Sharon Gayter

Monaco


Monaco 6-Day Race

17th – 23rd November 2007
Tuesday 13th November

We set off from home after lunch for the long drive to Monaco.  The van was loaded with all the food and drinks needed for the both of us for the entire trip.  The first part of the trip was just 200 miles to Cambridge for an overnight stop with my sister.

Wednesday 14th November

Another 125 miles to Dover for the 12:15pm ferry to Calais.  Departing the ferry at 15:00 hours Bill did another 4 hours 30 minutes of driving before stopping overnight for dinner and sleep.  Bed at 21:00 on a freezing cold night.

Thursday 15th November

Bill had to scrape the ice off the inside of the windscreen as well as the outside and there was a very light sprinkling of snow as we set off at 08:00.  The weather remained bitterly cold and after an hours break for lunch the snow came.  We saw many cars covered in blankets of snow but luckily the motorways stayed clear with the many gritters and snowplows we saw.  We stopped near Cannes around 7pm for dinner and overnight sleep – bed at 21:00 again.  The weather was milder now at around 8 degrees.

Friday 16th November

Up at 07:30 and leave at 09:00 for the hour drive into Monaco.  The harbour was easy to find but weaving around the narrow streets of Monaco was not. On arrival we immediately met the organiser Philippe, with a big “ooh la la” when he saw what was written on the van.  The race area of tents and barriers was being built around us as we watched.  After parking up we showered and walked the course, very flat considering the hills surrounding us but the course had a couple of u-turns, one big circle with s bends and some sharp corners and short section of cobbles.

After lunch we found the nearest supermarket and brought bread, ice and fresh water for the race.  The whole harbour area was an amazing area of wealth from yachts bordering on ships and cars we could only dream of.  It was dark by the time the route was finalised with barriers and was able to park our van in position.  With the untimely cold weather (around 10 degrees below normal compared to last year) we decided not to attach the awning to the van as the back doors could not be closed when this was attached and thought it best to place the awning alongside so that we could keep warmer when resting in the van.  This system worked well.  After our evening meal all was quiet and went to bed at 21:00 again.

Saturday 17th November

Up at 07:30.  Everything was in place, rested and had another shower and went to collect numbers at 10:30 only to find numbers were not available until around 12:30 as the start time was now 14:00.  My first panic, all my schedules and rest times had been laminated and cut up into small daily schedules to be put in my running pocket so I could calculate my running times.  Adding two hours was not practical; as it would then mean my sleeping hours would be much later and would miss vital daylight hours of running.  My planned sleeping time after day 1 was from 01:30 until 05:30.  I spent the next hour re-writing the schedules and Bill’s sleeping time and then had to put hand written daily schedules in plastics bags in my running pocket.

After lunch of pasta I was able to collect my number 37 and championchip. Numbers only had to be worn for the first few hours to help the other people on the course to identify us; the championchip would record the laps automatically.  Apparently there would be around 500 people on the course to start with as this was also a big charity event and for every km walked a euro was donated to charity.  Although the planned route was to be 1608m the first two days the course was limited to just 900m as the part along the pier was not available until then.

RACE

I finally changed and got ready for the start at 14:00; it was around 12 degrees so dressed in tights, long sleeved shirt and gillet.  Princess Stephanie was going to start the race but had also been warned it may be a few minutes late.  William Sichel had run this race a couple of times before and knew the set up well.  After some speeches the race got underway around 12 minutes late and was pleased to end up right at the front of the race.  At the end of the first lap it became apparent just how congested the course was to be.  For the most part of the 900m it was just about a cars width and there were people with push chairs, wheel chairs, lots of children running around, elderly people with walking sticks and speedy runners from local running clubs weaving all around, it was an absolute nightmare.  There was no way any consistent rhythm could be held and had to keep your wits about you not to be tripped, it was constant pushing through crowds, grinding to a halt when there was just no way through.  I just had to keep calm, not worry about the pace, as there was plenty of time in a 6-day race to catch up and keep upright.  I hated every minute of it and just ran for time knowing that the congestion would ease.  After 2 hours of running it was just slightly better, still weaving all over but not grinding to a halt as many times.  I was relieved to have my first break after 4 hours of running, I was finding it very stressful and had never run in such congested conditions, I had been forewarned of this but really was worse than expected.  The course was not shaping up too well as this 900m course had only two straight sections and the cobbles were not good.  

After my 45 minute break I put on an extra jacket, as it was getting quite breezy and it was now dark.  The outlook was amazing, all the yachts and harbour were lit up and could not believe that I was really running in this place, it was a magical outlook by night.  The crowds had thinned a little and took my number off, there was no point in wearing it now, it was completely ignored by all the charity walkers.  The next block of running became quite laboured, I was guessing it was because of all the weaving and not relaxing into my running, my right hamstring was also getting quite tight and felt quite “sleepy”.  Not normal for me at all as very rarely feel sleepy in 24 hour races.  Half way through my running block I took a short 10 minute break and was pleased to hear that I had hit my target of 40km for the first 4 hours, was very surprised as thought it would be at least a couple of km short.  Out again and felt much better for the 10-minute rest.  Ended this block of running at 23:15, had mash and beans and tried to sleep for a bit.  Was just not sleepy now and was soon out for my next scheduled block at midnight.

From midnight to 04:15 sailed by with no problems, my best block of running yet, feeling much more relaxed, hardly anyone on the course and could finally enjoy my running.  Bill had gone to sleep now and all my food and drinks were set out on the table and easy to access.  The route went by the night clubs and the music was still playing when I went for my next break, but it was pleasant and no drunkards spilling over the course.  I tried to sleep again on my next break but was still not tired so went out again on schedule at 05:00.  I knew from LEJOG I had not slept properly for the first three nights and so the plan was to nap and if not sleeping then get out and run again.  The big risk factor was whether the rest was more important than the sleep – this I would find out!!

A few more runners were out now dawn was breaking, I felt as though I had eaten too much and was struggling to run with my stomach feeling uncomfortable.  I had tried to eat more than I had on LEJOG as was running further in each block of running, this was not paying off and was now reducing me to a walk until the stomach felt more comfortable – the other difference being I was now taking 45 minute breaks compared to 60 minutes breaks and that extra 15 minutes would have helped the stomach settle more on LEJOG.  I finally got running again when the stomach was more comfortable.  Both hamstrings had now gone through phases of feeling tight but was still runnable.  My next break was at 09:15.

I did not eat so much on this break and felt better for it when I got out again at 10:00.  My hamstring felt a little better for the break and half way through the block of running was now able to eat my first snack while running – half a cheese sandwich.  The system was to work much better – a little less food on the break and a snack half way through the running block.  The only other problem encountered was a very sharp tweak on the inside of my left ankle sustained when running up a cambered tarmac ramp when turning 90 degrees off the cobbles.  Initially the pain was very sharp and immediately stopped running.  I walked for a bit and it seemed to settle in and go away and got running again.  Half an hour later it was beginning to trouble me and began walking to nurse it through this bad patch.  I was also beginning to feel quite “groggy” now and really going through a bad patch.  Bill walked with me a short section and thought it best to come in for a quick massage on the ankle, I agreed and he easily found the site of the pain.  After this unscheduled stop the ankle felt much better and was not getting the sharp stabbing pains that I had experienced several times, now just a dull bruised feeling.  Decided not to run for the remainder of this block to let it settle.  William Sichel passed a couple of times while I was walking and suggested the best course would be to take 3 hours out and take some strong pain killers.  Bill agreed with this as he said I was looking very “off colour” and as I was feeling rather poorly agreed.  William kindly gave me two of his strong pain killers and promptly went to bed at 13:00 until 16:00.

This was the first time I had stopped longer than 45 minutes and tried to sleep, William said the tablets should make me feel drowsy, Bill decided to join me for an extra sleep.  It probably took a good half an hour before I felt I dosed a little but was wide awake again after 2 hours. I just lay there awake until Bill awoke and made some tea.  I went out at 16:00 and Bill reported my distance for the first 24 hours had been 154km (approx 96 miles).  I was actually quite pleased with this, with all the problems encountered and extra breaks it was just short of my planned schedule but still well on course to cover the minimum requirement of 85 miles per day.  I felt much better in myself now, got rid of the “groggy” feeling and the ankle, although still feeling a little bruised was easy to run on.  Had another good running block and felt I could now put this behind me.  All of a sudden the lights went out, it was very dark, I was concerned as if this was a power failure the championchips may not work.  Then the fireworks started, they were set up on the pier and were to celebrate the Prince’s birthday.  The championchips were working fine and lights went back on when the fireworks finished.

The next break was from 20:00 until 20:45.  Was feeling good, food was going down much better now and even hamstrings had settled down and gone away.  Just a bad day, now get down to the business.  I got out again and after 2 hours I was going downhill yet again, it seemed to be one good block of running followed by one bad block of running.  The funfair at the end of the course was still operating even at this time of the morning and screams could be heard well into the night.  My first official sleeping block was to follow this at 01:00 and so just tried to run the straight sections and walk the cobbles and corners to preserve the ankle, it now felt as though the outside of the ankle was getting more painful and also moving further up my leg.  I walked the entire last half an hour and just hoped that my planned 4 hour sleep with my leg elevated would improve the situation.  When I stopped and took my socks and shoes off I was horrified.  My ankle was very bruised and swollen and not looking good at all.  Bill put some Voltarol gel on the area that is an anti-inflammatory and went to bed.  I slept at last and awoke to the alarm clock.  No breakfast, just tea and dress and out again.  The ankle was looking a little better, colour faded a bit and swelling reduced a little, Bill put a pain relief patch on and off I went.

Initially my hamstrings were very tight but the ankle was not feeling as bad as last night.  After my first lap of walking to ease things in I had a sandwich for breakfast while walking and decided to come in for a quick hamstring rub to see if that would ease them, it did and tried to run again.  I mainly ran the straights again and walked the corners, it was not going well but I was still moving, I needed to know my distance to see how much I had lost.  Bill gave me feedback, 216km and was still narrowly possible to take the World Record but was not looking realistic, I set my head on the British Record so that I could allow myself more time and recalculated the daily distances.  The section of course along the pier was now being prepared for opening and cones going out, this would hopefully take out some of the congestion on the course that happened intermittently now and the straighter section would hopefully stop the ankle deteriorating further.  It opened shortly before my next scheduled break and was a much wider section but more breezy on the open course and immediately put on an extra hat and gloves, I was slowing down rapidly again and grateful of the break at 09:45.  It was not a peaceful break though as 10 very loud cannons went off that shook the van, this was a holiday in Monaco again celebrating the Prince’s Birthday.

Out at 10:30 and the ankle was beginning to give me real grief again.  By the end of this block of running that would be just two days of running and four left still.  The doubts were beginning to invade my head; I had fought through so many bad spells that were just not expected on the first day.  I can run 24 hours so easily and just could not understand why I had hit so many bad spells and an injury problem so early.  In my head I had thought the first three days would be according to the schedule and then have to fight for the last three days to achieve my goals.  I was fighting from day 1 and was now really struggling again – I needed Bill, I needed to talk.  Was I being stupid?  Was this just another bad spell?  Could I realistically still break the British Record?  The British Record was 730km – a daily average of 122km, my distance at 44 hours was 230km, that meant 4 hours to cover 14km to make 244km for 48 hours. I was averaging 5km an hour at my present walking pace, that was 250km for 48 hours.  Just 6km to play with!!  How was the ankle going to hold up?  Was it staying stable or getting worse?  It was getting worse.

On LEJOG I had a major quad injury after 6 days, although I could not run I could walk and had a lot more hours to play with to achieve the record.  When walking the quad injury was not getting worse and after 3 days improved enough to run on.  With my ankle there was swelling, bruising and progressively getting worse while walking.  Although walking comfortably at this slow pace walking at 5km an hour for 20 hours a day meant just 100km per day, I needed to do more than this, it was just not possible.  I was not here just to complete a 6 day race I was here for a record.  If I am going to subject my body to this extreme running I need to achieve a big goal and finishing a race is not a big enough goal for me, especially at the expense of damaging my ankle further.  This was impossible, there was no choice and just had to admit defeat, it was not going to happen on this occasion.

I called it a day and finally had a shower, totally deflated, depressed and demoralised.  I had come so confident with LEJOG behind me, this was just half the time.  World Records do not come easily and this just shows why, it is not just a case of being a good athlete, turning up and the record is achieved.  It does take a bit of good fortune not to get injured but the course design, congestion, cambers, cobbles I feel all contributed to my downfall.  I had many obstacles on LEJOG, but all different from this.  I know in my heart I can achieve this goal, but it will take a better course and a bit more ankle strengthening for this to happen.  All 6 day races will be on a small loop or track where corners are inevitable, I can get away with this for 24 hour races but is certainly my weak point to address for future races.

We got away as soon as possible as part of me still thought that if I had a bit more rest I may be able to continue.  Bill packed up everything and we drove off at 13:30 for the first 6 hours of driving.

Tuesday 20th November

Got up at 07:30 and walked to the toilet.  It was then that I really realised the extent of the damage to my ankle.  The pain killers had worn off and could barely hobble.  I could not walk the 150m to the toilet at the services and turned back to use the toilet in the van.  I had now convinced myself that to withdraw had certainly been the right decision and pleased not to damage the ankle further.  The long drive back to Calais gave me plenty of time to reflect.  I had done nothing wrong, I had come here fit, not injured and confident, just the wrong course for me, to break a world record needs a good course.  Looking at all the 6 day World Records set they have nearly all been on the same course – namely New York, organised by the Sri Chimnoy team, very experienced ultra people on a superb route through a park.  All I wanted to do was get on the Internet and plan my next 6 day race, get the van changed and have another go.  We got the 17:00 ferry back to Dover and gave my sister the shock news she had company for the evening.

Wednesday 21st November

Took Joshua to school again and then finally got home at 13:00.  A journey of 2240 miles.  I was pleased to be home but hard to come to terms with the reality of failure. 

It appears many people were following my progress on the website so didn’t have the horrible job of telling people the bad news.  Peter Rowley from Darlington Building Society had already got the news so was one relief not to have to inform him of my failure, just a very nice welcome home message, typical of the wonderful respect this sponsor has given me, just hope I can live up to my reputation for the next event. 

This was just a drawback, nothing more, it has still been an extremely successful year maintaining my International status and still GB number 1 for the 11th year, a good course record in the Libyan Challenge, possibly top 10 world ranking for 24 hours and probably top 5 world ranking for 12 hours.  It is difficult to remain at the top and remain injury free when running such distances, I am not at the end of my reign yet and there are many more goals I have yet to achieve.  2008 is just around the corner now and the Marathon des Sables and Surgeres 48 Hours are the first two on the list.  Both should be good preparation for multi-day running and another attempt at the 6-day record.
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