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Editors Shambles

Hello and welcome to another edition of the newsletter. I’ve been suspended in cryogenic solution for the past few months and have let a couple of deadlines slip for producing this mind candy, err, I mean deeply intellectually rewarding and riveting read. My excuse is I’ve been doing too much cycling and not enough running but am determined to put the record straight for the rest of the year. As you probably know, 3 MDC members cycled from Land’s End to John O’Groats last month and covered the 900miles in 10 days at an average speed of just under 16mph. We did the distance in just over 57 hours of cycling time. When you consider the record stands at 41 hours non-stop with an average of just under 20mph it rather puts our efforts in the shade. For full race report see below. The club very kindly helped us with logistical cost and we were very grateful. It’s not a low cost journey cycling with a backup vehicle and staying in B & B’s………



Ultra Race Series

Gary Davies is looking to put together a MDC team to run the “Might Contain Nuts” ultra-race series. All the runs are in Wales on local hills and it is probably something we ought to think about. They are over the winter so should prove a suitable challenge. The only off putting factor is the cost. Full details of the series can be found here;

http://www.mightcontainnuts.com/events/welsh_one_day_ultra_series/index.html I also like the idea of the ‘might contain nuts’ which rather describes most MDC members……

Gary can be contacted on;

garydavies44@hotmail.com

Taff Trail Trig To Trig -  aka Pen Y Fan to the Garth – 11 June 

Looking for something different to get my backside out on a long run as part of my  UTLD 100 training but not wanting to trash myself completely I finally got around to running a route I’d been mulling over for ages. 

The Garth is my very local hill and I’ve often stood at the trig admiring the cracking line of sight view of the central Beacons.   An obvious connecting route using the Taff Trail (TT), the need for miles and being able to involve Pauline (my wife) who could support me by bike from Merthyr was the decider.    

A check of the forecast and a ‘Go’ decision while we endured the weekly Friday Asda shop was celebrated by chucking a Malt Loaf and a couple of bars of Dairy Crunch into the trolley. Saturday saw us at Cwm Llwch car park for a 10:00 start.   This is my favourite route up the mountain and while Pauline drove around to Storey Arms I enjoyed the solitude before meeting the more than usual masses on Corn Ddu and  Pen Y Fan   

I had 2 surprises when I got to the ‘toilet’ car park  - a massive FINISH banner  but this turned out not to be for me but the welsh 3 peaks competitors which kinda explained the number of knackered walkers - my Garmin Forerunner had disintegrated leaving me with just a battery attached to my wrist and thus reliant on my mobile phone for timing 

A quick drink and then a dart across the A470 to pick up the TT walkers route. I’m embarrassed to say that most of this cracking mix of forest track, footpath  and bog along the backs of the reservoirs was new to me.   

To add to the surprise list it started to hailstone and then hammer down, this was definitely not in Derek’s forecast ! Another quick catch up with Pauline outside Garwnant who then drove behind me along the lane at the back of Llyn Onn to the dam before she took a left and I headed up into the forest to admire the art work and sculptures (would make a cracking Tues evening run) before dropping back down to cross under the A470 and pick up the main TT route on the Cefn viaduct, passed Chapel Row and the other signs of  industrial heritage.  

Unfortunately, this was also the start of the tarmac !  

Met up with Pauline at Rhydycar sports centre.  I’d been worried about expecting Pauline to cycle slowly in the rain and risk getting cold but luckily the rain had just stopped so a simultaneous feed while yanking her bike from back of car gave the locals something to think about.  

Although on tarmac the majority of the route is traffic free and relatively scenic. Finally left the TT at UpperBoat dropping down and crossing the A470 at the top end of Treforest Estate then picking up the lane on the other side of the Taff. Under the railway bridge then right into the  forest, waved goodbye to Pauline and climbed up to join the Pentyrch Fell Race route from Llan Farm to the trig.   

Touched the trig in total elapsed time of 7hrs 44mins. I haven’t been a***d to work out exact distance but a nice day out for both of us and sufficiently challenging without leaving a big physical dent.  

Keri

Pentyrch Hill Race Tuesday April 26th 2011 Dry & sunny but with a chilly East wind.

Thanks to all the athletes who competed at this 25th staging of the Pentyrch Hill Race, and to everyone who helped with the organisation, especially organiser John Gough. Apologies if any of the names of athletes are not quite right. Some of the handwriting was very difficult to read. Please let me know if any names need to be changed – or, indeed, if there are any errors in the results.

The 133 entries was slightly down on the previous highest of 141 in 2010.

Given the recent dry weather, fast times were expected but there was disappointment for local lad Peter Ryder, a former Radyr Comprehensive pupil, who was the first to finish for the third year, but in a time slower than in either of the two previous victories.

Nicky Dukes (Les Croupiers) produced his best-ever performance at the event to claim second spot while Matthew Symes impressed. Taffs Well resident Peter Coles (Ponypridd Roadents, M45), the leading Master at this event for the past seven years, was finally beaten by another master athlete - Stefan Simms (Griffithstown, M40), improving by nearly a minute on his 2010 time to claim fourth place – while Daniel Bodman hacked nearly five minutes off last year’s clocking to just beat his Pontypridd team - mate to finish fifth, and retain his u20 top spot..

Brackla Harriers provided the winner of the senior women’s race, Charlotte Wells finishing in 26th place, almost 80 seconds ahead of Angela Jones (Mynydd Du, W40), with Cheryl Hugdell (Les Croupiers, W35) completing the top three. A record number of 29 women competed.

Athletes from Les Croupiers formed the biggest club contingent competing – there were 27 of the club’s members in action, an increase of five on 2010 – but there were 35 unattached athletes taking part, many of whom have the talent to be quality club runners.

For the third consecutive year, the event included the South Wales Regional Hill Running championships. A post race scrutiny of the entries highlighted an unexpected problem which was not picked up when the awards were issued on the night. In the Pentyrch race, the awards for the men’s master age group start with M40 and, as a result, athletes in the M35-39 category are listed as ‘senior men’ on the entry and on the results system. At Regional level, there is only one master category for men and women and both start at 35. This year, a significant number of senior men have reached ‘M35’ status. The difference in Master Men’s age group led to incorrect presentation of Regional awards on the night. The region also provides team awards on the basis of three to score. Only one award was issued on the night – to the Les Croupiers Master Women’s team.

South Wales Regional Results
Senior Men: 1 Peter Ryder (Cardiff AAC); 2 Daniel Bodman (Pontypridd); 3 Matthew Wells (Brackla): No teams
Master Men (M35+): 1 Nicky Dukes (Les Croupiers); 2 Peter Coles (Pontypridd); 3 Jason Scanlon (Pontypridd):
Team: 1 Les Croupiers A (1, 4, 5) 10; 2 Pontypridd (2, 3, 7) 12; 3 Les Croupiers B (6, 9, 10) 25; 4 San Domenico (8, 11, 14) 33; 5 Les Croupiers C (12,13, 19) 44
Senior Women: 1 Charlotte Wells (Brackla); 2 Clare Dallimore (Les Croupiers); 3 Anne Follan (Pontypridd): No teams
Master Women: 1 Cheryl Hugdell (Les Croupiers); 2 Libby O’Duffy (Les Croupiers); 3 Maria Zubizarreta (Les Croupiers): Team: 1 Les Croupiers (1,2, 3) 6
The provisional date for the 2012 Pentyrch Hill Race is Tuesday, April 24th. LEJOG 2011

Llanbedr-Blaenafon Fell 

116 eager participants made their way to the little village of Llanbedr to start the 31st L-B three peaks fell race at midday on Saturday 2nd April. As they set off the sun shone brilliantly, surprising many runners who struggled with the heat. It even felt warm up on the mighty Blorenge, great for the marshals, but not so good for the runners.

Having won this race the last 2 years in succession, (and many other years too) Mark Palmer (Mynydd Du) reached the first peak at Crug Mawr in 3rd position, behind Martin Cox of Team Bath, and Alastair Murray from Horwich Harriers.

By the time these three experienced fell runners came off Crug Mawr, they had settled into what turned out to be their finishing postions. Martin Cox finished in 2:08:20, and although nearly 3 minutes quicker than last year, Mark Palmer could’nt catch Martin and finished in second place in 2:10:49. These two were well ahead of the rest of the field, with Alastair Murray claiming 3rd position in 2:21:05.

Eryri Runner Andrea Rowlands achieved a stunning time of 2:30:05, and was 8th overall, Emma McWilliams second lady in 2:47:13. Helen Fines came in for third position in 2:54:21.

In other categories, Bryan Stadden from Bitton Road Runners was our first Super Vet, he finished in 17th position overall, in a time of 2:38:04.

First SSV Male was John Morris, Buckley Runners.
Just a fraction over a minute separated first Vet Lady, Lou Summers of Chepstow and first SS Vet Lady, Sharon Woods of Mynydd Du.
The Team prize was taken by Chepstow Harriers.
The participants came from far and wide, Eric Quibell from South Africa joined us as he was here on holiday, and thoroughly enjoyed the whole experience. 5 Stubbington Green runners came from the South Coast to make a weekend of it on our Welsh Mountains, hopefully they will venture back next year too.

Our thanks as always to everyone who helped on the day, apologies for the unfortunate lack of showers, but hope that the magnificent spread put on by Anne at the Rugby club made up for it.

Oh, and congratulations to Mike Heare, who spotted the ‘deliberate’ mistake on the T-Shirts – they will be collector’s items in years to come!!          
Christine Vorres.

Llanthony Sat 26th March

Warm Spring sunshine and very firm going don’t seem quite the right setting for the Llanthony Winter race, but we didn’t hear anyone complain. Gareth Hurst of the Royal Marines finally got his first win after overhauling Hugh Aggleton (MDC) down the last steep field before the dash to the Abbey wall. Only 23 seconds short of Pete Ryder’s 2009 record, and good enough to give Gareth the Series gold medal.
Les Croupiers Club from Cardiff city centre, not noted for fell-running, gave us first woman in the shape of Katy Beecher, only 29 seconds outside Helen Fines’ record.
Steve Harrhy (Lliswerry) took 6th place and first M40; Hugh’s dad John (MDC) was M50 winner, only 48 seconds adrift of Steve; and Dai Smout of Parc Bryn Bach was M60 winner.
Brecon’s (and Finland’s) Satu Haikala took F40 honours, while Chepstow’s Joc Dodd in her first ever race on the mountains was F50 winner.
At the presentation In the Abbey Hotel, due appreciation from the runners was given to marshals Kay Lucas and Del Thornley, course marker Andy Stott, timekeepers John Chidlow and Ian Wade
Dringo’r Garth / Up the Garth
Ionawr 15 January 2011
1.5 m/950 ft

The surprising number of competitors who made their Winter League debuts at this short but brutal race seems  - to me at least – to show that there is a market for continental style short uphill only races. Our only problem is a lack of suitable hills where the non-competitive jog back down does not risk hypothermia. Anyway, the chance to race to the highest point in our capital city brought out a decent number for the second running of the Garth Uphill race.

The absence of some of south Wales’ faster descenders meant that a new name would have been engraved on the magnificent trophy, if only we had one. As it was, Chris Edis of Keswick had to make do with a bottle of mediocre French wine and a chocolate Golden Dap like our other prize winners. However, Matt Collins’ 2010 record was never threatened in muddy conditions with a serious westerly wind headwind to contend with over the last relatively flat half mile.

Special mentions must go to Richard Samuel of Cardiff Harlequins who celebrated his 40th birthday with race number 1 and a victory on his first day in his new age category and to Shane Goodman of Westbury who just a few days after his 14th birthday saw off some very experienced (and much older) runners including his Grandpa Mike Harris. Libby O’Duffy, another League debutante, won the Ladies’ race convincingly but left before collecting her prize, which instead was enjoyed later by the organisers (hic!). As they say in the Eskimo Lottery, you have to be Inuit to Winuit.. 

Despite my repeated instructions about finishing procedures some confusion arose in the scrum at the trig point with the result that positions 46 to 56 are best estimates. Any hard evidence to the contrary will be considered. 

On that note we must give huge thanks must go to our marshals, particularly Kay and John the Watch on the summit and to the spectators who gave impromptu assistance in the scrum at the finish. Thanks also to all those who gave up their afternoon to make sure you went the right way and weren’t mown down on the main street of Gwaelodygarth (Caroline, Delboy, Toffer, Alan, Haydn and anyone else I’ve forgotten).  We hope to see you all next year.

Martin and Kay Lucas

Results

As usual I only list declared MDC runners. For full results please see WFRA website or race organiser. If you are not listed it is probably because you didn’t declare yourself as MDC! I only tend to keep the local races on the radar, so if you’re doing something further afield let me know and then I can ensure that I put the results in the newsletter.
The Kymin 3.95miles 1150 feet 
Sat 8th January 2011

	11
	Kevin Betts
	MDC
	M40
	36.18

	19
	Andrew Blackmore
	MDC
	M40
	37.28

	26
	Peter Williams
	MDC
	M50
	39.05

	66
	Les Pugh
	MDC
	M60
	57.42



Dringo’r Garth / Up the Garth Ionawr 15 January 2011 1.5 m/950 ft

	5
	Mark Bryant
	M40
	MDC
	15.54

	13
	John Syms
	M
	MDC
	16.36

	23
	Gary Davies
	M
	MDC
	17.37

	26
	Kevin Betts
	M40
	MDC
	17.44

	45
	Martin Lucas
	M50
	MDC
	20.04

	48
	Mike Harris
	M50
	MDC
	20.46

	56
	Dave Gilbert
	M60
	MDC
	25.34



Llanthony Winter Race 26/03/11

	2
	Hugh Aggleton
	MDC
	M
	29.29

	4
	Ben Moon
	MDC
	M
	31.33

	8
	Jason Tompkins
	MDC
	M
	32.45

	9
	John Aggleton
	MDC
	M50
	32.49

	15
	Andy Blackmore
	MDC
	M40
	34.06

	23
	Pete Williams
	MDC
	M50
	35.56

	25
	Andy Stott
	MDC
	M50
	36.25

	38
	Martin Lucas
	MDC
	M50
	39.10

	41
	John Sweeting
	MDC
	M60
	40.15

	44
	Mike Harris
	MDC
	M50
	40.45

	45
	Gareth Jones
	MDC
	M60
	46.02

	46
	Dave Gilbert
	MDC
	M60
	51.35



Sugar Loaf Race 9 April 2011

	2
	matthew collins
	mdc
	sm
	00:52:51

	19
	john aggleton
	mdc
	m50
	00:59:18

	33
	andy blackmore
	mdc
	m40
	01:02:21

	45
	andy stott
	mdc
	m50
	01:05:42

	47
	peter williams
	mdc
	m50
	01:05:54

	68
	mike harris
	mdc
	m50
	01:12:20

	75
	adrian moir
	mdc
	m40
	01:16:07

	91
	robert west
	mdc
	m
	01:23:38



	Llandebr to Blaenafon Fell Race 2 April 2011



	15
	2.37.42
	Andy Blackmore
	M40
	MDC

	19
	2.39.00
	Ben Moon
	SM
	MDC

	37
	2.50.49
	Patrick Wooddisse
	M40
	MDC

	41
	2.53.16
	Rhyson Williams
	SM
	MDC

	62
	3.05.35
	Andy Stott
	SVM
	MDC

	86
	3.21.50
	Dick Finch
	SSVM
	MDC

	105
	3.48.37
	John Sweeting
	SSVM
	MDC


Mynydd Troed 8 May 2011

	2
	Ben Moon
	MDC
	M
	65.44

	10
	Rhys Williams
	MDC
	M
	72.24

	13
	Pete Williams
	MDC
	M50
	75.29

	21
	Andy Stott
	MDC
	M50
	79.40

	29
	Mike Harris
	MDC
	M50
	88.04

	11
	Andy Blackmore
	MDC/C’stow
	M40
	72.48



Cribyn Race Results 2011

	10
	Andrew Blackmore
	MDC
	MV40
	1.07.28

	13
	Peter Williams
	MDC
	MV50
	1.11.11

	27
	John Sweeting
	MDC
	MV60
	1.18.13

	38
	Mike Harris
	MDC
	MV50
	1.29.05



Your Questions Answered

Back by popular demand is the regular column where you can ask our resident expert, the well-known former polar explorer, Sir T. Fayed-Insane your burning fell running questions. Please note that Sir T. is not medically qualified and following his advice can be seriously harmful to your health.

Fell runner. I’ve got the blues and no longer find life interesting, I’ve even lost interest in Fell Running. What can you suggest?

Sir T. Stiff upper lip and all that sort of thing. Doesn’t pay to mope. A friend of mine recently committed suicide – took an overdose of Viagra. At least he died with a smile on his face…….. the only problem was the undertakers had difficulty closing the coffin lid.

Fell runner; ‘I’m getting married to Sarah next week, but before I do, there’s something I’ve got to get off my chest.’
Sir T. ‘What’s that.’
Fell runner; ‘A tattoo with ‘I love Jean’ on it.




[image: ]

Haydn thought his bike was a little heavier one morning on the recent LE-JOG trip and found these stones in his saddle bag. How did they get there?


Editor:   
           
Alan Stone
5 Church Road
Whitchurch 
Cardiff
 CF14 2DX

Email; dramstone@sky.com

Deadline for next issue: 31.3.11
















LEJOG 2011 (aka “A Grand Tour of Cafes of the UK”)

By Mark Bryant

It all started on a cold, damp night last October when I was in our local with Martin and Kay discussing various up-coming races and other challenges when I foolishly mentioned that I still harboured ambitions to cycle Land’s End to John O’Groats. Martin, who is 10 years older than me replied saying “if you want me to keep you company on it, you’d better do it soon!” Well that was the start. That night I returned home in a mildly inebriated state to discuss with my partner, Lisa, the possibility of abandoning her and our two young children for 2 weeks in the Spring to undertake the challenge. Despite being long suffering running and cycling widow, Lisa agreed to take on all the child care for the period. And so the planning began...

It didn’t take long to work out that we wanted to do it over 10 days, as that appeared to equate to a “manageable” 90-100 miles a day. With a day to get to Land’s End and two days to get back from John O’Groats we were talking about a 13 day trip. The date was set for the cycling to take place during the last 10 days of May this year. 

The next thing to decide was what route to take. There are numerous published routes that take the quickest, shortest route (via busy A-roads), one that goes via Youth Hostals and a third via quite, unclassified roads. The first certainly didn’t appeal, the second had its attractions but we are at that certain age when a bit of comfort is preferred and so we quickly decided against the second option. The third option also had its attractions but after trying to plot the route onto a map, I gave up before getting out of Cornwall – it would be a navigation nightmare. And so it was decided to plan our own route. The Aggletons did the ride last year and so their route provided a starting point. 

By now, others had expressed an interest in joining us. Toffer Gildersleve, Alan Stone and Haydn Griffith were added to the team, my friend Sarah Rowell, living in Yorkshire and her friend Hilary Bloor also joined us. We now had 7 riders. Kay had kindly agreed to use their car and take our kit on each day to our overnight accommodation. Christmas came and went and as the New Year arrived, we promised ourselves that we would start to take the training seriously. The following months included about half a dozen Sunday rides of 80 – 100 miles (not enough!) plus as many short rides as I could fit in. Come May, I didn’t exactly feel ready, but I was more confident that I would survive to half way at least.
[image: ]
We were hit by one pre-event disaster though. On a club run, one Tuesday night in April, Martin had a freak accident when he collided with Ute’s dog who had slipped from its leash. Martin fell awkwardly and, as it later transpired, ruptured his patella tendon. His leg was immobilised for several weeks, then he started his slow rehabilitation which, although it progressed much quicker than the medics anticipated, was not quick enough for him to regain enough fitness for the tour. We were down one rider & we had also lost our support driver and vehicle. An emergency meeting in the “Muddy Dap” and we had a new driver. Ute stepped into the breach – partly out of guilt and partly out of a sneaking suspicion that it might be a good trip anyway! We hired a 17 seater minibus from Cardiff & the tour was back on track. A friend of Haydn, a “real” (and at 29, young!) cyclist named Robyn, quickly volunteered to fill the rider vacancy created by Martin’s withdrawal. We also lost Toffer for the first week due to his childrens’ GCSE and A level exams falling at that time. Nevertheless, he would join us at Carlisle for the second week.

And so to the 21st May. Minibus collected and loaded we set off to Bristol Parkway to collect Sarah & Hilary. 7 people, 8 bikes (we took a spare, just in case...) and a lot of kit were expertly squeezed into the surprisingly tight space and we were off. Four hours later we arrived in Trewellard, a small ex-tin mining village on Cornwall’s short west coast just north of Land’s End where Martin & Kay have a flat. We were booked in to the Trewellard Inn for both evening meal plus breakfast the following morning. We would certainly be starting the tour well fed!

Day 1 – Land’s End to Tavistock

I was warned in advance that this would be one of the toughest days. This was true – there is no flat riding through Cornwall. You are either climbing or descending one of the many hills. Such terrain provided a challenge to the group in terms of establishing good peloton discipline. Everybody climbs and descends at their own pace which meant it was very difficult trying to keep the group together. And when we were together, discipline remained a bit slack resulting in a minor accident near Truro. As we approached a roundabout, I was too close to the rider in front and when he braked hard I clipped his wheel and tumbled off taking Hilary with me. Luckily, there was no serious damage to riders or bikes (Hilary apparently sported an impressive bruise on her bottom though!) and we picked ourselves up and carried on. We stopped at cafes at about 35 miles (led out by Martin and Robert West) and 70 miles for sustenance (and my first of many portions of banoffi pie meant I was already on my way to earning a nickname of “Two Puds Bryant”) before hitting the big climb that greeted us as we crossed the Tamar and said goodbye to Cornwall. 

[image: ]Our B&B was on the other side of Tavistock, in the foothills of Dartmoor. It turned out to be a gem. A private drive led past a cricket pitch and around large ponds to an old cottage with converted outbuildings. We were greeted with a vat of piping hot tea and the best-ever homemade lemon drizzle cake. Day one was despatched in style. 92 miles in 5 hours 45 minutes (plus cafe stops of course!)

Day stats: 2340m of climbing; 91.7 miles; 5hrs 43mins; 16.0 mph average. 

Day 2 – Tavistock to Long Ashton

I woke up with very sore quads today. All the climbing yesterday had done some damage! It didn’t help that today was to be our longest day and to begin with, we had a 14 mile climb to the high point of the moors. We set off filled with a breakfast that matched the quality of the previous evening’s cake. Which was just as well, as the first mile was pretty brutal, before the gradient eased. Cold, overcast and windy conditions soon gave way to sunshine and by the time we were heading off the moors towards Exeter, cycling conditions were perfect. One particular descent proved to be very fast. Two of us clocked 51mph before having to brake for the bend and hump-back bridge that awaited us at the bottom! We weren’t to know it at the time, but we would not have the combination of conditions and terrain to get close to that speed again. 

Keen to find some sustenance at a convenient cafe in Exeter, we all descended upon an Age Concern cafe only to be told that there was an age limit – over 50s only! Luckily, half our group were and they took pity on the rest of us. Bizarrely, we were approached in the cafe to sponsor a woman who was doing a nude cycle ride to raise money for Age Concern. Alan offered a tenner if we could have a preview! You will be reassured to hear that he parted with his money without the preview materialising! After some route finding difficulty through the city centre we exited Exeter and enjoyed a prolonged stretch of flat riding through Cullompton and on to our next break in Wellington. Things took a turn for the worse after that. From Taunton onwards, the traffic became very heavy and it started to rain (hard!). It was a pretty miserable for an hour or two as we closed in on our overnight destination with a lot a spray from the heavy traffic that included a large number of lorries. It was a long day and we were all relieved to arrive at Douglas Adlam’s home after 6 hours and 45 mins of cycling. Thank you Douglas for your very comfortable beds and hospitality!

Dat stats: 2118m; 107 miles; 6:43; 15.9mph av. 

Day 3 – Long Ashton to Church Stretton

We were greeted by breezy but sunny conditions to start Day 3 and this led to numerous photo opportunities as we rode through Ashton Court and then over the Clifton suspension bridge. Some sharp navigating through the city brought us out on the flat roads through Pilning to Aust and over the Severn Bridge. A strong headwind made for hard going over the bridge, but once we turned North to travel up the Wye Valley things improved and we made quick progress to Monmouth for our first stop of the day. A wonderful little bakery-come-cafe in one of the side streets set us up for the next stretch that involved a tough climb out of the town before more fast, rolling roads took as onwards at a fair lick. We were joined on this stretch by Toffer who had driven out from Cardiff, parked up some 30 miles north of us and driven down to join us before turning round and heading back with us to his car. 

We arrived in Church Stretton in good shape, but could have done without the climb up from the main road to the B & B! A less than helpful landlady greeted us hastily before going out to leave us to our own devices. Anyway a big Indian meal that night put us all in a better mood and set us up for the following day.

Day stats: 1588m; 95 miles; 6:04; 15.5mph av.

Day 4 – Church Stretton to Eccleston (near Chorley)
Breakfast arrived, but we were braced for disappointment after our experience the night before. My order of “poached eggs on toast” turned out to be a rather lonely looking “poached egg on toast”. Just as well I’d had had a small bowl of porridge first. The cycling the followed made up for the disappointing breakfast as the going was flat and we had a very helpful tail wind. We covered the miles to Shrewsbury at a swift pace, covering mile after mile at over 25mph – what a great feeling! A couple of navigational lapses in Shrewsbury slowed us down a bit, but eventually we were on our way again! Soon after a sustenance stop in Whitchurch we were met by Sarah’s partner Andy Peace and his friend Steve Bottomley. They had set off from Yorkshire extra early that morning, driven to our B&B in Eccleston and sped 45 miles south before meeting us. As they had not had anything to eat, we stopped again for them to get something. Finally on our way again, Andy and Steve proved themselves to be excellent “domestiques”, taking things easy so that we could latch on to their back wheels. Amazingly (for us at any rate) we arrived at the B&B having averaged 18mph for the whole day! Thank you Andy and Steve. We certainly deserved our pizzas that night. The excellent B&B stood out after the night before and there was a special bonus to find freshly cleaned cycle kit placed outside everybody’s door the following morning.

Day stats: 873m; 91.9 miles; 5:07; 18.0mph av. 

Day 5 – Eccleston to Carlisle

We woke to find the weather forecast was for rain, but we set off in the dry with a Andy’s twin, Martin taking up domestique duties and leading out the first 25 miles. The rain didn’t take long to arrive and within 15 minutes we were drenched. Just as we thought we couldn’t get any more miserable, Sarah got a puncture. Luckily “super-mechanic” Haydn had it changed within 10 minutes & we were on our way again. This time we were not just wet, we were now COLD & wet! This guaranteed we all put our heads down and pushed on at pace to warm up again. We arrived in Kendal some 50 miles later and all piled, dripping wet, into the first cafe we found – I don’t think we were very popular! However, forty minutes later, we all set off full of good nosh and warming tea to tackle the big climb of the day, Shap Fell. It starts gently enough and I found myself thinking that this won’t be too difficult, but it has a nasty kick-up for the last mile, so although we could see the minibus parked in the lay-by at the top, it took an awfully long time to get there, battling against a strong wind all the way. We regrouped just over the top in the village of Shap and I reassured everyone that the topography graph for the day indicated we had a 40 mile downhill to Carlisle. Mmmm, well it turned out not to be exactly flat and if it wasn’t for Sarah’s friend, Mark, meeting us with a boot full of the world’s biggest and best cup cakes as we went through Penrith, I don’t think I would have made it to the end in any recognisable state!

[image: ]Anyway, we did all make it, if rather late in the day, to our hotel in Carlisle. We were joined by Wheeze (Simon Blease) and Toffer that evening who had driven up from S Wales to ride the last five days with us. The peloton would now be at least eight strong each day. After a very so-so meal in the pub opposite the hotel we all collapsed into our beds particularly early.

Day stats: 1239m; 100.2 miles; 6:22; 15.6 mph av.

Day 6 – Carlisle to Whitburn (between Glasgow & Edinburgh)  

The morning of Day 6 dawned dry-ish but breezy and we set off to shadow the A74(M) for the first half of the day. We gradually climbed for about 35 miles before our first stop of the day in Moffat. The “Rumbling Tum” cafe on the high street was a hit with everyone and we voted it the best place in Scotland (out of a sample of one, of course!) for pancakes and maple syrup. Suitably fortified, we set off to find that the road we needed to take was closed! This didn’t stop us, so we set off past the barriers. It was rather good to have a traffic free road and the workmen we passed a few miles later didn’t seem to object to us being there (phew!). At our second stop in Lanark, we were joined by Rob Bloor, Hilary’s brother. He had driven to our hotel in Whitburn and rode down to join us. Naively, we asked him to lead us out back to Whitburn, not realising that he hadn’t come the direct route. By the time we realised he was to take us back the long way, he was going too fast to catch! Only Robyn was on his wheel, so the two did a few extra miles (at some speed!), while the rest of us cut back to the direct route. This led to a fabulous rolling finish down into Whitburn and we all arrived in good fettle.

Day stats: 1273m; 95 miles; 6:02; 15.7 mph av.  
  
Day 7 – Whitburn to Kirkmichael

A predominantly downhill 10 miles to Falkirk led us to the Kincardine Bridge and a relatively easy day ahead of a tough day tomorrow. Some tricky navigation early on, but we managed to get through the remainder of the central belt without going wrong. An excellent cafe in Kinross at about 35 miles fortified us for the ride onto Blairgowrie where we found yet another good cafe and were able to sit out at the pavement tables in warm sunshine. After two portions of banoffi pie I was ready to finish the day! The countryside was getting ever more beautiful as we approached the southern border of the Cairngorms national park. We reached Kirkmichael reasonable strongly but could have done without the steep mile climb up to the hotel.

The Pine Lodge Hotel was a real hit with spectacular views from the large window in the bar. But a Scottish hotel without porridge? Not to worry, we had brought our own, so breakfast was sorted! A good meal followed by a tipple of a local whiskey and we all retired content but slightly apprehensive about what the following day held in store.   

Day stats: 1266m; 81.5 miles 5:15; 15.5mph av.
Day 8 – Kirkmichael to Tomatin
We were joined today by Rob again and also Hilary’s husband, Phil Jones. So we had a peloton of 10 – the biggest of the tour. This was always going to be the toughest day of the tour, but it turned into a bit of an epic. We were planning to take in a classic cycling route that included the climbs to the Glenshee and Lecht ski centres, the latter being the highest classified road in the UK. The Lecht was going to be particularly tough climbing 1850ft in 4 miles, much of it at 1:5! We set off in dry, but cool conditions but as we started to climb through the foothills towards the main climb to Glenshee it became increasingly wet. At one stage, Hilary cycled through what appeared to be an innocuous puddle only to find it hid a great big hole that swallowed up her front wheel and over the handlebars she went. But she is made of tough stuff, and got back on without complaint! We were well strung out as we slogged up to the top in thick cloud and heavy drizzle. Once again, it was a very welcome sight to see the minibus parked in the layby at the top. 

After regrouping we dropped down the other side and the weather became drier and sunny as we descended into Braemar for our first stop of the day. Despite the improved weather, I left the cafe feeling very chilled and it took a long time to warm up. However, what followed proved to be one of the most enjoyable and stunning sections of the whole tour. For about ten miles we followed the River Dee through native Scottish pine forest. It was flat and we had the strong wind behind us (for the only time that day). It was by far the fastest stretch of the day covering the 10 miles to Balmoral at nearly 30mph without even feeling like you were working. However, things were about to change! 

[image: ]After Balmoral, the route swung around to the West and immediately became “lumpy” with a couple of quite tough climbs. As we approached about 45 miles, the Lecht finally loomed in the distance. It looked a long way up but what greeted us was beyond everyone’s previous experience. A sweep round a right hand bend led to a vicious climb going straight up in front of you. It was straight into your “granny gear” and up, out of the saddle as we all struggled to some switch-back bends without the gradient easing. We left the forested scenery behind and climbed out onto a barren, high mountain landscape. Immediately, a ludicrously strong side-wind whipped across the open ground, forcing you to lean 45 degrees into the wind. Even leaning in like this was not enough! I still found myself being driven across the road towards the white line in the middle. A car coming down the other way seemed to take an eternity to come past. No sooner it did and a particularly strong gust blew me right across the road to within a foot of the opposite verge! I managed to fight my way back to the correct side of the road before, once again being blown across to the other side. At this point, I learnt to tack, yachting style, and would turn into the wind to (relatively) easily get back to my side of the road, straightening up only to be blown back to the middle, then cutting in again to the verge. I repeated this all the way to the top. On a number of occasions, as I returned to the left hand verge a few motorbikes would come past (they too leaning into the wind at an impressive angle). 
[image: ]
I eventually made it to the top, two miles from the start of the climb, like this to be greeted by the motorcyclists parked up in the ski centre car park with clapping and lots of “thumbs up” signs. I was feeling pretty chuffed with myself at this stage! We compared notes in the cafe at the ski centre to find that only four of us had managed to stay on our bikes. The others were either blown off or, with discretion being the greater part of valour, had got off before being blown off. It was reported that several dismounted riders were seen hanging on to their bikes that were blowing like sheets on a washing line on a breezy day!!!

Macroni cheese and chips followed by the biggest-ever piece of “tray bake” set me up for the next stretch. In theory, this would be an easy long downhill for 15 miles or so. As we came off the summit the road turned west directly into the teeth of the wind. It brought everyone to a standstill. We had to stand up on the pedals just to move forward, and it was a 1:5 downhill too! This felt extremely unsafe, more so than the climb. Sarah got blown off for the second time, but was not going to be defeated (despite also getting another puncture on the descent). A nasty sting in the tale awaited us at the bottom of the climb, some 10 – 15 miles further on. On the map, the road was marked with an arrow both dropping into and out of a valley we had to traverse. So we knew there was a short sharp hill to negotiate. What the map didn’t show was how the road carried on climbing for about another 5 miles after that. And it was all into the strong wind. By the time we reached Grantown-on-Spey I was just about running on empty. It was about 4pm on the Sunday afternoon and there was not a lot open. We did find a pub where we got a coffee, but it was not doing food and a packet of dry-roasted peanuts just didn’t cut it. With 20 miles still to go, it was going to be a very long day!

We eventually arrived at our overnighter in Tomatin, all rather tired and grouchy. After a quick shower we descended on the dining room where we had been promised a cracking Sunday roast. True the food was wonderful, but with only three halves of new potato-sized roasties, I plucked up the courage to remind the formidable landlady that in our last telephone conversation I had asked for lots of potatoes to be available as we would all be rather hungry. Her response? “You HAVE got extra potatoes! If I had given you what I normally provide, you would have had far less. Besides, I don’t have another potato in the house!” I didn’t pursue the point further, but I think I had been rather brave asking the question at all (even if the others didn’t think so!).

Day stats: 2616m; 93.8 miles; 6:49; 13.7 mph av.

Day 9 – Tomatin to Brora            

This was always planned as the easy day of the tour, and so it turned out to be. A lovely 10 mile sweep down to Inverness started the day, then we swung west out onto the Black Isle. We followed the coast through lovely countryside to the pretty small town (village?) of Cromarty. A particularly fine cafe stop was followed by a short hop across the Cromarty Firth on the newly re-instated Nigg ferry. A flat run up the coast dodging the odd shower saw us arrive at Brora at just after 3pm. An early finish for us to enjoy the facilities at the spa hotel we were booked into (there cannot be many hotels with its own indoor curling rink!)

So we were all relatively rested for our evening meal where we were joined by Martin and Kay, with Martin intending to join us for the last day despite only cycling a maximum of 20 miles since his injury. The meal was followed by the convening of the legendary “Steambunny Court” where Judge Wheeze, resplendent in the Steambunny wig, presided over the court handing out suitable punishment for various tour misdemeanours. I was found guilty of “gross underestimation of daily mileage”. After pleading guilty, my punishment was to down in one, a rather large glass of port. Luckily, this didn’t carry over into a thick head the following day!

Day stats: 871m; 71.7 miles; 4:14; 16.6 mph av.

Day 10 – Brora to John O’Groats    

[image: ]Everybody was interested in taking the scenic, less hilly and importantly, less busy inland route through the “flow country” (as we found out the following day, driving home, the coastal road is very hilly and VERY busy!). It turned out to be a great choice. We headed inland after about 5 miles along a lane that was almost a green lane in places, climbing steadily for 5 miles or so through Glen Loth, before dropping down to the “main” road through the heart of Sutherland and the flow country. This was a 36 mile long, single track “A” road straight up to the north coast. The scenery was awesome and progress was relatively swift. Having googled the route the night before, we discovered that there was a hotel in Forsinard, 35 miles into the ride. A stop was swiftly scheduled. Customer care didn’t seem much of a priority as the proprietor took our orders. “Tea or coffee? Hands up for tea”. A few hands went up. “Coffee?” A few more hands. Sarah bravely asked for a hot chocolate and was answered with silence and a scowl. Hilary, somewhat braver asked “do you do Americano?” “Madam, this is Sutherland! Tea or coffee?” The drinks turned up 5 minutes later together with 2 fingers of shortbread each. At this point we realised the proprietor was not so much surly as more a stand-up comedian as he came to chat, regaling us with numerous funny stories and one-liners – “I had someone here last week. He said the last time he was here was 1939. So you’re a regular then, I said!” etc etc. He also gave us an excellent recommendation of where to stop in Thurso (“you’ll get your Americano there”!). 

As the hotel was just about at the watershed, the 15-20 miles to the north coast were all gradually downhill and we made good progress. Upon hitting the coast we turned right, past Dounreay power station and on to Thurso. The recommended cafe down on the harbour side was a treat with excellent food including yet another fabulous, and huge, piece of “tray bake”. Martin couldn’t quite believe how much we were all eating. But of course, he didn’t have 9 and a half days of calorie deficit! Anyway, such sustenance made the final 20 miles into the finish relatively comfortable (as did the westerly breeze on our backs). 

Photographs taken, bubbly drunk, off we went to book into our B&B. Still a bit of time before our evening meal, so it was back on the bikes for the 3 miles out to Duncansby Head. I think this had something to do with not wanting the adventure to end. By now it really did feel quite natural to spend all day sitting on a bike! What an unforgettable adventure. Anyone contemplating it, should go for it. You won’t regret it!

Day stats: 1127m; 79.5 miles; 5:05; 15.6 mph av.

Anyway, the important stats for the tour:

•	908miles
•	57 and a half hours in the saddle
•	Average speed 15.8mph
•	Total climbing 45,634 feet.

I have had a tremendous response from friends, family and colleagues and I raised about £1400 for the Junior Diabetes Research Foundation, so a really big thank you to everyone who sponsored me. Both Haydn and Alan also did it for charity and raised at least as much.
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