Becoming the 2016 National 12 h TT Champion – including the journey towards it and lessons
learned
A week ago I was cycling along the A40 in
Wales, 90 minutes from being allowed to
finish the race and I think I was in quite good
spirits at that point, with the end in sight.
Quite a few words and different race reports
have been written since, but I feel one with
the ‘leading up’ and the ‘lessons learned’ is
still missing – maybe just for myself, but
maybe it might help others who go on a
similar quest?

The idea of doing a 12 was in my mind for a long time, but until joining BtB I lacked this last bit of
motivation, which turned out to be the opportunity to go for a National Team Medal. I never
considered an individual medal, least of all gold. I signed up early and told many people about it,
just to make sure that I am committed. Goals? I jokingly said that I wanted to beat Geoff’s mileage,
and would have been over the moon if I could beat Robert’s mileage – but that felt way out of
range. Malcom Firth’s website placed be around 240-250 miles finishing distance, based on the
result from last year’s 100 m Nationals held on the ‘same’ course. Wow – I liked that.
Running up to the event I did many of my ‘mad’ turbo sessions, the longest being over 4 h. If you
never watch telly unless you are on the turbo it can actually be a reward J It also allowed for
testing different foods when riding a power similar to the 12 – and believe me, I found out about
plenty of things my stomach does not get on with. Since my road confidence is still a bit affected
after last year’s crash I also made sure to get plenty of road miles in - mostly on the TT bike. A trip
to Sheffield sounded perfect, coming back the following day. 120 miles each way, along such lovely
roads as the A5 and A6 – what better can one do over a long bank holiday weekend. Thanks a lot to
Chris for her company, and for getting me through Derby alive. Next time I will take a longer route
to avoid that place … The longest ride was actually doing a sportive with friends – including riding
out the 53 miles to the sportive, and back home afterward. This ride did teach me that even though
I thought I had a high caffeine tolerance, actually if the body is exhausted, I do not. I found myself
without caffeine-free gels a long way from home, and needed to survive on Simnel cake – my secret
training weapon. I still believe that all those long rides have helped, going through the pains and
aches, and the phases of ‘why am I doing this?’ ‘I want to be home’ etc. Whenever work was tight it
had to be the turbo again – it is just more effective.

Because I had three weeks of racing at stupidly early times I shifted my rhythm and routinely got up
at 5 am (or even 4 am before the E2/100). This helped to be able to actually have breakfast at this
time, and most importantly to be able to fall asleep very early on the night before the race, and get
some sleep. I also had the lucky situation to be able to take the Fridays before the races off, so for
once I had enough sleep for all of them. And all of that resulted in power PBs at the National 50, the
E2/100 – which also got me on the All Times Fastest list with 4:04:26. But most importantly those
races did boost my confidence that I can do the 12 h in a good time.
Many thanks have to go to Andrea and Mike, who gave me lots of advice on the course and actually
rode the unknown parts of the course with me a few weeks before the event. I realised then that it
will be a fast course, as we did 20 mph without trying too hard. And it was great to see both of
them along the course – TT riders are such a friendly and helpful group of people!
Most of the event planning of what I called ‘A cycling holiday in Wales’ was done in the Talbot Inn,
on days off training. With two people who like to be over prepared we made sure that we were and
almost overloaded the truck J
One spare TT bikes with fast carbon wheels or
aluminium rims in case of bad weather (I clearly
considered the 6 h of rain good weather as I did
not change to the bad weather bike …), one
road bike in case I couldn’t hold the position any
longer. A second kit, 3 spare helmets, half a
pharmacy (including immodium, gaviston,
ibuprofen, ibuprofen gel, deep heat gel and cool
gel …), half a supermarket with all the food I
thought either I might want to eat, or my
supporters might want to eat, tons of gels,
protein shakes etc … I figured that I would be
happy when getting on ‘The List’ with over 240 miles, but Geoff loves numbers and records and got
carried away with looking up all records I could get. So many between 240 and 250 miles?
Honestly? Because I liked it simple I just remembered that if I do 21 mph, I beat them all …
More planning was done on the drive from Milton Keynes to Ragnar, but there were still many
unknowns. I didn’t know what I wanted to eat, apart from the basic gels and protein shake. Almond
butter bacon sandwiches worked well in training, so they were on the plan. As were many other
things … Sorting the car after getting to the accommodation made it look more like a support
vehicle, and a superb meal (the all-important protein loading before a race with a lot of Welsh
lamb) finished the day. Despite a 7 am start the night was way too short with the HQ being at the
opposite end of the course to out accommodation. It was a somewhat relaxed atmosphere at the
HQ, and at the start. No proper warm-up needed and so many supporters – it was nice. But I was
already in my own little world, not realising much around me.

Looking forward to a cycling tour in Wales in the
morning, and going for the win about 11 hours later,
actually just a couple of miles down the road from
start …

the

Only when reading Geoff’s report on the race I realised how tantalising it must have been for the
supporters who timed myself and Crystal, with the gap closing, widening, closing and staying in a
range that could go either way pretty much until the final hour. I guess it is good that I had no idea
about it. I told myself over and over again all I can do is keep to my own pacing, eat and drink
enough, push through tough parts (mostly frustrating headwinds), and just do the best I can. I
thought we had arranged that I only get an update if it looks as if I could change my position with a
bit of more effort, but without blowing up. I now know that I managed to increase my average
power substantially over the last hour – so the pacing strategy has worked well. And I actually
never had enough time to hear about the competition – I rode off as soon as I was refilled, not
waiting a second more than necessary.
In my world no solid food worked. I tried one of the beloved almond butter – bacon sandwiches,
but it was too difficult to eat and was sitting in my stomach. So the next order to the supporters
was ‘no solid food’ – we didn’t really have much more time at the pitstops, despite properly
stopping each lap to refill the Speedfill bottle. Admittedly some stops were longer – but that was
because we were fighting the skinsuit’s zip, after my over-generosity with Sudokrem … I am really
glad to get on with the OTE gels, even after eating about 20 of them. Food is a personal thing, and I
am sure I will bring solid food again if I do another 12, but it will be plan B in case my body reacts
different on that day.
Hearing Geoff saying ‘Go for the win’ when I passed my
supporters the last time brought tears to my eyes. Actually
having people cheering me on along the way was great – it
really is a different atmosphere and a very nice one. Many
thanks to all the supporters, marshalls and organisers for
making it a great event. And to Burti and Geoff for motivating
and supporting me, and for somehow getting me off that bike
in one piece after the legs stopped functioning shortly after
this picture was taken …

Waiting at the HQ for the final results took ages, and I must have annoyed Geoff who carefully
timed myself and Crystal and was sure that there is about a mile between us. Which also agreed
with our own Garmin readings. Still - I just wanted to see the results black on white.
It was fabulous that our waiting was
rewarded by Lynne and myself getting our
VTTA medals – something to make it real and
get photographic evidence. It wasn’t until the
following day that I realised that I also got
bronze for the Overall Vet’s on Standard. And
hopefully next year we have a whole team
without unfortunate people falling ill in the
run-up to the event!
Gold and silver winners for the women’s Vet’s
on standard: Katje Rietdorf and Lynne
Biddulph.

So: What have I learned, will do same or different?
-

-

I think the long rides on the TT bike were really useful to be able to keep the position
Moving the shoulders and stretching the neck muscles at every roundabout definitely
helped
Having enough sleep before an important race is great
I can live on a mixture of maybe 1/3 caffeine, 2/3 non caffeine gels plus protein shakes until
about 8-9 h into the ride.
Re-application of chamois cream needs improving, and depending on the course I could go
for longer without stopping. Then again, knowing the location of my supporters was good
for my peace of mind. But the support stops could be planned more strategically, rather
than the ‘that worked well for last year’s 100, so let’s stick to the plan’. Then again, I wanted
to stop every time I saw them, so it was a good arrangement.
Arrange a plan B in case you miss a feed. Seeing Burti and Geoff only 10 miles after we had
arranged was a bit confusing
Talking more about how to do and maybe practising the feed stops – we are only talking
about seconds to gain, but I think Burti and Geoff were surprised how quickly I was off again
on the first couple of stops. Then again, I wasn’t fully sure how it will develop over time …
Have a good mental playlist …

