Commonwealth 24 Hours
Keswick, England

17th – 18th September 2009

The preparation for this had been short, a return from Badwater, a week to let the skin on the feet heal and it was back to racing.  Two weeks later and was back into high mileage.  A good solid month in August and bang, straight into September and the Commonwealth 24 Hours, just a day over 9 weeks between events.  Three marathons in the previous 4 weeks, no restrictions from England Athletics on racing and training and came into the event full of confidence for a good performance.

The report covering the next 8 days were some of my very best days in a long time.  

Wednesday 16th September

Bill got home from work at 5pm, showered, changed and had dinner and were on our way by 6pm.  Arrived at Keswick Youth Hostel at 8:15pm for the 8pm meeting – oops!!  This was the best we could do but Wendy was concise with the information from the technical meeting and appeared many of the stringent rules for the event had been relaxed, I had guessed they would be but left the way clear for a relaxed event.  A quick word of encouragement from Walter Hill and Eleanor Robinson, a catch up from Wendy on the items missed.  Some kit at last, a vest (men’s small that was actually a better fit than the women’s), a t-shirt and sweatshirt to go with the wind jacket already received. 

Back to the van parked just round the corner at 9:30pm, drink and straight to bed.  It was quiet but tossed and turned all night, anxious about what awaited the next day, still trying to visualise that last 4 hours of pain and glory.  

Thursday 17th September

Finally 7:30am arrived and Bill was up and making breakfast in bed, well there isn’t really a lot of room in the transit van anyway.  By 8am was at Fitz Park looking for a suitable place for the tent, organiser Dave Annandale had been here at 5am and had popped back for breakfast but soon appeared to let us know we had chosen an appropriate spot for the tent, but unfortunately the van had to go, vehicles were just not allowed, but at least it was allowed to transport my mountain of stuff.  Tent up and the first of many visitors arrived.  Bill was kept busy making coffee and was great to catch up with Sylvia Watson and partner Geoff.  Sylvia had long been part of the 100km team when I first arrived on the scene and often see them in local races coming from Leeds.  Off for one last shower in the Youth Hostel while the opening ceremony was taking place.  Gave this a miss as needed to prepare for the race.  Came back changed in kit and ready to go. Bill collected my Championchips – one for each shoe.  Team photo at 11:30am and the sun was out, was predicted to be a dry day and cold overnight.

Mid-day and it was time for off – a quick introduction to our lap recorder – there was to be manual back-up just in case, organiser Dave felt it was much friendlier and personal with lap recorders and have to agree immensely, they were an incredibly vocal, happy, bunch that supported us well. As I stood on the start line the sole representative from India spoke to me, Arun, he follows my blog, he runs to support his daughter who is 11 and made such a magnificent effort to get here, he only arrived last night and was feeling a bit jet-lagged.
So off onto the scenic 1005m loop around Fitz Park, gentle left bend, by the smelly line of portaloos, a little kind of s bend where you cut the corners, left by the children’s play area, keep right to avoid the hump in the path, keep right on the bend, then head left of the path and another left and downhill to the river, left by the river and back to the championchip mats and lap recorders and then the feed station, then it started all over again.  First lap 5 mins 30 secs, too fast, slow it down, next lap 5 mins 32 secs, still too fast, slow it down, 5 mins 35 secs SLOW DOWN, you must not run any faster than 5 mins 45 secs.  The plan was around 10 – 10.5km an hour, no faster than 5 mins 45 sec per lap and no slower than 6 minutes per lap. It took 30 minutes for me to settle down and finally hit the 5 mins 45 sec per lap by which time many of the female competitors had overtaken me.  It was frustrating but I came into this event ranked no 1 with an 8km advantage over Vicky Skelton from England, my 219km versus Vicky’s 211km.  There were 22 women and 22 men, bigger than the 100km field.
Round and round and settled in nicely, just ticking the miles by, Bill was doing a fantastic job, running up and down after me, much more than I anticipated.  His fitness is coming along nicely since his double hip replacement and got used to less support from him so he got a quick warning to look after himself, but he was as happy as me.  I saw many familiar faces, there was Jack from Stockton, Shirley and Will Gibson from Darlington, Geoff and Val Bell from Scarborough and Mike Amos from the Northern Echo, made the 6 hour journey by public transport from Darlington which took us less than 2 hours, just following my email that informed him of the start on Thursday 16th September – sorry but my head was in a spin with so much on, so he arrived for the start instead of the finish, but hopefully had a lot to write about anyway.
There was now some intermittent bonfire smoke crossing the course, it was far too early for a bonfire and certainly didn’t want the smell of this to add to the pollution of the odd generator on the hospitality tent, I quickly moaned at Bill to get it put out and for a while it improved, but a second and third dose and I was now beginning to worry it would bring on my asthma and on spotting Dave updating the enormous leader board asked for some help.  No sooner said then both he and referee Ian Champion were investigating and tracking down the source and reassured me that the burning of leaves would cease, and it duly did for the rest of the race.  More faces I recognise, Stephen Moore, Don Ritchie, some of the 100km runners are out, Carolyn Hunter-Rowe, Alan Young taking photos.
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The plan after 4 hours was to hit 42km, and spot on 42km was the result.  So onto the next 4 hours and hit my first low, it had been wonderful to see so many supporters and did my best to acknowledge them, after all they had made a long journey just to see me, so they all got the odd wave and smile – even another lovely couple from Guisborough that I really didn’t know but read my website.  I was feeling just a little fatigued and wanted a quick walk, unusual for me as I usually go 12 hours solid with not so much as a walk, but to make use of any walking I asked for a pot of custard, my left groin was feeling a bit “achy” and both glutes seem to be grumbling a bit, nothing major but have felt better.  It was dark by 8 hours and the distance 81km, this was just a km less than anticipated, but nothing to worry about.  What was more worrying was the next 10 hours or so of darkness.  About 5 generators were now roaring away lighting up most of the course and generating lots of exhaust fumes in the process, this added to the smell of the portaloos every lap was a good mixture to bring on the asthma again, but just had to progress as gently as possible.  I was very slowly moving up the leader board, I had been in 6th place in the ladies race and was now hovering at around 3rd place, I had also added some arm sleeves to keep warm, having started wearing a t-shirt, vest and long tights the temperature was beginning to drop. Bill also had to scrounge a fluorescent jacket as dressed in black I found him hard to identify in the crowds of helpers.
The course now had some additional light sticks, although the big motorway style flood lights lit the corners well there was a kind of light/dark feel to this race, the light was not constant and the light sticks were reassuring, not that you could go off course but the edges of this track in places fell away from the track or were gravel and uneven, I did hear reports of a couple of runners falling over.  The course itself was a very good surface with no potholes, good for running and easy to see in daylight but the edges were difficult to see in darkness, Mick Francis from Australia was wearing a head torch, although I had one I hate wearing things on my head and was happy to run without it. By the time I hit 12 hours the distance was now 119km, the target had been 120km, so again nothing to worry about, just 1km out after 12 hours of running was pretty much on course and was now in second place just trailing Vicky, we were on the same lap but she was about ½ km in front.  12 hours is the point where I can make a good estimate of my distance based on how I was feeling, I had gone through a couple of bad spells but in the peace and quiet of the night could get my head down and focus and although I was confident of winning I thought it would be touch and go as to whether I could get a pb, by this stage in Bislett I was 2km ahead of my schedule.  The temperature was continuing to drop and now had a jacket on top of my clothing to keep warm.
Friday 18th September

The next 4 hours seem to fly by, nothing to really report, I had gone off my usual sandwiches and replaced them with cous-cous as was in need of some warmer sustenance and this was going down well.  Vicky had lapped me once and Bill reported at one time the lead was 2km, there had never been any point in the race when I had been more than 2km from leading, but had yet to actually take the lead.  There were now a few stalwarts come out to watch, Andy Eccles found a quiet lit corner to cheer us on our way and at one stage even saw Stuart Buchan, a face from Hull and 24 hours a few years ago.  The leader board was updated hourly, it was massive but while running was still difficult to read, females were in red, and males in black, but was good for the public to see what was happening.  I had a good 4 hours, actually felt better in this 4 hours than usual, the distance at 16 hours – 155km, still just a km down on the schedule.
Onwards and upwards, into the last third of the race and I needed to start making my move soon, I was beginning to psyche myself up for the daylight hours and the battle of the last 4 hours where this race should be won.  By 18 hours and now I was on the same lap as Vicky again, she was in the lead but was beginning to struggle, it was 19 hours by the time I finally hit the lead in the ladies race.  The first few signs of daylight started to peek through, the temperature had dropped to 7-8 degrees overnight, but with daylight would be the turning off of the generators, I was pleased to have got through the night with no breathing troubles as this was one smelly course with the fumes and portaloos. But day light came and Dave was quick off the mark to turn off the floodlights, fantastic.  The spectators were starting to return, Jack gave a quick appearance before returning for the breakfast part of his B&B, finally 20 hours was reached, the distance 190km, amazing, this was now 2km ahead of schedule, the schedule had been written for 216km which I guessed would be enough to win this race, so 2km up meant 218km, my final goal had been 220km to break my pb.
I just progressed steadily, I didn’t race, I had the lead, just needed to maintain rhythm and focus and the gold medal was mine I switched off from the spectators and informed Bill to tell anyone supporting me I wasn’t being rude but wanted to concentrate on this last 4 hours, I dearly wanted a pb, not just the gold.  I was trying to figure out the laps to get 220km when Eleanor informed me I was on for 225km if I kept pace.  225km!!!!  This was further than anything I anticipated and was excited by the prospect.

I was frequently lapping Vicky now and content there was no way back and extending the lead with every stride, but with every stride my breathing was becoming more laboured, I noticed runners could now hear me coming, and not the pitter patter of feet, but laboured wheezing breathing, I was now turning asthmatic, I could not believe I lasted this long and now that most of the generators were off I was to have an asthma attack. Bill had noticed too, I was hardly able to walk and eat my breathing was so bad, I needed my pump and needed it fast – but had I packed it?  Confused I could not remember packing it, usually it is in the first aid box, I began to panic and think where else one could be?  I was thinking may be the medical tent would have one and surely there must be another runner here with asthma when suddenly I remembered John Pares telling me his story in Canada getting a TUE form and having to be tested, he was running here for Wales (and running very well), just at that moment he overtook me and quickly asked if he had one and if I could use it, yes, and promptly asked his crew just as I arrived at the feed station.  
In the meantime Bill had found mine, I had packed it in the first aid box after all and on top of that the wonderful Guisborian’s had overheard and given Bill their pump – so three came at me at once.  I sat and tried to breathe and take the pump, my head was spinning, going dizzy, needed to lay down, chair was removed from beneath me and gently lowered to the ground.  Eyes closed trying to breathe, trying to use my pump, slowly but surely it was coming back, getting under control.  I think others were worrying more – I was in the lead, would I get up again? Did I need the medical tent? No such worries here, just give me a few minutes and I will be back.  Back up to sitting, feeling better, still laboured but may be able to walk now, off again, 21 hours 30 minutes and just had to create a bit of drama.  Back to a slow jog, breathing improving all the time, lap by lap, km by km I was going again.
I was counting laps now, this was in the bag, just what was the final distance going to be?  With 23 hours on the clock the distance was now 216km, just 3 laps to equal the pb, one more lap 220km, I could relax now, I was so far in front I could stop now and still win gold, I could once again acknowledge the gathering crowds and smile once again, this race was mine, this was my best ever performance on home soil in front of my home crowd, it was a fantastic feeling, for once in my life I could enjoy the last hour of running, I was free from all pain, running on a high, I came in as favourite, came in to take gold, came here to improve my pb and came here to retain my GB ranking for the 13th year, all goals achieved, all boxes ticked, I was one happy runner from England, I proudly flew the flag for the last few laps, hands high in the air waving the St Georges Cross until the final hooter sounded.  I could officially sit down at last and Bill had brought the chair to me.
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My race number was placed on the ground to be recorded.  I sat for a while with my supporters around me for a few photos and then got the nod I had thought about an hour ago, the drugs tester appeared.  At 23 hours I needed a pee and thought better not, as guessed I would be tested and would make life easier, but running and needing a pee don’t go together so had to go, but drank well so knew I would not have to wait around too long.  Off to the building to register and back to the tent for supplies.  Thick down jacket on to keep warm, pinched Will and Shirley’s hot coffee as Bill had none prepared (hope they didn’t spike it!!), Bill ran back to van for passport for ID, I did a couple of interviews sat in chair where Nadeem Kahn surprised me, no “shocked me” by telling me my final distance was 226km (that just over 140 miles). Bill returned, grabbed Eleanor for company and off to do the drugs business.  My lovely tester was called Liz, she was very patient and even said she wanted to take up running as she had never seen anyone get kissed by so many men!!  She had run the Great North Run before.
Back to the tent and the area was almost deserted, focus had now turned to the mountain races and watched the female runners set off on the uphill only race.  Bill packed up while I returned to the Youth Hostel for a shower. I found all of 2 of the smallest blisters ever, didn’t even know they were there, the Spira Striker has served me well, never need to change shoes at all and my feet felt the best ever.  Back to our little parking space where Bill took a short nap and had a light meal in the Youth Hostel with Eleanor and Carolyn.  Back to the van and tossed and turned all night, waking Bill intermittently to climb over him to go for a pee or get more food.

Saturday 20th September

Awaiting a superb cooked breakfast in the Youth Hostel at 7:30am, just so that I could get out and watch the start of the 100km race at 8am.  It was one of those days where nothing was planned but continuously bumped into people I knew and never seemed to get anywhere.  Next in line was Pam and Mike Atkins, great friends from Hull and had lap recorded all night long, surprised then never took a break but was great to see them.  In the market place was Shirley and Will and a few others, a little wander around and a visit to Fishers for some lovely carrot and coriander soup (still only 10:30am!!).  Watched the 10km open race with a few runners I know and then back to the van for more food.  Watched the finish of a dramatic mens 100km race with Jez Bragg taking the lead only 5km from the finish and a 1, 2, 3 for England.  Saturday evening was wonderful, we got taken to Shirley and Will’s caravan for a lovely meal while I just sat with my feet up – didn’t even offer to do the washing up – bet they won’t have me back again!!  Slept just a little better tonight.
Sunday 21st September
Awaiting breakfast at 7:30am again.  Pottered around Fitz Park watching various races, took a short wander up the hill towards Skiddaw and began to feel a bit light headed still, so came back down in search of more food, it was nearly lunch time by now.  I had given Shirley my race number – amusing but some of the 24 hour runners numbers had been left on the pavement where we finished and Shirley had gone in search of mine, obviously taken by a souvenir hunter so donated the one worn on the front of my vest with schedule still attached.

The weather had stayed superb for us all, the mountain races were phenomenal, would scare me to death running down hill so fast.  Finally it was time for the presentation of medals and closing ceremony, so on with the jacket.  A few team photos with the ultra squad and the 24 hours was first up for presentation in the marquee on Fitz Park.  Finally I got my reward and stood on the top of the podium while the National Anthem was played, it was a proud moment.  Then medals for the men, Martin Fryer had set a new Commonwealth Record for Australia, and then back for the team gold, Vicky got a pb with 212km and Marie a massive pb with 201km for 2nd and 4th place, so good performances all round. Medals for all the other races were then performed followed by a short closing ceremony.
[image: image3.jpg]



Next up was a buffet and party, but it was now 6pm and Bill had work tomorrow and I had a heavy schedule of commitments too, so a quick farewell and off home, rounding the weekend off with fish and chips on getting home around 8:30pm.  I was itching to see where 226km placed me in the rankings and just had to look at the IAU website – 3rd in the World was the answer. I slept well.
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Monday 21st September

Was out by 8:30am as had a really busy day lined up, on my feet most of the day, even Bill finished before I did and brought a Chinese home tonight as was nearly 8pm again.

Tuesday 22nd September

Finally managed to catch up with emptying out the van, packing stuff away, doing the washing, cutting the grass etc.  Even cooked dinner for the first time in a week.
Wednesday 23rd September

Just wanted to include this day as it was the final brilliant day to an amazing 8 days, after doing presentations for a lecturing post nearly 2 weeks ago I got invited back for final interviews at Middlesbrough College – and got the news I wanted – I got a contract to go lecturing at Teesside University on the Foundation Degree, that just rounded off September nicely and can now finally relax and enjoy a superb month.  For those of you that have been following – this event will now conclude my book.  It had been “almost written” for some time now and just awaiting the finishing chapter, this was it, a Commonwealth Gold Medal, so hopefully it will be out in time for Christmas for you to put on your wish list.  Bye for now.  Sharon
