Open 5 - Malham - 1st March.
The Open 5 Adventure Race.

Take two runners, a couple of bikes, a set of compulsory kit (in duplicate), a brace of sandwiches and a heavy dose of misguided enthusiasm and you have conjured up a pretty good picture of Helena Deeney and I as we arrived ridiculously early for our first attempt at an Open 5 race.

For those of you who are unfamiliar with these races, they comprise a 5 hour combination of mountain biking and running, over a self-navigation course.  For those of you familiar with Helena and myself you will know that we are both totally ill-equipped to even sanely attempt such a race.  (Let me explain - we took an unintentional scenic detour on the way to Malham (!?), and so had no higher hopes than making a few checkpoints without getting comprehensively lost, and had amassed a grand total of 4 1/2hrs bike training in the previous year between us).

Frantic phone calls the day before had culminated in an almost full set of kit - we were missing a triangular bandage but thought we may be able to bluster our way through the kit check with a quick demonstration of how to turn your Helle into an emergency sling.  
Parked in the field we were befriended by a couple of capable and experienced mountain bikers who became more and more bemused by our discussions regarding the merits of having cycle shoes and running shoes (a point Helena had neglected to tell me), whether to just wear everything that we had brought - or more to the point that Helena had brought - just in case (answer - yes), and our frankly appalling attempts at tying our numbers to the bikes with some garden ties.  Still, they politely replied to our basic questioning about what to do with the map, when we were going to be told which points actually scored points (a secret that is only revealed once you cross the start line), and what the special extra notes meant.
Every now and then Eddie Winslow popped over to give us guidance whilst munching on yet another gel carefully selected from the back of his car that looked like it contained the entire contents of a gel distribution depot.  Our honey sandwiches somehow seemed inadequate.................

Still, we’d devised a route - stay on the roads as much as possible, avoid going up paths - only ride down them, and don’t waste too much energy early on.

Checkpoint 10 was chosen as our first goal, and we had a rough plan for after that.  We watched as everyone flooded out of the field and turned right, but we resolutely stuck to our decision (check 10 was left) as it had the added bonus that it gave us the opportunity to visit the loos at the visitor centre en route..............

An eternity later, having scaled the North face of the Eiger we had our first dib, and I resigned myself to the fact that of the 21 available gears on my bike, the reality was that at most 2 would ever be used.  This is a timed race, with stiff penalties being meted out for late returners.  It was at this point that we realised that we had absolutely no idea what time we had set off, and more to the point neither of us was wearing a watch.................Ah well.

We carried on through mud, puddles/lakes, tussocks, gravel, the slipperiest limestone paving that you have ever encountered, cows that looked like giant pandas, highland cattle that look quite cute on a Constable painting but are massive up close and personal when the choice is either career into said cow or negotiate a tiny bit of path at the speed of light - I chose closing my eyes as the only sensible solution -, but it was unbelievably exhilarating.  When running, you are generally in control of what you are doing.  On a bike at (relative) speed, the smallest pebble can throw you off course, potentially hurtling you to impending doom, or to your death, gored unceremoniously on a fluffy bovine.

We dibbed check 2.  Now, we had no idea what we were doing, but it had become quite obvious that we were definitely at this point going against the flow of traffic.  It was also apparent that we had gone a very long way, but actually not picked up many points.  Perhaps we should have turned right at the beginning........................A plan is a plan and we continued.

Light relief came in the form of Helena somersaulting her handle bars and landing face down in a huge lake of mud - much to the amusement of a group of 20 or so fully paid-up members of the SAGA walking society, and the comments we received thereon about the state of the pair of us (I believe we set out wearing red coats, but at transition we were no more than 2 brown blobs).
We got through the low points of losing all feeling in any extremity that wasn’t actually torso, and were fuelled to transition by sandwiches and encouraging words from Helena.

I have to say, stripping away 2 tonnes of mud-laden clothing, a quick coffee and a nutri-grain bar should have enthused me for the run.  But it didn’t.  Helena proposed a running route that I thought was ridiculous, given that we had (or so I thought ) agreed to valiantly run to the nearest dib and saunter back for a leisurely pint in the pub that loomed tantalisingly near.

We set off and the first check point arrived.  Unbelievable!  Helena pointed out that we were now on the running map, and so at a much more detailed scale, and one square was actually about 1/2k instead of 1 mile (or whatever), the sun came out, as did the jelly babies, all was well, I was going to live after all.
I actually enjoyed the run, we picked up loads of points, and even nearly sprinted into the finish - well, we still had no idea if we were going to make it or incur penalty points.......................

We’d made it.  We’d navigated successfully, never once getting lost, we didn’t need to use the emergency blanket, spare inner tube, or any of the first aid kit.  We’d had a laugh, been laughed at, seen a lot of mud and mist, and had one of the best days in a long time.  Brilliant.
And - to cap it all - we finished 9th!!!!!!
