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RACE REPORT

There were 44 entries for the 100 mile and 50 mile versions of the UK’s longest road races. Temperatures of 31 degrees on Friday and Saturday with bright sunshine meant that the runners were already roasting on the start line at Stratford-upon-Avon’s Racecourse HQ.
The 100 mile circular route passes through the idyllic Cotswold countryside and has 6,420 feet (3,913 metres) of climbs/descent making it extremely hilly to say the least… no wonder it’s tough.

With alarm bells ringing from the Race Briefing stressing the importance of pacing and hydration, the runners pelted down the first few roads to Welford-on-Avon and the first 10 mile checkpoint at Broad Marston. By the time they reached us here, most of the runners admitted to running far too fast with Javed Bhatti and David Watts getting there first from the early start. With Cyril Bennis’ posse bringing up the rear of the pack, the runners settled into the next few checkpoints without many problems, except for Cyril’s poor feet, until they hit the darkness at around ten o’clock and the 50 mile point at Farmington.

By now, the later starters were quickly catching up the main pack. MdeS Veteran Richard Pomeroy was running very fast in the evening’s cooler air followed closely by Tom Kingsnorth in his first attempt at a 100 miler. At the same time we saw our first race casualties from the earlier start resulting from the heat and the speedy early pace. Javed Bhatti went at CP5 as did two of the Spice Train Team. CP6 claimed the other two and a very blistered Cyril Bennis. 

With the 50 milers heading out to the 5.30am start, the field spread was ever-increasing (by now over thirty miles) and the new dawn greeted the runners into a new day of highs and lows of ULTRA running in true Cotswold style.
Jon Crews quickly led the 50 milers around the course and led from start to finish in just 8hrs and 40mins being followed just over an hour later by Chris Spriggs in 9hrs and 51mins.

The latter part of the 100 mile race just ground on in the meantime and the runners maintained their positions for the most part throughout the day, with Alastair Payne reaching the racecourse first in just under 23hrs. This was particularly impressive since he had taken a few detours off route during the night. Lindsey Stewart made her first ULTRArace 100 mile finish in 26hrs and 18mins.
Just after lunchtime, Richard Pomeroy arrived at the finish in 19hrs and 15mins to win the race and become our worthy Champion cheered on by his wife Liz and four children. Thirteen of the original 100 milers finished the whole course and we did feel deeply for Jacqui Anderson who suffered with heatstroke at 95 miles and dropped out… there’s always next year Jacqui… better get that entry in!

Well done to all… check out two race accounts from the experts - two of the runners have written about their experiences:

Richard Pomeroy (1st): http://www.the-poms.com/richard/2010/06/cotswold-100-mile-ultrarace/ 
Phil Spiers (5th place on his first 100m ultra)…

COTSWOLD ULTRA 100 RACE 2010 - Friday June 25th midday start

PHIL’S EXPERIENCE - (of my first 100mile race)

The day started as any other day (early) getting 4 kids up dressed and breakfasted, 3 ready for school.  I made sure I had my breakfast of toast & honey! My wife and I got the three kids off to school and after a mad early morning, got back to the house a few minutes after 10am. Just in time for me to have a banana and walk the dogs!

I got myself ready in my gear, vast amounts of Vaseline used, and I did my final check on my back pack.  We then made our way to Stratford race course, an 8 mile journey. Once we had found where we needed to go, registration was a fairly relaxed affair, and I was given my number – 34, by Jen.

I was feeling quite nervous now, all the months of training and weeks of preparation were now coming to fulfilment in the next 24hrs. We were called to the pre-race talk by Rory, and given the general rules and regulations, and told the heat will be an issue so to take care. We were told the yellow and black 100 signs were what we needed to follow until about 2 miles to go and then the white Ur signs kicked in.

Then we were called to the start for a quick photo, and we were off, it was such a relaxed send off that I forget to set my watch going, and it was about a min before I realized!  My plan for the first few hours was to survive the heat and let my body do the talking.

As we came out of the racecourse it seemed that a lot of folk just disappeared into the distance, but I did not get drawn. How things have changed!  Previously in other races I have been carried by the early surge and then paid for it later on in the race.  I was not going to let that happen in this race.

Just before Luddington I met up with Jacqui and was quite content to run and chat with her. In Luddington Sir Cyril overtook us with his barefoot running shoes on (very brave.  As we came out of Luddington we overtook Sir Cyril, and one of the guys (Tom) he was running with, latched on to us.

We set a pace which to be fair was comfortable and we were soon through Welford & Long Marston chatting away. The first 10mile check point was soon upon us just short of Mickleton. We reached it in 1hr 46mins and were promptly told off by Rory for going too fast. Incidentally we disagreed because it felt comfortable. Having been suitably chastised, and Jacqui having her bag pulled apart and photographed by Jen for carrying too much stuff, we set off on the second leg. In Mickleton Tom tried the one stop shop for a hat as he was bare headed and suffering. No joy but one of the support guys for a runner (Andy) just ahead of us came to his rescue, and produced a much needed cap, top draw that man!

As we headed out of Mickleton Jacqui said she was going to run slower, so Tom and myself started up the first major hill of the day.  Halfway up we almost got wiped out by a car transporter, but having survived that we caught up with the guy in front, Andy.  We ran with Andy up the rest of the hill and into Chipping Campden, but we kind of lost him when we hit the hill out of Chipping Campden.  

At the start of the hill we passed a couple of runners who seemed to be struggling with the heat.  Halfway up the hill we met a couple of guys, one of which said that he had reached the point of his furthest run ever at 15 miles, which seemed incredible. These guys peeled off to a huge camper van (Winnebago style) which was their support crew, Tom and I aptly named it the Party bus!  The guys driving it were great, always encouraging and asking if we had enough water. We found out later that they were supporting 4 guys who were from the army.  Unfortunately they binned themselves at around the halfway point.

We topped the crest and headed out towards Snowshill.  Around 2-3 miles before the next checkpoint, we both ran out of water - not good in the middle of no-where. Again Andy’s support man (never did get his name) came to the rescue and produced a bottle of water which was much needed.  We got to the second check point in 3hrs 53mins, replenished our water and the bottle given to us and carried on our merry way.

By this time we realised that there were quite a few runners who had their own support crew and we started to recognise the cars - they were all really encouraging.

The next 8 miles were fairly mundane, apart from a stupidly long steep hill to go with all the other stupid undulating hills. When Tom saw a signpost to Ford he thought he would be able to jump in, but I dashed his hopes when I told him it was a signpost to a village!  About a mile short of Brock Hampton we caught up another runner (Javed) who seemed ok, although he said he was suffering in the heat, so we checked to make sure he had water and carried on.

The 30mile point was again up another stupidly long hill - a mile the other side of Brock Hampton. We reached it in 6hrs 15mins.  There was Jen to greet us with Tea and a tin of cold rice pudding which tasted great (can’t stand it normally). I phoned Anna to tell her where I was, and I got some great encouragement from her which was fantastic. Jen told us at this point we were joint 10th which seemed pretty good, considering there were around 30 midday starters. We also learnt that Sir Cyril had requested his normal running shoes as he had blisters.

Just before we left, Javed came in, who informed us that he had been sick 3 times in 3 different villages! We wished him well and got ready to leave. Just as we were leaving Andy also came in.  He looked ok, apart from some red streaks on his front. When I quizzed him about it he told me it was jogger’s nipple, Ouch! I asked him if he wanted plasters as I came prepared, but he declined.

We set off from check point 3 and after around ½ mile we encountered a 4x4 being driven by a woman on her phone. I was ahead and Tom was tucked in behind me. She passed me, but clipped Tom on the arm with her wing mirror (she didn’t even stop).  Tom seemed to be ok (war wound of the road) so we carried on.

The hills just kept on coming, they were relentless! We carried on with our policy of power walking the hills (seemed more efficient than running anyway). At one point after a long incline we saw a motorbike in a lay by with a pillion rider on the back.  Just as we drew level it moved off - the next thing we heard was a bang and the bike with rider and passenger were on the floor in a heap! We ran over and helped them up, but they seemed ok, just dented pride, so we carried on our way.

About a mile short of the 40mile point we overtook another runner, who said he was struggling with the amount of hills.  This stage seemed to have taken forever, and when we reached the check point in 8hrs 49mins, we found out why it was at 41+ miles, which was ok, as there would be less to the half way point. We had a quick stop for water and headed out overtaking another chap at the check point, so we were now in joint 8th.

This next 9 ish miles were a blur - as soon as we set out we overtook a chap who did not look best pleased. We ran on and soon tracked another chap down whose comment was “I am just trying to get my legs going in different directions” which gave us a chuckle through the night. We were soon tracking down another chap on his own, and we caught him at the bottom of a hill. I then took part in the weirdest overtaking manoeuvre I had come across in a running race - we overtook him walking! We then realised we had a pretty good system for tackling the hills. Another mile on and we saw 2 more runners in the twilight which we soon tracked down and passed. 

By this time it was dark and headlights were donned. We soon came into the outskirts of a village but did not see the signs for what village. As we went through the village we encountered a couple who, when asked dutifully told us it was North Leach.  We knew we were close to the half way point then, so we powered on and in the distance saw a light bobbing around, and as we got closer we realised it was another runner.  Again we passed him on a hill whilst walking and he informed us that the checkpoint should only be ½ mile away.

We powered on and finally saw the van in Farmington for the halfway checkpoint which we reached at 10hrs 40mins.  We were elated.  Jen was astonished to see us - she said at 30miles where we last saw her, we were in joint 10th, she now informed us we were in joint 2nd. We also learnt that the Lead runner was around half an hour ahead.

My Family had arranged to meet me at the halfway point with a much needed change of clothes and more supplies. My Mum, Stu (brother) Katt (sister in law) Austin (nephew) and a welcome surprise Kieran (my eldest son) had all come to see me on my way into part 2 of this epic adventure. My mum said afterwards that both myself and Tom acted like we were high on something!  All I can say is the elation and self-satisfaction of jumping into 2nd spot in the space of 10 miles could not be contained, and just came bubbling out!

Meanwhile the last chap we overtook (Dave) had come in and already left, so we sorted ourselves out, I said my goodbyes and we set off again.  We soon chased down Dave and passed him within a mile.  We were still going strong and soon Bourton on the Water was reached.

As we were coming out of a side street to cross a main road in Bourton, we saw the van go by, and this gave us a boost as we thought we would soon be at the 60 mile check point.  This boost soon dissipated as we realised that we still had a long way to go, and there were some big hills around the Slaughters and upper & Lower Swell.  We had a scare in Lower Swell, when we thought we had gone horribly wrong as we could not see the now familiar black and yellow stickers.  We checked the map wasted about 5 mins, and then realised it was a staggered junction. Scare over we carried on our way dreaming of more rice pudding at the 60mile food stop.

We seemed to be going for ages and we still had not seen the check point, so I decided to phone Jen.  When she answered we found out that she was roughly at the point were we had had a scare and thought we had gone wrong. We assured her that we were still following yellow and black signs, so she decided to bring the food to us. We found a suitable stop and decided to wait for her arrival. She turned up looking somewhat sheepish - the sat nav had put her in the wrong position, so we had not missed her, it put us at around 62miles ish. 

I had a couple of coffees which were great then we turned our attention to the rice pudding but disaster no TIN OPENER.  Oh no!  We made do with other food, not sure what, but just ate to refuel. We were promised a tin opener at the next stop.

Meanwhile Dave had caught us up, eaten his food and shot off again, so we got our stuff together, checked the time (we had been on our feet for 14hrs 10mins by now) and plodded into the night.

The next 10 miles we played cat and mouse with Dave -we would catch and pass, then he would do the same, until we got to the A44 when Dave shot off into the distance! We were content to let him go, as we could see he was working hard to stay in front, having to run some of the hills to maintain the distance. 

Once Morton in the Marsh was reached it was almost daylight and at the 70 mile checkpoint (16hr 16mins) we caught up with Dave again. The Rice pudding was there again but still no Tin Opener - what a let down!  So we left with Dave just ahead of us, around 100metres, and that’s where he stayed. This section was really tough, both Tom and I found it difficult. Around half way through we were caught up by a runner called Alistair, who we had caught and passed at the 40 mile point. It was good to chat to him and get his opinion on the race. He was a bit gutted as his mate dropped out at the halfway point. Alistair soon shot off and judging by his pace was going to set a good time. He soon passed Dave and shortly after we did too.

Then it was the long haul to the 80 mile point, I had got to the point of hallucinations, as every ascent I would look up and think I could see the Van, only to discover that it was a tree or the skyline!  Finally we saw the van turn down a side road and stop!  We raced after it, and just as we got there it drove off, luckily only about 200yrds up the road.  We reached it and our total time so far in the race was 18hrs 46mins. We were told that Sir Cyril had finally called it quits at around the 60mile point, so back to the drawing board with those bare feet shoes!  2 cups of hot chocolate later and some banter about rice pudding, we staggered off up the road to the toughest hill yet.

We got stopped at the level crossing, and at this point Tom said there was no way he could run anymore, he was going to walk the rest. I said if you walk from here you will miss the sub 24hrs, to which he replied he was not that bothered. I was left with a dilemma because I still wanted the sub 24hr, but I did not want to leave my running partner for the last 80 miles. In the end I had to go for the sub24, as that is what my aim was, and I would have kicked myself if I had not got it. So with a heavy heart, and feeling very guilty I set off for my assault of the 80mile killer hill. I soon passed Dave again, which put me in third place outright.

As I was plodding up the hill Andy passed me sitting in his support car! He had binned himself at the 70mile point. His feet had been his down fall - he had been running on blisters.  They both wished me well and sped off, it was nice that they drove around the course wishing us all well.  About halfway up the hill I felt someone coming level, I looked around and was amazed to see Alistair.  He had gone wrong at some point and had just got back on track, I chatted to him up the hill, and gathered that he had gone wrong a few times, if he had kept on track I realised he would be about 1 – 1 ½ hrs ahead. He shot off on the descent, which I took very gingerly because I now felt that I had been suffering with blisters on my feet since about the 60 mile point, but they had now got to the point where walking or running they were hurting.  I got to the bottom and carried on plodding.  Amazingly about 2 miles on I caught up with Alistair, but he soon shot off again though. Around the 87 mile mark I saw Rory and he said this was the last fluid top up as there would be no 90mile check point for the early runners.

At this point I phoned Anna to let her know where I was and to give her a rough time of finishing which I thought might be 10.30 to 11am.   I dutifully plodded on having more walking stops now. I knew when I had reached the 90 mile point as I saw the same black car I had seen all the way round the course at every 5 mile point.  The lady driving it (never got her name) was supporting her husband, and she was always supportive and encouraging.  I saw her and asked her if she was at the 90 mile point to which she said ‘yes’.  I asked her if she was mistaken and not further on than she thought, to which she produced a map showing me my worst fears that I still had 10 miles to go! To make matters worse it was another hill a last sting in the tail - a 3 mile sting that is. I plodded up to Loxley, passed through and then promptly ran out of water. Disaster - over 5 miles left and no water!

There were some cyclists approaching I realised that one of them was my Work Colleague (He said later at work that I looked remarkably sprightly in comparison to some runners he saw later). Just after, the magic black car appeared, 5 miles to go. I asked the very kind lady if she had any water. She didn’t but she did have an isotonic drink which went down a treat.  Plodding on I turned down a narrow road where the cars were driven by mad men. 3 or 4 times I had to dive into the hedge for fear of being taken out!

I finally made it to the roundabout where I said a very glad farewell to the yellow and black 100 signs and welcomed following the white Ur signs - 2 miles to go.  At the roundabout by Budgens I contemplated a raid for water in the shop, but much to my delight I found a small bottle of water in my bag - the very same bottle which Andy’s support chap had given me all those miles ago (much replenished since then though). It was warm, but it was the best tasting water of the whole race!

The supposed 2 mile stretch felt more like 4 miles (I am not the only one to think that).  Finally I got to the roundabout which led to the back of the racecourse.  My phone started ringing - it was Anna asking me where I was, to which I replied “I don’t really know!”  I guess I sounded a bit rude, but I was totally spent at this point.  Well to be fair I think the last 10 miles I was running on empty!  There was a kissing gate I needed to negotiate.  I saw the race course beyond, and I knew then that come what may, I was going to run the rest. I came out on the race course and thought there is still a long way to go, but run I did!  

As I approached the track to take me round the back I saw my family.  My wife Anna, my 4 kids Kieran, Lewis, Matthew & Mia and My Mum and Dad. That put a lump in my throat and a tear in my eye as I approached the end.  I saw Rory at what I took to be the finish line and I knew the realisation of a dream was complete 100MILES COMPLETE IN 23HRS 44MINS and 52 SECS. I was the 3rd finisher of the day but after taking into account the 6pm starters I was 5th overall.

Rory presented me with a glass trophy which I will treasure, and I had my photo taken. Then Rory asked me the killer question “so will you be back next year?”  I replied “I might have to think about that!”  At this moment all the aches and pains seemed to disappear as the sheer elation kicked in about what I had achieved, but I soon realised I was very thirsty and needed fluids.

I sat down and inspected my feet and my worst fears came to light, as on the ball of my right foot was the biggest blister I have ever seen!  It stretched over the entire ball of my foot! 

Suddenly all the pain came back and I was aware that physically the lower sections of my legs were in a bad way. I had sub-consciously changed my running posture to compensate for my blisters, so consequently my ankles and fronts of my legs were hurting and I was having difficulty walking. 

We waited around just chatting and watching as the runners came in. I was really waiting to see Tom finish, and to my delight an hour later he arrived and seemed in very good spirits. To me that was a relief, as I was still feeling guilty about leaving him.  I saw the overall winner come in from the 6pm start Richard Pomeroy in 19hrs 15mins wow he looked fresh as a daisy what a star. Soon after we left to go home for a welcome ice bath.

On reflection
The course itself definitely demands a lot of respect.  It is challenging in all ways both physically and mentally. Added to that, the hot sweltering weather made it a very tough challenge.

Having said that, as the saying goes - you can only get out what you are prepared to put in.

The rewards were second to none… 

To see the spectacular views we witnessed (I live close by but don’t see those views like that, as I am always driving somewhere through the area).

To put your body to an ultimate test of endurance.

To say I have taken on the hills and conquered them.

To SHOUT I have taken part and completed 100Mile Ultra Race.

I must say a number of thank yous:

1st and most importantly to my Wife Anna for putting up with my strange training sessions leading up to the event, and for encouraging me all the way.

2nd a big thank you to Rory & Jen who organised such a great event and supported the runners throughout with such enthusiasm. I guess logistically it was a nightmare as we were so spread out.

3rd a big thanks to Tom for putting up with me for 80 miles, I think that without our easy going banter, and endless babble I would have really struggled. You made what could have been a real ball ache race into a very enjoyable experience.

4th a big thanks to my Mum Dad & brother Stu for helping with the support side of things - it went like clock work.

5th A huge thanks also to the other runners and the support crews with their endless encouragement and bottles of sustenance, it made for a real almost family atmosphere out there.

6th a huge thanks to all who sponsored me I was running in aid of the County Air Ambulance.

Thanks for reading

Oh and Rory, will I do it again next year?  You can bet on it!

Phil.

