Centurion Running South Downs Way Race, 30 June 2012 (an interesting birthday treat!)

Those of you who haven't ventured to the far shores of Southern England probably think it's pretty flat down there, well England may not boast the lofty majestic peaks of Scotland, but the South Downs Way has some 4000m of ascent on its 100+ route Winchester to Eastbourne.  The official route is 103 miles but not being able to place their intended safety measures, glow sticks, to ensure people didn't topple over the cliffs of the Seven Sisters in the dark, the organisers came up with a variation which shortened the route slightly. Personally I think 100 miles was far enough anyway!

So 100 miles within a time limit of 30 hours, plus an extra challenge to complete in 24 hours ... 13 aid stations along the way ensured that competitors had water and a selection of food (sausage rolls, cake, sandwiches, crisps, peanuts, energy gels etc. Several stations provided hot food and drink as well.  Each competitor was to carry essential kit - waterproof top, first aid kit, map, compass, space blanket,1.5 litres of liquid, a charged mobile phone and through the hours of darkness a torch and spare batteries. Drop bags were availabe at two checkpoints - 54 and 69 miles, enabling competitors to collect torches and extra layers for the night section at this point. From the 54 mile point competitors could have a pacer to run with them, supporters where also encouraged. I had neither in place.

My route to this race had been the usual rollercoaster of juggling training round family commitments plus a couple of other ultras as part of that training. A severe bout of asthma/hayfever/chest infection eight weeks before the race, which put me out of training for about a month made me doubt I'd make the start line, but a few days before the race saw me making the 500+ miles drive South with the kids.  Assistance from friends and family for childcare, B&B and transportation services somehow ensured everything fell into place.

So Friday night was checking in at race HQ, a sports ground in Chilcombe, just off A31 outside Winchester. I delivered my two drop bags and then listened to a detailed description of the route - useful as unlike many of the participants I hadn't been able to recce the route. Staying with a friend Fri eve I carbed up on bangers and mash, apple crumble and ice cream and a sneaky half a glass of wine - help me sleep I thought.  Final checking of race day kit before turning in for a disrupted night of checking I hadn't slept through my alarm.

4.30am alarm call, breakfast of cereal, danish pastry and energy drink!!!  Arrival at the start for 5.25, final briefing and at 6am the 159 competitors completed 1.5 laps of the playing field before setting off into the murky morning.  Temperature was comfortable but soon it was pouring with rain. This was shortlived though and eventually it dried off to blazing sunshine for the rest of the day - I'm really not used to running in temperatures above 15 degrees so that was a bit of a shock.  The first half of the route was very undulating and pretty harsh underfoot, chalky rocky terrain, slippy in places, with stretches of tarmac at times too. The stations were well stocked and navigation straightforward. A few niggles throughout the day but nothing unbearable and coming into 54 miles and the first drop bag I felt pretty good plus it was still daylight.  Fuelling up on hot dogs and a few cups of tea and then off into the second half of the race ... this is where the challenge really begins. The first 50 miles is a warm-up really ... the second half takes you through the night and into all sorts of DIScomfort zones.  Sunset was glorious, a violet sky providing backdrop to fields of brilliant yellow rapeseed and mist hanging over the valleys. The running terrain changed to long long climbs onto grassy ridges and then steep descents back to sea level before starting again. Past iron age forts aplenty - this area is full of them.  All too soon it was dark and the head torches and extra layers came out. The constant SSW wind which had been blowing strongly all day started to leach heat from bodies low on warming calories.  I paired up with another girl I'd been travelling at a similar speed with earlier on. This partnership worked well to start but we began to slow as an injury began to drag her down, plus her torch failed and with no spare (I had two spares as I was paranoid about being stuck in the dark on my own!!) I lent her one of my emergency ones which didn't have a great beam. Navigation that was easy by day become hard in the dark - we were crossing wide expanses of meadow where it was difficult to locate the path.  Lack of sleep took it's toll, we weaved along the path at times and made silly mistakes like thinking we could see a checkpoint and then realising it was the moon shining through the trees. Dawn came and my night partner decided to pull out.  I pushed on mainly power-walking by now ... the sun rose beautifully but then the rain came again, freezing us to the bone. I pulled into one checkpoint to see a guy being bundled into an ambulance with hypothermia. Finally the last checkpoint and then on to the descent into Eastbourne. This was excrutiating ... the finish was less than two miles away but first I had to negotiate 3/4 of a mile of steep descent down a rocky, muddy, tree-rooted gully. My quads and knees did not thank me.  The remainder of the route was along pavement beside a main road into town ... on and on it went and then finally, into the sports ground and half a loop of the track ... and they wanted me to sprint finish, amazingly my legs did!  So 26 hours and 48 minutes after leaving Chilcombe, I arrived in Eastbourne.  During the last two miles I seriously wondered what the hell I was doing, by the time I stumbled off the coach back at the start I was already thinking about what I'd have to do to get under 24 hours ... One and a half weeks later I feel fine but defnitely have a few niggles that need to recover so I think my family may have to hide the trainers for a couple of weeks.

Fran

