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The Half-day from Hell


Cycling has a self-satisfied saying: ‘The worst day on a bike is better than the best day at work.’ To which I say, maybe you’ve just never had a properly bad day on a bike?


I am going to start out by telling you about one of the worst days of not just my bike-riding career, but my life. It failed to be the absolute worst only because it was something I did entirely of my own free will. It wasn’t a bereavement, or a shipwreck, or a house fire. It was only a bike race, one where no one got hurt, and so decency demands I keep a sense of perspective, however unwillingly.


It was the British National 12 Hour Time Trial Championship, all the way back in 2000, in Bedfordshire in England. These events, based on how far you can ride in a set time, on your own and with no chance to draft behind anyone else, are very traditional and rather old-fashioned. You can trace them back to the Victorian era just by reading the little plaques on the trophies. This race, which started near Biggleswade, was based on a course that had been in use for over 100 years, and the whole event felt like an antique. There was a level crossing, and beside it sat an octogenarian in a deckchair with a stopwatch and a clipboard, timing how long you were stopped for if the barriers were down. It was that sort of thing.


There were about 100 of us who set out at dawn on a windy morning in early September to ride a complicated series of laps and out-and-backs up and down various main roads around Bedfordshire and Cambridgeshire, finishing on a shorter six-mile circuit which we’d lap for the final couple of hours to allow the timekeepers to calculate an exact distance.


I had only decided to do the race 10 days before it happened, because I was having a racing season where everything I had touched turned to gold. I’d won almost every event I’d entered, including three other National titles, one of them by the biggest margin seen in three decades. By September I believed, in essence, that I could do no wrong. I was wrong about that. I had very little idea what I was doing. I paced the race badly. My nutrition was all over the place. I hadn’t really thought through how I might cope when the going got hard. What I did have was proper motivation – I really, really wanted to win the event, because if I could, I’d have won a series of British championships across an unprecedented range of distances, from 10 miles to 12 hours, and that was something I very much liked the idea of having on my CV. In sport as in life, incompetence and determination is a fabulous combination if you want to dig yourself deep into a very unhappy place.


By the five-hour mark I’d started crying. I kept crying till the end. The first hour or two had been all right. But I’d started out too hard, and I’d tried to eat too much as I went, which quickly made me sick. By five hours in I was leading the race, but I was a mess. I don’t remember anything actually hurting in an acute way, other than my backside and my feet, which wasn’t anything that I couldn’t have dealt with. What I was sinking under was a deep, rootless fatigue. It was dizziness, nausea, blurred vision. It was a despair so vast it didn’t really have a location. Just keeping going, against the overwhelming scale of the seven hours that were left to go, was almost more than I could do. Every turn of the pedals felt like an individual challenge.


I cried for seven hours, out of disappointment with myself and my inexperience, and out of the loneliness that came from only seeing my support crew for a fleeting, on-the-fly hand up of a bottle and some food once an hour. When someone asked me afterwards if I’d thought about stopping, I said yes. When he asked how often, I said just once, but the thought had lasted for seven hours.


I was sick, frequently. But I also knew I had to keep the energy coming in, so there were instances when I took a mouthful of energy drink, vomited it back up instantly, took another mouthful and repeated the process with a sort of resignation. I think that if you’d watched me doing it, you would have concluded that it was what I was trying to do. Compared to the way I felt about everything else, it wasn’t a big deal. In a similar scenario in a similar race, a friend once smeared energy gel over his forearms because he had become convinced he could absorb carbohydrate through his skin like a mollusc. He was a normal, intelligent person who would not have believed this under any other circumstances. He finished the race pebble-dashed with flies that had never experienced a sugar bonanza like it.


I kept going by working from landmark to landmark. ‘Just ride to the junction.’ ‘Just ride to that sign in the distance.’ ‘Ride to the level crossing, and with a bit of luck it will be down and you can stop and have a chat with the guy in the deckchair.’ The crossing was never down, and just as well. When that approach got too hard, instead of just riding to the junction, I promised myself that if I rode to the junction I could give up when I got there. I must have made this deal 100 times, but never took myself up on it. Every time stopping just seemed like too big a thing to do, too final, too weak. I think I kept racing because I lacked the breadth of imagination to stop – although in some ways that’s just how bike racing works.


In the end I did actually take the championship title. I covered 293 miles, to take the win by just 2.5 miles, or around five minutes. I was not in good shape. A magazine report noted that I was still visibly shaking an hour after I’d finished. A friend who was a nurse and at the race as a spectator went to fetch another friend who was a doctor. She was anxious that I was about to go into cardiac arrest because I’d gone grey. (‘And not a good grey, Michael,’ she later told me. ‘Even your hair seemed to have gone grey. Apart from the bloodshot eyes, you looked as if you were in black and white.’)


Another friend later told me that my experience had reminded him of a 12-hour he’d ridden in the 1980s, on the hottest day of the summer. ‘When my support crew caught up with me just after the finish, I was in such a state that they thought I was going to die,’ he said. ‘When my wife got there, she thought I was going to die. When the paramedics got there, they thought I was going to die.’ I wasn’t quite that bad, but it felt like it.


At the time I didn’t think the result was worth it – I remember waiting for the prize-giving and thinking I might never be quite the same again. Now I’d say it was, but only because when the ‘worst day on a bike’ discussion comes around, and it regularly does, I normally win.


It was not a good race, and despite the result I didn’t take much pride in it. I was almost embarrassed – not by the result, but by the state I reduced myself to. It didn’t feel very professional. Also, I didn’t really know quite what to make of the experience. I was a good bike rider, especially a good time trial rider. That season I’d won championship races over 10, 50 and 100 miles, and finished second in the 25-mile event. None of those had been especially traumatic – they’d all been well-executed, straightforward races. They hadn’t been easy, but nor had they been especially difficult. They had gone according to plan. I’d been in control, of both the race and myself, which was how I liked it. At no point in any of them, even when they were at their hardest, would I have voluntarily stopped. I enjoyed riding them, because I was riding at my best. In contrast, I did not much like the drawn-out, vomity misery of the 12-hour, where despite the result I felt like the victim rather than the victor.


The final insult was that there are two potential physical responses to that sort of ride. One is that a week or two later you get a spike in fitness, and a few weeks of all-conquering race form. The other is that it takes weeks of feeling lousy for your condition to recover to something you’d describe as ‘bad’ rather than simply ‘this person is not an athlete’, and you probably don’t even manage that before the end of the season. Guess which I got.


I was not good at this sort of long race, I decided. It would make sense. My shorter distance career was founded on a huge aerobic system. I had, essentially, the heart and lungs of a horse, and over anything up to four or five hours it was very effective. I’d like to say up front that while this is a sort of a brag, I didn’t do very much to deserve this. It’s largely genetic luck. My perception at the time, right or wrong, was that if you wanted to race over what I had come to regard as stupidly long distances, you needed a different toolkit, one that leaned more heavily on things like efficiency and the proportion of your maximum effort you could sustain over time. That, and the ability to eat and drink a lot while riding a bike without getting into the territory that is delicately referred to in the literature as ‘gastrointestinal distress’. I hadn’t seemed especially blessed in that area either. I decided the whole thing was not my forte and went back to the things I was good at.


*


What I was good at was short to middle distance time trial riding. Very simple races against the clock, at distances that traditionally consisted of 10, 25, 50 and 100 miles. Time trial riding is part of elite international cycling, but in something of a subsidiary role. It’s part of most stage races. There’s the World Championships and the various regional and national championships, but very few other standalone international time trial races. There’s no real space at that level of pro cycling for someone who rides almost nothing but time trials. In the UK, however, for historical reasons that date back almost to the invention of cycle racing, time trialling as an end in itself has always been a bigger deal. Until the 1950s, it was almost all there was, because mass-start road racing was banned. It has continued on as a slightly eccentric discipline, like a cross between Morris dancing and fell running.


That’s how I was able to spend several years as a professional cyclist, riding very largely short time trials. My physiology and skill set were very well adapted to the sort of high-powered, moderate length (up to four hours) efforts needed. I was nerdy enough to really enjoy working on things like aerodynamics, and savvy enough to find sponsors and ensure I kept my profile nice and high. The happy upshot was that I won everything there was to win in the UK multiple times, with the exception of the shortest race, the hill-climb championships (races over just a couple of minutes up a very steep hill, dominated by light riders with physiology tending towards the sprint) and the longest race, the 24-hour. In total I won almost 60 national titles in Britain, another three in Ireland, and broke all the UK records up to 100 miles. UK time trialling is a small world, but for a while at least, I was its apex predator.*


I largely stuck to my resolution to avoid the longer time trials of anything over 100 miles. (Even 100 miles at the speed I used to do it took less than three and a half hours, which is hardly a long ride in terms of duration.) I rode some longer mass-start road races, but they’re a different animal because the effort level varies much more, so there’s a bit of recovery built in. But I did have occasional lapses. I rode a 12-hour again three years after the first debacle, as I attempted to rescue the 2003 season, the least successful of my career, from total anonymity. I changed a few elements from the first misfire, but not enough, and not with sufficient understanding of the problems from the previous ride. The upshot was that the second race was every bit as bad as the first one, and this time it wasn’t even underpinned by fundamentally good fitness. I had a similar day out without even much of a result to show for it, and it was a very dispiriting way to make a bad year worse. For the second time in three years I promised myself that it was not something I was going to put myself through again.


*


In the years that elapsed between that race and the present day, cycling changed a lot. From a sport where interest was focused almost exclusively on professional UCI racing and the men’s World Tour (and its predecessor the ProTour), it became broader. Non-World Tour racing, like gravel events, became hugely popular, precisely because it had an anarchic spirit that was almost the opposite of the very exclusive, very expensive road pro scene. The sponsors and coaches of serious riders increasingly allowed, then encouraged, their riders to chop and change between road, track, gravel and mountain biking.


And there have been some long rides in this new mix, even among the elite pros, and sometimes with interesting results. In the 2021 Tour de France the EF Education–Nippo team’s greatest success was way off to one side of the normal race. It was Australian team member Lachlan Morton riding the entire route of the Tour on his own, with no support, a few days ahead of the actual event. He fended for himself, slept where he could, ate in cafés and fixed his own problems. He even rode all the transfers that the race itself was going to do by bus or train or air so that he covered 5,500 km compared to the mere 3,400 km of the Tour. He raised £360,000 for the World Bicycle Relief charity, created a social media sensation and generated a much higher profile than anything his teammates were doing at the actual race. Riders, teams and sponsors notice things like that. Morton followed it up with a ride that circumnavigated Australia in 2024, covering 14,200 km in 30 days, with a similar fan following.


In terms of races and records rather than challenges, the last decade or so has seen several new ultra races like the Transcontinental Race, which crosses the continent of Europe, and the Race Around Ireland. In the UK, there have been more attempts on the long distance place-toplace records (London to Liverpool, Edinburgh to London, Land’s End to John O’Groats, that sort of thing) in the last five or six years than there have been in the previous couple of decades. At the really ultra end of the scale there have been numerous attempts on the Round the World record, and even the record for the highest recorded mileage in a calendar year, a record that had been undisturbed since it was parked at 75,065 miles by Tommy Godwin of the UK in the early months of World War Two. As of 2017 it stands at a scarcely believable 86,573 miles by Amanda Coker from the US. I’ll save you the maths – that’s 237 miles a day.


Even among random bike-riding friends who just ride at the weekend for fun, there’s an urge to undertake challenges like Everesting (riding up and down the same hill until you clock up an Everest’s worth of climbing – it takes all day) or covering every single road in a certain radius of home. I could go on, but in short, things are getting long. People who once dreamed of going fast increasingly dream of going far.


*


I retired from serious racing in 2014. I did a few local club events, I went on a few cycling holidays as a minor celeb. And I started a cycling podcast, because there seemed to be a remarkable shortage of them. I made one show about ultra racing. Twelve hours would be on the short side for an ultra race; I ended up interviewing riders who’d ridden events like the Race Across America and the Transcontinental Race, both of which take about a week for the winners.


It was fascinating to me. My own racing, and even the other ‘normal’ races I’d been involved with as a coach or a consultant, demanded what seemed like a fairly narrow, well-refined set of skills and abilities. So hearing about how you deal with hallucinations, how you find a safe place to sleep if you’re overcome with sleepiness at 1 a.m. in Albania, or how you buy 10,000 calories-worth of food in an unfamiliar supermarket, do it in eight minutes flat from saddle and back to saddle, and then eat it while riding an Alpine pass was a whole new perspective.


I took to dot-watching ultra races. That’s the live spectator experience, which consists of watching a dot representing a rider, on a website map, creeping pixel-by-pixel across a continent. You can double-screen the map with a Google Street View image to see what the dot is looking at, what the dot is dealing with, and if the race doesn’t have a pre-determined route, maybe try to guess where the dot will go next. Then you try to work out if the slower dots are going to catch your dot, or if your dot is going to catch the dots in front. If the dot stops moving, you can try to decide if it’s asleep or having an existential crisis. On the screen it all happens at the speed of tectonic plates moving. And it’s utterly captivating. The sheer lack of excitement and the minimal amount of information in front of you only add to your investment.


Unsurprisingly, all of this started to get inside my head. One of the great pleasures of cycling is that there are so many different ways to do it, from track sprinting to riding across North America, and that someone who does one of these things can instantly understand quite a lot about the other. I started thinking about riding all day and all night, just how it would feel tapping out a nice easy pace where the challenge was mainly about looking after yourself and trying to balance everything, things like effort, eating and riding position, finding an efficient steady state and then just doing it and doing it until either you reached the other ocean or something on or in you broke.


There was something else that I have not yet confessed to. I’ve told you about two very terrible 12-hour rides. After each of them I swore I’d never do another. So it’s in line with the recidivist nature of my personality that there was actually a third, a return to the National Championships in 2005. This time it was in north Lincolnshire.


The third 12-hour was done for motives that lacked purity. I was offered money. I was riding for a sponsor that wanted to target all the National Championships up to the 12-hour, and I accepted the terms of the deal. Since the 12-hour Champs was late in the season that year, I was perhaps hoping that the team boss would somehow forget about it. He did not. So I started working out how to race a 12-hour in a way that was designed mainly to minimize the misery while still actually riding for 12 hours.


I got together with my coach, Jamie Pringle, and dismantled the event, trying to work out what it would take to do it well from a starting point in the actual physiology. We paid as little attention as possible to the conventional wisdom, which was that since you were inevitably going to fall apart around four or five hours in, you’d better set out very fast indeed so you could get some miles in the bank before you saw Jesus by the A-road. Instead, we did some science on how to manage long races. I don’t imagine we were the first to do this, and we certainly didn’t do any original research, but I didn’t know of anyone in whose footsteps we were directly following.


In the lab, we worked out an accurate figure for how hard I could ride while my digestive system could keep up with supplying the fuel. Since the way you burn fuel during exercise changes over the length of a long ride, the main experimental protocol involved eight hours of more or less non-stop riding, and we did it twice. I did not miss the irony of trying to make a 12-hour ride easier by doing 16 hours of experimenting. But the upshot was that we worked out, with a high degree of confidence, exactly how hard I could ride, and exactly what I was going to eat and drink while I did it. I can’t remember the precise numbers, but the riding power we came up with was around 270 watts and the carbohydrate intake was 75 grams an hour. (For some context, 270 watts is still more than the majority of riders can sustain for 20 minutes, and 75 g of carbohydrate is (or at least was) a fairly universal number, as we’ll see later on.)


Then I just went to the race and rode at that exact, to me quite relaxed, pace from the start. Bear in mind that in those days I could ride 100 miles at around 350 watts, and in my previous 12-hours I probably didn’t really ride all that much more slowly for the first part of the race. This time, after four hours I was modestly placed in the race, well behind the leader, and apparently out of it. Back at the race headquarters people were wondering aloud what was wrong with me. But we’d got our sums right. I trundled along all day, never wavering from the same speed, never in difficulty. The 75 g of carbohydrate an hour was perfectly doable – it was not a stressful target and because my body was never stretched to breaking point my gut worked perfectly happily throughout. Everything was under control; I was a stable system, just like I would have been in a short race.


The worst I could say of it is that occasionally it was a little nerve-wracking, especially in the early stages. It felt so slow, and I kept getting time checks on other riders that were exactly as I expected, but alarming all the same. But as the hours passed, the entertainment offered by most of the other competitors imploding, exploding or striving to manage both at once more than made up for it. I cruised through the chaos and the broken riders, feeling almost more like a spectator than someone supposedly suffering alongside them. I rode my last hour faster than my first just because I could. I won comfortably, in every sense. My finish came about 10 miles from the race headquarters, and rather than get in the team car for the return trip I rode back just to finish the day with a flourish. I won the 12-hour Championships for a second time, and this time by 9 miles, or about 25 minutes. The total distance was modest – 286 miles – because race day coincided with a summer storm that reduced several riders to walking on one headwind section. All the same, I remember, embarrassingly, greeting my support team after the finish with a roar of, ‘Just how great was I?’ ‘Thank you very much for your help,’ would have been more appropriate, but it was clear that I’d finished that race in a very different condition from the previous attempts.


It was a fascinating contrast with the earlier efforts. It was both much more effective and much easier to do. It was odd to know that however straightforward it might have felt, pushing any harder would almost certainly have brought about a repeat of the previous Armageddons. It wasn’t like an intense, short distance race with power numbers well over 400 watts and a heart rate hitting the limit at 185 bpm. With those, years of experience meant I could almost physically feel the edge between what I could do and what I couldn’t. On a long event, the equivalent edge was in a totally different place, determined by different things, and you had to find it a different way. It had been one of the most significant learning experiences I’d had in the sport.


Still, it wasn’t something I went back to. That was 2005. I was a pro rider for almost another decade, and never again raced a time trial longer than 100 miles. The teams and sponsors I spent the latter part of my career riding for weren’t interested. I wasn’t unhappy about this. I wouldn’t have described the 12-hour as an event mastered. Certainly I’d taken a scientific approach, narrowed down a lot of the variables, and I’d ended up with what felt like a well-deserved outcome. But it was clear that over that sort of event it was never simple. There were too many experienced 12-hour riders who still suffered regular disasters. Even if their pacing wasn’t as optimal as I now reckoned it could be, at least they were repeating the same process every time, so if the event was going to play fair with them they ought to have at least got the same sub-optimal result in a repeatable manner. It would be a bit cocky to decide I’d cracked it once and for always on the basis of a single ride. But I’ll admit that a certain curiosity remained.


*


In my years in cycling, as a rider and as a coach, I’ve become very familiar indeed with the world of the short and fast. I’ve seen a lot of it, I know most of how it works. For me the long races I started dot-watching at and talking to riders about are familiar and foreign at the same time. It’s the same sport, the same equipment, and the same basic physics and physiology, but turned to a different end. It offers the constant surprise of finding that what I thought I knew is only half right. What happens to your body in an hour’s race isn’t all that different to what happens in four hours. At a fundamental level, you do it the same way with some minor tuning for pace. But when you get to eight, 12 or 24 hours, or a week, or a month, things change. They don’t change in a way that I can’t understand, but often they change in a way I wouldn’t necessarily have expected. It’s a chance to get a whole new cycling education.


As I’ve started digging into all of this, trying to figure out the races and looking at some of the science, the openness of the ultra racing community has surprised me. I wouldn’t necessarily describe the world of elite pro racing as deeply secretive. But ultra racing has a different-feeling enthusiasm. If you even vaguely suggest you’re curious about it to someone, almost invariably they will then do everything they can to encourage you, short of paying your entry fee to an event. They will tell stories that make you want to be involved, give you advice, lend you equipment, even offer to come to a race and help. It almost made me suspicious – have they taken a disastrous wrong turn in their lives that they feel they can at the very least dilute by getting you to take it too?


Certainly I very quickly found myself looking back and reminiscing about my 12-hour rides, especially that last one, because it was really the only reference point I had in all of this. I’d love to say that if someone told me about winning the Race Across America, I resisted the urge to tell them in return about triumphantly riding around the Scunthorpe area for half a day, but you always feel like you need to bring something to the conversation and it was all I had.


And after a while, it seemed like the most natural thing in the world to want to go back and have another go, at that, or maybe even something a bit harder, a bit longer. There is a collective, joyous insanity to ultra racing that has an infectious quality, and it felt almost rational to want to know just how far I could go, how much I could ask of myself. And that is how I realized, in early 2023, that I didn’t just want to know more about long bike races, I wanted to ride one.


The problem with ‘I’m going to ride an ultra race’ as a plan was that ultra racing was a side of the sport that I didn’t really know all that much about. It’s hard to dabble in ultra – it’s like half-learning to fly. I didn’t know if I’d be any good at long races. I didn’t know what sort of event I should set out to attempt, from the perspectives of practicality, physiology, psychology, or even cost. I didn’t know how to prepare, I didn’t even really know who to ask for advice. If I had run into you at a club Christmas dinner and told you I was going to do an ultra race, I would not be able to answer a single one of the many questions you might ask in reply, except maybe ‘why?’ And even then, I wouldn’t have wanted you to tug too hard on that.


The longer events I’d already done didn’t really help very much. I only got to the 12-hour races because of a historical UK curiosity called the British Best All-Rounder competition, which started off in 1930 as an ingenious attempt to have a national championship event that you could do without having to travel anywhere. Instead, the championship was decided by taking everyone’s fastest rides over 50 and 100 miles, and 12 hours, and working out the average speed in each race. Then, using a three-foot-long slide rule, they calculated an average of the averages, down to a thousandth of a mile per hour. This produced a number that, while not statistically representative of anything very concrete, allowed you to declare a winner.


For the next 60 or 70 years, this was British time trialling’s biggest prize. That despite numerous oddities, like the fact you could have a top 10 for the year, none of whom had at any point raced each other. Or that the whole show could be turned upside down by a really nice day’s racing weather at one particular event that produced a very fast set of times. Or that a tardily issued result sheet could leave a rider desperately scanning magazines and making phone calls to investigate whether they’d won a national title or not.


If we ignore that for a moment, it is noteworthy that the distances chosen as most appropriate for deciding an all-round rider were a 50-mile sprint, a 100-mile middle distance effort and a 12-hour marathon. In 1930, even the shortest of those was going to take comfortably over two hours to do. There were plenty of midfielders who were going to be doing three-, six- and 12-hour races. To be clear, this was a competition for amateurs and club riders. It wasn’t meant to be easy, but nor was it intended to be an extreme challenge. It was a hangover from a Victorian era where a wagering culture had pushed events towards longer and longer feats of endurance.


But we’ll come back to that later. For the moment, what matters is that in the early twenty-first century, you could be a bike racer with a distinct bent towards short distance races, yet find that riding a decent 50-mile race would lead to riding a 100-mile race and before you knew where you were, you’d be lining up for a 12-hour without really ever having had a chance to stop and think about it or work out how to ride it. A 12-hour was sufficiently mainstream that it was something your team would expect you to do.


But this time around, in 2023 and long retired as a pro, I was a volunteer. I could do whatever I liked, which made it much harder to pick a target since I wasn’t being railroaded into it. So did I want to do a race? Attempt a record? Did I want to do a supported event, where a team follows you all the way, or an unsupported one where you look after yourself, buying food and drink as you go and sleeping as best you can? Did I want to ride for 12 hours again, or ride for two weeks?


In the end, the decision-making algorithm was about logistics and money. Ultra racing is neither simple to do nor cheap. I narrowed it down to two events, one a supported 500-mile race run by a commercial race promoter. The other was the British National 24 Hour Time Trial Championship – the big brother of the 12 Hour. The 500-miler came with an entry fee of around £1,200 and demanded two support vehicles and a crew of at least four. I could line up at the 24-hour for £40, the event was in Shropshire and the crew was optional. I didn’t really see why I should pay over the odds for my misery, so the 24-hour it was.


It was also a smaller leap. If I set out on a week-long event, especially as a first venture, it was going to be a question of logistics rather than cycling. I wanted to do something that I felt I could approach as a race rather than a project. I’d spent a long time racing bikes, and at the very least I wanted to be able to bring some of that with me.


So the first thing I did was go and visit a friend called Mike Broadwith. I’ve raced against Mike for years, and over the shorter distances I am pleased to report that I’d never had any trouble beating him. He had, however, moved up in distance since then, and on to considerable glory. He’d won the 24-hour Championships three times, with a best distance of 537 miles in 2015. Also, even more impressive, he was the holder of the Land’s End to John O’Groats record, 844 miles covered in an utterly terrifying 43 hours, 25 minutes and 13 seconds. That’s an average speed of 19.4 mph (31.1 kph). He and I went for a ride from his home in Hertfordshire on a spring morning, and as we rode we talked about long bike rides.


I went looking for advice, and got a lot more. Mike’s enthusiasm for the idea of me riding a 24 was such that he offered to run the show for me. Sitting outside a local café, he offered to set up the support team, work out a pacing plan, and come and be my crew chief. He was happy to provide a sort of ultra riding helpdesk. It meant I’d got advice on approaching the event that was pretty much definitive.


On the downside it meant that quite a lot of very high-quality excuses went out the window before I’d even entered the race. But that was something I was just going to have to live with.





__________


* I’ve got dual Irish-British nationality, and did my international racing for Ireland. But the UK events are run on an all-comers basis.
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The Best You Can Be Right Now


When I decided to ride a 24-hour time trial, almost every other rider I mentioned it to said something along the lines of, ‘Wow. That’s going to be horrendous. That’s going to be the worst thing you’ve ever done – it’ll just be agony and misery combined. Why would you want to do that to yourself, what’s wrong with you?’


Eventually I got so exasperated with this that when a former teammate said, ‘That’s just the worst thing I can imagine doing,’ I snapped, ‘Shut up. I’m looking forward to it. I want to do it, I’m going to do it, and you’re not going to spoil it for me.’ He did not seem reassured about my mental stability.


So maybe the psychological issues around very long races begin way back at the point where you decide you want to do one in the first place. No one thinks you’re crazy if you want to ride a 10-mile time trial, yet approached with enough verve, one of those can make your vision go black and white, so it’s not exactly eating Easter eggs and playing with kittens. Threaten to ride something long, though, and literally everyone who’s not also a rider of long races thinks you’ve lost it.


Having said all of that, the misery and suffering is an image that ultra riders often play up. It’s rare for an ultra rider’s account of a race not to include some instances of sustained unhappiness. Where a short distance racer’s distinguishing characteristics are about speed and power, an ultra rider’s are about overcoming. The key narrative twist in the story of winning an Olympic medal or even a Tour de France often happens weeks or months or years before the event – it might be a training session, a moment of psychological inspiration, even a childhood trauma of some sort. It’s rarely mid-race. In ultra racing, that’s almost always where it is. If winning the Olympic team pursuit is 95% training and 5% racing, winning an ultra race is, if not quite the inverse, at least 75% racing.


When my friend and advisor Mike Broadwith set his Land’s End to John O’Groats record (usually known simply as the End-to-End) in 2018, probably the moment the story turns on was just north of Perth, with 233 of the 840 miles left to go. (A previous record holder, John Woodburn, had once said, ‘Any fool can get to Perth,’ which tells you something about the way an ultra race’s point of balance is far from its centre. Since it’s a well-known comment, it also, of course, introduces a certain psychological aura around Perth – there is literally a Perth state of mind.)


Broadwith had started to struggle to hold his head up – this is a classic physical complaint in events like the End-to-End, Race Across America, even shorter things like the 24-hour, anything that tends towards an aerodynamic riding position. It was cold, it was raining hard. ‘I started to not be able to see how this was going to work,’ he said. ‘I was having real problems looking up to see the road ahead. I just didn’t know how I was going to carry on with this. I was not in a positive place. I started stopping every time I saw the crew in a layby, just so I could talk to them. They realized this, and they stopped stopping, they stopped just being there, so I’d keep going. Then I began to get really lonely. My internal monologue started telling me this wasn’t going to happen. I started to have really concrete, negative thoughts – if I stopped now, we could get the crew back to Perth and find hotels. It would be more convenient for getting home than if I pressed on into the Highlands. The fire was going out and there was nothing I could do.’


Around this point of the ride there is a piece of video footage of Broadwith creeping along, shot through heavy rain and windscreen wipers from the following van. In it, Tim Bayley, Broadwith’s crew chief, can be overheard muttering through some quick maths and finishing by saying simply, ‘I think we’ve got a problem.’ Team sponsor Pete Ruffhead says, half to himself, half to the camera, ‘Well done, Mike. You’ve given it your best shot, we’re proud of you.’ A quiet sat-nav voice says, ‘You are doing… 11… miles an hour.’


Broadwith pulled over in a layby with the team, and said he felt it was time to stop. Bayley agreed that, if it was him, he’d stop too – and Bayley is a champion ultra rider in his own right. Given the state Broadwith was in it was hard to see him riding another 200 miles at all, never mind doing it quickly. The only person who disagreed was Broadwith’s wife, Helen. ‘Can you not do another 20 minutes?’ she asked. Broadwith says that the question just made him indignant – he felt she didn’t understand what was happening. Of course he could do another 20 minutes – that wasn’t the problem, the problem was the remaining 11 hours’ riding. He decided to do the 20 minutes out of something that sounds not a million miles away from spite.


And over the next 20 minutes… it stopped raining. The sun came out. He warmed up. He got to the top of a long drag and the road dropped a little. The speed picked up. And, ‘I’m still there. I’m still riding. I’m still up on schedule. I can cope with this. This is something I can still do.’ He went on to break the record, even though he ended up having to physically use one hand to hold his head up so he could see the road. His time was 43 hours, 25 minutes and 13 seconds – he clipped just under 40 minutes off the previous mark of Gethin Butler.


The thing that interests me most about this turning point is that if Broadwith had stopped in the layby, climbed into the back of the van while the team packed up his bike, and been driven back to Perth to become yet another failed End-to-End attempt, what would have stopped him would have been ‘physical’. The point where you can’t see where you’re going because your neck has stopped working, when you’re cold, exhausted and you’ve given everything you have to give. That’s the end of your body’s resources, and there is no coming back from that.


Except that it wasn’t. This is the problem with psychology and ultra racing. When I wrote the book Faster I devoted a chapter to elite sports psychology and it was more or less a discrete thing – it was essential, it was complicated, but it was still clearly one of several components that you could put together in a number of configurations. An ideal athlete would get it right, but you could be successful while getting it wrong as long as everything else was good enough to pull you through. In Faster I mentioned a successful pro I knew who had won everything up to an Olympic medal while still being, from a sports psychology point of view, a shambles. In ultra racing it would be hard to compensate for a lack of mindset.


As Broadwith’s story shows, you can’t even do the basic thing of separating physical and mental. You just can’t tell which is which.


The End-to-End is a good place to find that out. It’s a very difficult length – around two days. A three- or four-day event will demand a plan for sleeping. In a 24–36-hour event you probably don’t sleep by design at all, at least not if you’re going to do well. But two days sits very darkly between them. Add to that the fact that it’s firstly a record, and secondly a very good record, and the difficulties multiply. With a record, the psychology is more pressured, because you are either breaking the record or you are not. In a race you have a number of refuges in case of mediocrity – you can decide to settle for second or third, or tenth, and promise yourself you’ll do better next time. You can just accept that finishing will be your victory. You can keep going and hope that those in front will falter. In a record you can’t do that, so you’ve no choice about how hard you’ll have to ride. The challenge isn’t to go as fast as possible, it’s to ride to schedule for as long as you can manage. This subtle twist will help you dig yourself a really deep hole. It’s like riding with someone else, potentially someone faster. Probably every cyclist has had the experience of trying to hold on to the back wheel of a faster rider, never thinking much further than clinging on for the next few hundred yards. Breaking a record can be the same, except it can last for days. Broadwith wasn’t even behind the pace of his ‘competitor’ when his crisis arrived, but he still could only look at things in the black and white manner of whether he was going to be able to hold the wheel.


It’s a good record, too. It’s the oldest of the UK’s place-to-place records, it’s the longest and as such it’s become the hardest and the most sought-after. It was first ridden as a record in 1880 by C.A. Hartman and H. Blackwell, Victorian adventurers in stockings and boots on penny farthings. They battled the weather – a penny farthing rider could be reduced to walking by even a moderate headwind, and often they were. It was the same with hills, where sometimes they pushed their bikes for miles on end. And it was the same with rough road surfaces. Locals threw stones at them because bicycles in that era were such a strange sight, and of course things broke and had to be fixed by blacksmiths. It took them 12 days.


Ever since, the record has attracted the best riders, and it has sifted most of them out. Bridges have helped make the route a little shorter and faster. The roads have improved, although at the cost of making some of the busier ones quite frightening places to ride, especially through Cornwall and Devon. But all the time the riders have got faster as well, and the task of breaking the record has become harder. When Andy Wilkinson broke the record in 1990, he did so by 58 seconds.


It’s not the only record. While most ultra races are races, in the UK (and a few other areas) there are records as well. There are other place-to-place records like Land’s End to John O’Groats, such as London to Edinburgh, London to Liverpool, Land’s End to London, London to Brighton and back. There is a record for 1,000 miles, and for a number of circuits of places like the Yorkshire Dales or the Cairngorms, some of which would count, I think, as ultra events and some of which are perhaps a bit short.


(The 1,000-mile record is invariably held by an End-to-End rider who adds the extra 160 miles after reaching John O’Groats. In 1965, Dick Poole broke the End-to-End, and set out for the extra distance. This can be completed using whatever additional roads you like, and you would usually pick them based on the conditions at the time. It means there is no set finish line. Poole completed his additional miles in 8 hours 20 minutes. Or thought he’d completed. Owing to a miscalculation by the timekeepers, he actually stopped at 998.5 miles, and so was denied a record he’d have claimed easily. Something to think about the next time you feel you’ve had a wasted day. The current men’s 1,000-mile record holder, in two days and eight hours, is Gethin Butler, who said he’d gone on to do the extra distance because ‘There’s not a lot else to do up there.’)
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