
Adidas Thunder Run 2011 (TR24).

The Adidas Thunder Run, herein referred to as the TR24, is a 24hr endurance race run over the rolling hills of the Catton Park estate, just North (ish) of Birmingham.

8 intrepid athletes set out one Friday morning to pit their wits against all that the weather, the terrain, the competition and the bogey men could throw at them.  Once more into the woods dear friends....

Now I know that we all seem to take our running half-heartedly but this had been a project months in the making.  We had written endless lists, had countless discussions over team names, T-shirt logo’s, feeding strategies, which random friends were allowed to attend, commandeered enough canvas and inflatable bedding to kit out an entire army, obtained sponsorship from our favourite local butcher Mr Lishman, stolen Jet2’s back-up generator, transported a complete larder fridge to keep our sausages cold and a chiminea to keep us warm, and generally organised ourselves to within an inch of our lives; we even had lap-tops to make sure that the running schedule so ably developed and colour coded by Martin could be up-dated should we get giddy and run too fast, or, the worst should happen and Emma’s fears that the bogey man would get her in Murder Woods (it’s actually called that on the route map!!) became a reality rather than fiction.  Oh, and a couple of us banged out some top and trail training runs.......

We arrived at the estate where scout Paul S had reserved us some quality pitches.  5 1/2 hours later all the tents were erected, all pegs inserted at the regimented 37 degree angle (as Martin pointed out Birmingham had a history of hurricanes) and we had burnt out the first generator blowing up the most ridiculous bouncey castle sized bed anyone had ever seen.  Base camp was complete.  Then the O’looneys arrived so we spread out some more....

We went to register, investigate our goody bags (very good quality) then set off on an amble around the course.  Half a kilometer in I was dismayed to encounter the first of what turned out to be many, many hills.  The route profile in the pack didn’t look too daunting but this was proper up and down, rough up and down, tree-rootey up and down, and my particular favourite the wiggle through the deepest darkest part of the woods that was laid out with so much tape it did look like a police crime scene (yep - Murder Woods.......).

We gave up on the recce and decided that it was probably best if we didn’t actually know what was to come.......

Tea, a little bit of amusement with some chinese lanterns and out new best campfire game Mattyroo and it was off to bed.

Race day arrived, punctuated with the arrival of Jet2 Andrew and back-up generator, minus oil.  Martin and I scoured the camp, making many new friends along the way, but had to send a distress signal to Annabel and random friend to pick up some 2-stroke oil en-route.  We’d brought that bloody fridge all the way we were determined to get some use out of it!! 

Then the witching hour came.  Matt, fresh from a good night sleep having missed the entire game of Mattyroo, took to the start and we lined the route to cheer him on.  At this point I think it prudent to point out that the temperature had soared to (apparently) 30C, no wind.  No chance of a hurricane, we were more likely to encounter a Saharan sand-storm.  No Martin, next year we cannot fit the camel in the back of Matthews car......

The course is fantastic for spectating, you see the runners off, see them back at 2K, then they disappear for a bit, but a short stroll past the dead tree brings you to 6K, then 8K onwards they’re running thro the campsite.  Brilliant.  If you’re spectating.  Not so brilliant of you’re running and just need to hide.....  A big mention to the O’Looney girls here who cheered tirelessly all through the day and waved flags and brought water and did everything a good support crew should do.

Matt got us off to a good start, he was only beaten by a few girls........

Then Martin, then metronome Paul, speedy Andrew, Emma jumped the queue thinking it best to run her first leg in the daylight, then Nick, then me, then Abi.  We’d all done one.  It was hard, the heat was impenetrable, even towards the six hour mark, but during this first set of legs we’d worked out an infallible handover strategy which kept us going to the end.  It was strange, I thought we’d have a big gap of inactivity, but everyone is so involved in going to cheer everyone on that you don’t seem to sit still for a minute. (Unless you’re random friend........)

The legs continued, everyone doing way better than we’d predicted, the schedule was shot to pieces.  We even added extra legs in.

Then came the night (oh, by this time about 40000 sausages had been cooked).  I was so nervous about running in the dark I had to be distracted my torchlight scrabble.  Emma disappeared to her doom but miraculously came back to hand over to me.  

Obviously I’m writing this so can only give my perspective but it was the best experience - ever.  Setting off in the dark when you really should be asleep, running through woods that were lined all the way by glo-sticks, sharing everyone elses head-torch light, that surreal feeling that you’re running wearing a diving mask, just brilliant.  There’s a bit of the course where you are looking down, not only on the dimmed lights of the campsite but also a trail of head torches streaming away in front of you - it was amazing.  I got back to camp and wanted to do it all again.

We had a few minor glitches, had to re-order the schedule, only Emma remembered to eat, I decided to just stay up - it was way too exciting to sleep, and then it was dawn.

This was hard, everyone was tired, nobody had actually got any sleep, and there was still 6 hours to go.  We’d predicted that we’d do 24 laps, but were so far ahead that we were looking at 27.  Emma ran an extra one, I jumped the queue, it was down to Abi to do a good leg so that we could set our last man off before the 24hrs was up.  Abi stormed it, Nick stepped up and set off in the blazing heat of the Sunday.

We were going to do 27.  Way above our expectations.

We waited for Nick to come in and tried to run across the line as one inglorious group.  We sort of did.

And then it was over.  We’d finished.  I couldn’t quite believe that we’d achieved it.  A man on the course at all times, nobody injured, nobody murdered, and we won a spot prize.

We finished a very respectable 47th out of 147.  We beat the RAF.  We beat the team sponsored by Adidas.  We beat all our camp neighbours.

But it was never about the position.  We wanted to go out and prove that we could do it, stay the distance, do the time. 

And have fun.

We certainly did that.

Next year we’ll be 46th..........  


