24 Hours in the Saddle

National 24 Hour Time Trial Championships. 24th July 2010 – Farndon, Cheshire

By Arthur Puckrin

After my first place finish in the World Quadruple Ironman Championships in November 2009, I was pleased to receive an invitation from Jorge Andonie to compete in the World Double Deca Ironman Championships in November 2010 in Mexico. When he informed me that only 3 people had ever managed to finish this event, well, how could I refuse?

This race is a 48 mile swim, 2,240 mile cycle and 524 mile run. Something to get your teeth into. This provided an immediate incentive to increase my training. I needed many more cycling miles. So once the weather improved at the end of April, my mileage increased drastically, I tried to do up to 400 miles per week. 

If I was to finish a Double Deca (20 x the Ironman distance) then I needed to complete the cycling in a good time to leave myself with plenty of time for the run, otherwise I would run out of time.

I was also reading a book, “The 24 Hour Story”, by John Taylor. This was the tale of the event from 1882 to the present day. When I read of the enormous distances which they used to ride on “Penny Farthing” bicycles with solid tyres and fixed gears, I was most impressed. I realised my ambitions were far too low. 

I could surely increase my planned daily millage by much more. I decided that I would enter the 2010 event and test myself against the best long distance cyclist in Britain. 

I went to Cheshire 2 days early so that I could have a drive over the course; the course consisted of 3 laps which were to be completed as many times as possible in the 24 hours. There was a long lap of 40 miles and two shorter laps of 13 miles. The course was “sporting” to say the least. Although there were no very steep hills, there were many “long steady uphill drags” which would slow us down. Also the road surface was very broken with sunken manholes and large cracks in the road which would be difficult to avoid at night and which could damage wheels or tyres. Also the traffic was heavy with many large Lorries with trailers, and the road narrow in places. Still, it was the same for everyone; I would do what I could. 

1pm on Saturday afternoon saw me on the start line. I felt tired, almost immediately, and after 20 minutes it started to rain. Just to get us in the mood. The road was wet, and so was I, but at least it was cool and encouraged us to keep moving. 16 miles saw us onto the large lap which had to be completed twice. I soon overtook the few starters in front of me, but 2 of the quicker men from behind overtook me. At least the rain had stopped and I soon warmed to my task. 

I was quickly onto the large 40 mile lap which had to be completed twice before we went onto the smaller “Quina Brook” circuit. I had decided to stop to eat after the second lap which took me to 95 miles. I was feeling quite good, riding easily and comfortable in the cool wind. I had 2 jam sandwiches and a cup of coffee, a bit of banana and changed my empty drink bottle. 

Now, I had 5 laps of the smaller circuit to complete before dark. The laps ended quickly, and then you were onto the next one, round and round. Although the surface was broken and rough, it was bearable. It was starting to get dark when I finished my final lap. A quick stop. More jam sandwiches, coffee, coke and chocolate bar.

As it was quite cold, I put on my leg warmers and long sleeved shirt. I had fitted 2 headlights to the bike and 4 rear lights. The roads were still busy with heavy traffic and I wanted to be seen quite clearly. I slowed down and rode easily in the dark. I rode another big lap and was now about 200 miles into my journey with just over 11 hours gone. However, disaster was not far away. As I approached the end of the lap I could feel myself falling asleep on the bike, this would be the end of my race at the very least.  I stopped at the end of the lap where all the support was situated on the roundabout at Prees Island. A friendly neighbour offered me a bed in his caravan, as I was by now “in extremis” I accepted and told Mary to wake me in 45 minutes. I could feel my heart pounding away and realised this was not doing me any good. I could not fall asleep, but at least I was having a rest. 

Mary woke me with a cup of coffee and another jam sandwich. I decided to ride another lap. Once on my way, I felt alright. The rest had revived me at least for a while. It was still dry, but dark and cold. Although there was a patch of light in the sky all night, it being nearly midsummer, it was not light enough to see by and I needed my headlights in the dark stretches. 

Another lap went by. I stopped at the end for a feed. Mary had erected the small tent, so I had a lie down for a while. Still, I could not sleep. So back on the bike for another lap. I hit a sunken pot hole quite hard and was fearful I had damaged my front wheel. However, it seemed to be all right, so on I went. I was still overtaking riders although my pace now seemed very slow, especially uphill. Daylight was breaking – 4am. I hoped I would feel better when it became light enough to see, but alas it made no difference. At least I made it to the end of the lap. Another stop for food and rest. At least the long laps were now over ad it was back onto the smaller “Quina Brook” circuit. The sun came up, but it did not feel much warmer. However, I removed my long sleeved shirt, but kept my leg warmers on. 

I did one lap, felt not so bad, then did another. I stopped for food and drink and a short rest. Now we had the long ride back to the finishing circuit. Most of it uphill and against the fresh wind. I doubted that I would make it. However, the sun was shining and the thought that there was only 2 hours to go encouraged me. I was surprised that I was still riding so well. I returned to the finishing circuit in a very short time. One lap of the circuit. I hoped this was the end, but Mary shouted “35 minutes” so reluctantly I started another. There were time keepers all around the circuit. You rode past the time keepers until your time was up and then the distance was calculated. I am still waiting for the official result, but I made it about 351 miles as I had almost finished the 2nd circuit when timekeeper 3 shouted “you can stop now” I rode to the finish and received a cheer from a large crowd of spectators. I didn’t feel too bad so I had a quick shower and a good feed of bacon, egg and chips whilst we waited for the official results. 

My 24 hours was over, I did not feel too bad once I had stopped. I thought I would have gone further, but on the day, I felt I had gone as far as it was possible for me to travel. Back to the hotel. We were staying with a team from Ireland who invited us to celebrate in the bar. Alas, I was already asleep. 

I would have to display my championship Medal from Veterans Time Trial Association at breakfast. 

Many thanks to the world’s best support crew – Mary, who kept me fed and watered and drove me onto and across the finish line. I could not have done it without her. Thanks also to BikeTraks for fitting my twin headlights which worked so well, to John Taylor for inspiration, and to John Williams and his team from the Mersey Road Club  for his brilliant organisation of this superb event. See you next year. 

“If you do have that almost constant feeling of dissatisfaction with everything, success may elude you.”  By Herb Elliott. Olympic 1500 meter champion, Rome 1960. 

