From the Mountains to the Sea 

What’s your favourite three-word phrase? Perhaps it’s Mine’s A Pint or Half and Half, or for the more competitive it could be It’s All Downhill or Llanbedr To Blaenavon (only joking!). Mrs. G’s love of the national summer sport is such that Rain Stopped Play is music to her ears. The Gogs of course have Dead Dog City, but that’s another story. Anyway, for me the words All Day Breakfast always get the saliva running, and nowhere does a better ADB than the Pottery Tearoom in Ewenny, which is where a group of runners could be found one recent Saturday afternoon tucking into the aforesaid after one of our better Grand Days Out.

Which is a convoluted way of introducing From the Mountains to the Sea, the 2005 follow-up to Penyfan the Hard Way. The fevered brain of yours truly had come up with a multi-sport crossing of South Wales, starting in Cwm Llwch and finishing on the beach at Merthyr Mawr and with the small matters of Penyfan, the Rhigos and the Big Dipper to cross en route. Amazingly, eight people and several back-up teams could think of no better way to spend a fine and sunny spring Saturday, and precisely just after the stroke of 9.43 they were away!

The day hadn’t started well for Team Greybeard, as I realised halfway up the A470 that I’d forgotten my cycle helmet, and it was a rather bemused Kiwi bike shop owner in Brecon who had a very quick first sale of the day on our way to the start.

On the basis of ‘ladies first’, Helen Bennett took an early advantage by starting the event a few minutes before the main group, but by taking the Penyfan race route via the lake and over Corn Du to the summit of Penyfan rather than the ‘Transfan finish’ route direct up the north ridge favoured by the others, she lost her early lead. An attempted Superman (Supergirl?) flying descent of the toilet track, assisted by tripping over a rock, didn’t help her chances either but the amount of blood produced did win the sympathy vote.

Dai Richards, who so narrowly lost Penyfan the Hard Way to Tom Gibbs in 2004, sportingly waited at the start for his rival, and the pair of them set off in hot pursuit 31 minutes in arrears. All this meant that Alan Gillard was first over the top and down to the transition to the road bike, closely followed by Chris Blacker, Phil Holder and Mark Bryant, and not so closely by me and Helen.

The first half of the road cycle to Blaenrhondda, via Penderyn and Hirwaun, was superb, with a strong tailwind most of the way and liberal use of top gear. Things changed after the Rhigos roundabout though, and the long drag round the hairpins on the 1000 foot-plus climb was probably the most testing part of the whole day. I found myself in bottom gear depressingly early on the climb, and I was spurred to greater effort only by a cheery ‘Hello!’ from Helen as she caught me up. Mark, meanwhile, had caught Alan, who was doing the whole thing on a mountain bike, but his advantage was lost at the Rhigos transition where Alan sailed serenely on in the direction of the 600 metre trig while Mark swapped bikes. Helen and I caught Phil and Chris at the changeover, which for the latter pair turned out not to be a changeover at all as their back-up driver, Brian, had decided that he didn’t fancy the ice creams from the van and had headed for the Bwlch instead! Consternation from his team, who decided that the only way to continue would be to miss out the MTB leg from Blaenrhondda to Werfa and instead to carry on via the roads to the Bwlch – thereby having an additional huge climb from Treorci to the top. Amazingly, following a 47 mph descent into Treherbert they lost very little time and rejoined at the start of the next running leg.

With some lucky route choices through the forest I managed to gain a temporary advantage over Mark and Helen, but such was my lack of mtb practice that it wasn’t long before Mark and then Tom, having made up the 31 minute deficit, came past at speed.  Another changeover at the Werfa mast saw us all stumbling back into running mode for the run via three trig points to the Llangeinor Arms. This was mostly downhill, and with a clear sky and a following wind it was a pleasure to be on the hills, with views down to Cardiff and across to England. My legs were feeling the strain though, and with Mark becoming a speck on the far horizon I didn’t have to wait long before Chris and Phil came past looking fresh, whilst I just managed to hold off Dai (also having made up 31 minutes) to the fourth changeover. 

It seems that at this point Mark, Chris, Phil, Dai and Alan were all within sight of each other, with Alan having lost his earlier advantage by cycling rather than running the Llangeinor ridge. With Mark’s local knowledge the complicated road ride through Bridgend was accomplished without problems, but although Tom took a longer route to Merthyr Mawr that didn’t involve ignoring several no right turn signs he couldn’t be caught. Helen, meanwhile, decided to go house hunting in the remoter Bridgend suburbs, which delayed her arrival. Phil and Chris managed to lose their backup again though, but fortunately Doug Adlam was on hand with two pairs of spare daps so they were spared a barefoot finish.

For those who don’t know, the Big Dipper at Merthyr Mawr is reputedly the highest sand dune in Europe, so it was just the thing to climb after 40-plus miles. After that it was a steady mile through loose sand to the sea. Complaints were heard that the tide was out, adding a good couple of minutes to times as we had to finish with feet in the sea, but as I pointed out the tide had been in when we started so it wasn’t my fault! And so to the aforementioned café for the ADB with added bacon, sausage and toast while sitting in the sunshine. Definitely another Grand Day Out.

As a postscript, Mick Learoyd gave us all rather too much of a head start by setting off on the Sunday on his own, but he got round in a very creditable time as can be seen in the results:

Approximate finishing times (not a race!)

Tom Gibbs

MDC

SM
3:30

Dai Richards
MDC

VM
3:50

Mick Learoyd
MDC

VM
4.09

Alan Gillard

Harlequins
VM
4:20 (cycled Storey Arms to Merthyr Mawr)

Phil Holder

Harlequins
VM
4:20 (cycled on road Storey Arms to Werfa)

Chris Blacker 
Harlequins
SM(?)
4:20 (cycled on road Storey Arms to Werfa)


Mark Bryant
MDC

VM
4:20

Martin Lucas 
MDC

SVM
4:34

Helen Bennett
?

SF
5:13

This could not have been done without the long-suffering support teams, so thanks to Kay, Doug, Brian the Lion, Phil, Gareth, Lisa and Dai’s and Mick’s entire families for ‘enjoying’ another Greybeard special. Next year’s Spring Challenge may be a revival of the Winter League In A Day, but watch this space!

Old Greybeard
