, still feeling light-headed I decided to grab on to the railings for stability, not realising quite how wobbly I was the railings nearly toppled over and me with them.  I sat down again.  Then along came my kind Aussie again (Michael) and got me to my feet and he was going to support me to get help, this didn’t last long and someone shouted “that is not allowed it is pacing”, rather than get himself disqualified I insisted he carried on, he should not risk this for me.  I grabbed onto the railings again and tried to focus, there was a woman just the other side who began talking to me, I passed out momentarily and came round on the floor with my legs in the air.
At this stage things were kind of taken out of my hands, I was aware of several people around me and a runner that was kindly helping me suddenly screamed out in agony, he had bent over to help and gone into cramp.  I kind of half had to laugh, poor lad, I never did find out who it was.  A stretcher arrived and was put in an ambulance and taken to the medical tent.  I was in tears now, very upset and frustrated and just could not believe this was happening again.  The ambulance man was wonderful and kept telling me not to worry I wasn’t going to hospital, I was just very upset at myself and letting my team and country down yet again, I was fit and full of running and this just wasn’t supposed to happen.  The doctors looked over me assuming it was an effect of the heat or dehydration but knew I was not dehydrated.  After that I was put on a bed in the tent, a big improvement on the Canada facilities, Richard and Wendy were both there.   Finally a clue came back that I agreed with, Richard was reading through my diary of food and drink that had been recorded.  I had been fed one salt tablet per hour (in Canada in 2007 I ran out of salt and had ended up in hospital), this was a Succeed Capsule with 341mg of sodium and 21mg of potassium.  Apparently this is quite a high dose and had probably taken on too much salt this time, dry mouth and nausea were some of the symptoms, so now I had an answer again and knew this was different from before.  Now I just had to drink lots of water to flush the salt through and then I would be allowed to continue on my way – great – there was a chance I could redeem myself and dearly wanted to continue for my team, we don’t take failure easy and are stubborn athletes, this was after all the World and European Championships.
Having sat up and drank the water I was feeling much better, still a little nauseous but not dizzy.  It was dark now as I got returned to the point I had been stretchered in.  I was starting to shiver a little now, have been in the tent for around 40 minutes and stopped for around 20 minutes prior to that and with the temperature now dropping I needed some more kit on.  Richard asked Wendy to get a long sleeved shirt for me, meanwhile taking the shirt off your back had new meaning, Richard stripped off to put his shirt on me to keep me warm and he returned “topless” and continued round to the tent for it to get replaced with my better fitting long sleeve shirt, I had been instructed to walk for a couple of laps before running.  No sooner had I started running again than I was just approaching the corner to start the red carpet when there was an enormous gust of wind, some screams and a big row of railings toppled over alongside me, what I hadn’t realised was that there were a few metal flag poles attached that just about skimmed my nose as they fell, that certainly would have been another stretchered visit back to the medical tent has I been just a few inches further on the road!!  Next lap round they were all back in place and flag poles removed.

 Onwards and upwards, the laps were flying by now and soon passed the 15 hours, I had barely stopped at all but was needing some kind of update on the team situation now and how many km I had run, several athletes were surprised to see me back and running well “back from the dead” was Richard’s term.  Having to ask for feedback I thought it best to walk so I could hear it better – so decided to walk and have some custard and make use of the time, I also had to ask Wendy to walk further up so that I could have time to eat it and hear the feedback.
A couple of laps later I got feedback, the team had been in silver medal position around the 12 hour mark but we were now in 4th place in the world, 3rd in Europe, so there was still something to fight for, she did also give me my km but did not give my position which I was never to hear about the entire race.
Every now and then Val took over, she had initially been placed to look after Lynne, but as her own crew had come out Val took on other duties such as relieving others.  She was great, even without being given any instructions on how to handle me she just had “the knack”, said the right things to me, always ran up to meet me and just communicate. The last 4 hours were closing in, this was the time to fight and I needed something to fight for and needed feedback.
After 20 hours the team were 4th in Europe and just 1km behind the German’s, great, this was just what I wanted to hear, 4 hours and 1km difference, there was something to fight for.  I had been aware that the others in the team were also well below their 2008 standards, Steve had struggled from an early stage after quite a fast start but was battling though, Pauline had been the first one I lapped but had never seen her so much as stop, just walked a little, Lynne I had heard was having stomach problems and after taking a bit of time out had tried again but was in too much pain and forced to stop again, and Vicky was walking a bit more than running now, so there was three of us still going, still moving, still progressing, there was hope.  It was becoming light again now and gently tried to increase the pace on hearing this news, but the fight was to end rather abruptly again.  

Since my first spell in the medical tent my nutrition had not been great, the nausea had prevented me from eating much and had completely abandoned the milkshakes that are my main stay and full of energy, the food I had taken I had barely eaten a mouthful of and had thrown away so was running pretty much on empty now, but had not particularly been feeling bad.  I think the slight increase of pace must have just upset the balance a bit and remember running over the wonderful red carpet near the championchips and kept scuffing my feet, I couldn’t make out what was wrong, I was nearly tripping over, had somebody turned the carpet up?  I looked down and my legs were all over the place, the carpet was neatly in place but my legs were not doing what they were supposed to do – they looked like those marathon runners you see on the London Marathon where their legs have gone.  Oops, I think I better walk, well the walk was more like a stagger and just tried my best to walk in a straight line making a bee-line for Val that I could see right at the start of the feed zone ahead.
Hanging on to the railing with one hand and Val in the other, I needed to sit down, a chair was found.  I now needed to lay down and was put to the floor. I could hear lots of people around and was also aware of Leigh being close, he was Vicky’s husband and a nurse.  I was thinking I just needed a little lay down and would recover and be up again in no time but could hear that the medics were needed.  The stretcher and ambulance was round again with the lovely happy ambulance man that I had earlier and made another visit to the medical tent, I was tearful again, I had run over 20 hours now and really wanted to finish.  The doctors were not so happy with me this time and stickers were placed all over and wired up and blood pressure monitors etc.  My championchip was removed, I was not to continue.  By this stage I was shivering quite badly although I can’t say I felt particularly cold but was wrapped in gold foil and covered in blankets as the needle went in for a couple of saline drips and a glucose one.  Val was here but nothing much anyone could do.  I was monitored closely but could do nothing but lay there and wish it was all over.

With around an hour left in the race the ambulance returned me with Val to the hotel room.  My bags had been packed and were waiting for me, nothing to do now but rest and recover, my race was over and no medal to take home to show for the effort.  By the finish of the event there were just 2 GB athletes standing, Vicky had taken most of the last hour out too so just Pauline and Steve still up and running at the death.
Wendy returned and then went to the presentation, I didn’t want to cause further bother if I could not stay upright so decided to miss out and rest some more.  On her return around 2-30pm she made me some tea and noodles and started to feel much better.  She rang Matt for a while and a short comment that I wonder what Bill will be thinking immediately prompted her to kindly let me talk to Bill to let him know I was ok.  That evening we all went out for a meal around 7pm and was surprised the we all had reasonable appetites despite the day’s problems.

As for the results – well that wonderful Ralf Weis knew what he was doing, silver medal and spot on with 244km, and Julia Alter, well a little less than her 225km but 219km and 5th place and team medals too.  So that’s what I could have done had things gone right.
Breakfast was at 7am for departing at 7:30am.  Flights all on time and back to the car to find my mobile phone – but still couldn’t ring Bill as I had left it switched on and the battery was now flat.  Traffic  was heavy most of the way home and arrived home around 6pm only to find Bill had been poorly most of the weekend with a virus and looking very thin and tired. He had not eaten a thing all day and had been rough since Saturday.

Back home now and have had a few days to think about this one, my fitness was good, my bones held up, the groin pain, which I have had since Bergamo and even when not running has seen a visit to the GP and my lymph glands are swollen so guessing I have got a bit of Bill’s virus in me too. So what did I do wrong?  Pace was a steady start, fought back after the first medical stop and was forced to stop after the second one, which was really caused by lack of energy due to the earlier problems.  I let my team and country down, do I want to do this again?  Certainly not ever without Bill, he is just irreplaceable, communication was important , Bill just knows what I need to hear and can ask much more of him with little effort .  Will I ever run for GB again – who knows, there were so many issues beforehand with personal supporters travelling out and staying in the same hotel initially it wasn’t worth the effort.  Luckily those supporters that battled the initial storms with UKA won out and were made most welcome by the official crew and were allowed to travel with us and stay in the same hotel. I think they need to understand how important it is to have someone that knows the athlete and knows the requirements involved.
I now know some of the symptoms of excessive salt.  After my first medical visit I ate very little, I was taking food but was barely eating a mouthful per hour. I will calculate my intake for this race based on what I knew I ate – or threw away and think this will show the answer to my second demise.
Will I be back?  Of course, I have wallowed in self pity for nearly a week now, got over the frustrations and disappointment and missed opportunity to medal,  am running again and am now writing the schedule for the next one – so do you want to watch another roller coaster?  Then just watch www.48heures-surgeres.net/ on 22nd – 24th May 2009, starting at 4pm French time(Friday) for the World’s Best 48 hour race – you might just see Sumi Ingaki from Japan break her own world record, and as for me – well I will be there and be doing my best, hopefully the lessons learnt of too much and too little salt and will settle in the middle.  Bill should be by my side (still awaiting confirmation from his new job).  I ran in Surgeres last year for my first attempt at 48 hours and was the place where I got my stress fracture in the hip, so need to make amends and put down a mark, initially plans for around 200km in the first 24 hours, I guess 2 x 1 hour sleep rests in the second 24 hours to finish with approximately 340km?  Who knows- it’s that into the unknown that is the challenge, a cinder track of just over 300m, fantastic support, a little caravan each for the crew and resting.
sharon@sharongayter.com
www.sharongayter.com
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Men
1st 
Fontaine
FRA
243km

1st 
Olsson

SWE
257km
2nd 
Bec

FRA
234km

2nd
Weis

GER
244km
3rd
Casiraghi
ITA
223km

3rd
Sakai

JPN
242km
20th 
Skelton

GBR
192km

26th 
Mason

GBR
215km

25th
Walker

GBR
188km

42nd
Gayter

GBR
172km

52nd 
Kuz

GBR
154km
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