Comrades Marathon 16 June 2005

Comrades Marathon Organisers’ Vision: To constantly challenge and maintain our position as the world's greatest ultramarathon and South Africa's most inclusive sporting event, whilst fulfilling a significant social responsibility role.

After months of training and a week’s holiday in the Cape Province, I at last find myself in Pietermaritzburg at 4 in the morning, about to embark on one of the longest days of my life. It’s dark. It’s quite chilly. I (and Alastair my running comrade from Guildford Orienteers) are among 13,897 runners entered for the 80th Comrades Marathon in KwaZulu Natal, South Africa. Created by WW1 veteran Vic Clapham in 1921 as a living memorial to the spirit of the soldiers of the Great War, the first race had just 34 runners, but this is 2005, when marathon and ultramarathon runners are thick on the ground.

We are a little more exclusive than 2 in 13,897. By the time we both finish, a lot later in the day we become 2 of 11,715 finishers. Or we are 2 out of 317 international entrants (only 260 of whom finish). Or even 2 of 113 male novice international finishers this year, who now have exactly one Comrades medal to our names. But I’m getting ahead of myself with all this talk of finishing. It’s not yet 5:30am, we haven’t yet started.

Pushing and shoving into the start pens, it all gets a bit grim at one stage as thousands of runners are trying to squeeze through little gaps in the barriers to get into the starting line-up. But we all make it intact. We make a few friends here on the start line waiting for the man who crows like a cock to signal the start of the race, followed by a resonating cannon shot that reverberates between the Pietermaritzburg Town Hall and buildings opposite. The long trudge to the start line sees us start our stop-watches after 6 minutes of shuffling with the crowd.

Gradually we find space to break into a jog, through the dark streets out of town towards the distant coast. We are about 650 metres above Indian Ocean level, and will be virtually at sea-level when we get to Durban, so we can look forward to a descent of about 645 metres, which will surely help get us through the 89170 metres (a shade under 56 miles) between here and the finish line. I need offer no further explanation as to why this is called the “Down Run”, nor why the Comrades Marathon in alternate years, which starts in Durban and finishes close to where we now are gently loping through the pre-dawn gloom, is called the Up Run.
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Profile of the race from a GPS trace

As we leave town the sun jumps up in the rapid way that it does at these latitudes, even in midwinter. Coming up to “80 km” (the “milestones” in this race are marked off in kilometres-to-go), and all’s well. We tumble down “Polly Shortts”, a happy 100m drop for us, that is the final killer hill for the Up Runner. It’s a bit of a shame to go down so many metres so early on, as we soon have to reclaim all the height. Despite this being a Down Run, the highest point en route, at Umlaas Road, is a smidge over 800 metres, about 20km into the run, aka “70 km”.

Just a bit before the highest point I’m beginning to feel a bit tired. This is a little unnerving as it wasn’t in my race plan to feel tired before half-way. And this is isn’t even a quarter-way. Alastair drifts off ahead, and I don’t see him for another 9.5 hours. Lots of others I see. It is quite amazing how evenly spaced we seem to be, a steady stream from PMB to Durban. Whether I walk, run, hop or skip there are runners around me – sometimes a few more, sometimes a few less, but always runners (using the term loosely, especially on the steeper hills).
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There is a series of psychological breaks in this first half of the race. There is the highest point at 80 km (“all downhill from here”); there is the large “You have just completed the Flora London Marathon” archway after 42.2 km, quite unexpectedly as I round a bend and crest a small hill (OK it’s my slowest ever marathon time but I’m nearly half way); there is the real half-way where I take the optimistic view of “wow I have done half” (as opposed to “now I have to do the same again”). And finally not far after that there is the top of Botha’s Hill, at an altitude of about 750 metres after about 52 km (only 38 km to go! () from where I imagine I can almost see the coast as the course is very largely downhill from this point. However some of the best breaks along the way come from cheering spectators, loud well-known music (which really energises me), and official photographers. Here’s me trying to look as if it’s all in a normal day’s work as I spot a photographer after about 5.5 hours, somewhere near half way.

The spectators are great. They don’t line the whole route but they do a pretty good job of it. In PMB an hour before dawn they were there, cheering us off. Every now and again there is a bunch of children who have benefited from the Starfish charity (for South African children who have been affected by AIDS) who cheer loudly “Come on Starfish!”. They recognise us because we are face-painted in orange and white, to show we are running for them. Alastair and I chose a favourite charity each for sponsorship (mine is the Kings World Trust for Children) but decided we must also support a local charity. So we have solicited sponsorship for Starfish as well – and picked up their face-paint kit at the race Registration on Monday. And it’s certainly worth it for those precious extra shouts of enthusiasm from the sidelines. I’m wearing South Africa shorts, which are also worth many calls of encouragement. “Come on South Africa!” – a few times I attempt to explain that I’m English… We are instructed to race in Club kit, which probably prevents all the locals from wearing SA shorts – I think I may have been the only one. I particularly enjoyed the comment from the lady who called out that she liked my shorts so much that she wanted them – now! But the highlight was the row of schoolboys who spotted the flag and rose from their chairs to stand to attention as I passed.

Descending from Botha’s Hill I am in a pretty poor way. I have now run 2 km further than I have ever before run in my life in a single go (when I say “run” by the way I include the walking I have been reduced to, up the hills in the last hour or two). And I have been running for about 2 hours longer than I have ever before run in my life in a single go. Whichever way I look at it, it does not bode well: 2 extra km in 2 extra hours! I begin to doubt my ability to get to the finish before they fire the finishing cannon, after exactly 12 hours of race time. I can’t believe I have come all this way and I am still at a higher altitude than I started at, as this downhill is beginning to get to me. What wouldn’t I do for a bit of flat ground to run along – it wasn’t noticeable at breakfast time, but it dawns on me that I have been running (and walking) either uphill or downhill all day, I just can’t remember the last bit of sensible level ground I saw.

This is the killer of the Comrades, as I can tell you now that I have studied the GPS profile of the route (see diagram above). This shows that in descending 645 metres from the start to the finish we actually climb 2,446 metres and descend 3,091 metres over the space of the whole run. This explains why the Up Run is done at the same speed as the Down Run, because the difference in climb in the 2 directions is much less significant than you would assume from the net figures, and also in fact the gentle(?) climbing on the Up Run is so much kinder on the legs than the jarring descents of the second half of the Down, which destroy already tired legs.

So, on I go, destroying my already tired legs. I keep time splits in my watch at each kilometre marker that I see, and I can draw a pretty straight line through the first 40 km, which reflects a steady pace of between 6 and 7 minutes per km (finishing in 10 hours!). But then from 40 km to the end I’m some 2 minutes per km slower – though I can draw another pretty straight line, reflecting another steady pace. A look at the race profile shows that the turning point at 40 km is the bottom of Inchanga hill, which is where I gave up my steady jog and submitted to my first walk of the day.
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Each blob is where I recorded a split time at a km marker

From “50km” (to go) onwards this day becomes a bit of a trial. Alternately running and walking, for 7 hours – not a great pastime even with the spectators, fine weather and money clocking up for sponsored charities. I make great use of the roadside leg massages. I wouldn’t have made it without them. I walk; jog; walk; jog (interspersed with the occasional ill-advised surge to a nice bit of music); walk; stop for a massage; repeat ad infinitum … well no actually not ad infinitum, but also not quite al fine … just ad 8km-to-go. At this point I am nearing the crest of a hill (probably that second blip from the end you can see on the profile) when I attempt to make the increasingly awkward transition from walk to jog. But my legs have had enough. They’re not asking me any more questions, they are baling out now. Muscles all over locked in recalcitrance. I stagger backwards unable to stay upright and get caught by the following runners, who lean me against the crash barrier, legs locked like stilts. Luckily a passing Medinet car comes to my rescue, and my legs are massaged back into submission. They tell me that there is a race cut-off at the bottom of the next hill, at 4:45pm. There have been several of these time-outs along the way, where unlucky (or should that be lucky?) runners are pulled out and put on a bus, as they are deemed to stand no chance of finishing in time, as the organisers need to reopen the roads to wheeled traffic. In my state of turmoil (runners are going past telling me that I haven’t time to stop and be massaged) I get confused about the time and quickly bid my saviours farewell and lurch on towards what I think is the cut-off in 2 minutes time. I amaze myself with my ability to overtake the car ominously labelled “back marker” and arrive at the cut off with over 20 minutes to spare. Oh well.

I have decided that I cannot possibly stop jogging during this last 8 km. The likelihood of surviving another walk-to-jog transition strikes me as a lot lower than the likelihood of keeping up an (at times pathetically short-strided) jogging gait. Up a ramp on to the N3 dual carriageway for the last 5 km into town – inching my way onwards and upwards with each minuscule step. Calculations to assure myself I’m going to make it – with each km I am getting closer to having 10 minutes available for each kilometre-to-go, which I know is ample unless I break down completely. Into Durban city centre – a double row of people (either side) singing beautifully in tune, very loudly, very close, perhaps some sort of Zulu war chants? it’s really inspiring. Lots and lots of spectator encouragement for us tail-enders, getting towards the point where people will be coming through who are only going to make the 12 hour limit by the skin of their teeth.
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Into the Kingsmead Stadium, stands full of people. Big surge of relief as I spot Elizabeth, and Alastair and Fiona, gnawing their fingernails and wondering if I would make it. I have! I cross the line with 11 minutes and 32 seconds to spare. Stop my watch. The photo says it all.
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2 minutes later I have my medal. Wasn’t that wonderful? I’m told the Up Run is much easier on the legs … only a year to go!

We have raised several hundred pounds of sponsorship for Starfish, and I have just exceeded £3000 for the Kings World Trust. I’m still hoping for more – so any tardy or doubtful (potential) sponsors reading this, please join in with a pound or 5! You can do it online via www.btinternet.com/~wilde/comrades.htm 

And a huge thank you to all sponsors.

Jeremy
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