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Multi-day races aren’t as popular in running as they are in cycling.
Why not? Are we just not as tough as our two-wheeled friends?
David Bradford reflects on a stage race experience of his own, and
weighs up the allure versus the agony of contests with several parts
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y running schedule was disrupted by an unforeseen

distraction this summer. For the first three weeks

inJuly, I was held captive at my PC monitor by live

streaming of the Tour de France. The pleasure

derived from watching riders putting themselves
through ever-worsening agony, day in day out, felt almost
voyeuristic, but | couldn’t stop. | was gripped. It was while wincing
through stage 18, as the riders tackled their third 2,000m-plus
climb of the day, that a treacherous thought struck me: aren't
running races a bit too easy, compared to this?

It was an impulsive, ill-thought-out idea but it formed the basis of
amore sensible question: why don't runners do more stage races?
By ‘stages’ | don't mean relay sections, but races that comprise
multiple runs over several days. These events level the playing field,
reducing the advantages usually held by specialists, speed demons
and so-called ‘flat-track bullies’ - runners whose dominance hinges
on their natural speed. To succeed in a stage race, you need less
glamorous attributes: determination, physical durability and a
willingness to suffer when your legs say they've had enough. In
other words, stage races favour graceless, dogged plodders like me!

It was with this knowledge in mind that | signed up to take partin
the Cyprus International Four-Day Challenge. This event, as its name
suggests, takes place in Cyprus over four days, and comprises four
stages: a 6k time-trial, 11k hill run, a half marathon and a 10k road
race. | travelled with a gang of five runners from my local club Lewes
AC; we selected our four fastest men to compete in the team category
and - to cut along story short - we took home the winners' trophy.
Better still, | won the individual contest. | admit, then, that part of the

@

reason | love stage races is because | went to Cyprus, notched up arare
victory and bagged the enviable top prize - gratis accommodation and
flights to return for a week’s holiday. OK, I'm biased, but hear me out...

The reason | so enjoyed the Cyprus Challenge was not just because |
found myself, inexplicably, running at the front. | honestly believe that
stage races offer an extra special kind of challenge. Just to clarify: | do
not intend to talk about ultra-distance stage races here. 'm sure ultras
are worthy of more attention too, but they require a specific kind of
training and attract a special kind of gnarled, mileage-proof runner.
The races | want to focus on are stage races involving regular-distance
events (i.e. less than 20 miles per day). So, what's appealing about
running one race, then having to get up the next day and run another,
even tougher one on race-weary legs that are crying out, "Hang on,
we did this yesterday! Isn't today meant to be a rest day?”

PERFORMANCE MATTERS

It won't surprise you to learn that you can’t smash PBs day after day.
A single bout of race-level exertion requires at least two days' rest
to fully recover. In fact, the advice often proffered after a marathon,
that it takes one day of rest per mile raced to recover, roughly applies
to shorter races too. If you run a flat-out 10k, your body won't be fully
refreshed until about a week afterwards. You might deduce that this
amounts to a grim forecast for anyone taking part in a multi-stage
race: an increasingly painful struggle with diminishing returns. But
bear in mind that your rivals are all facing the same difficulty, and
therein lies an opportunity to carve out a strategic advantage.

In a stage race, there is greater scope for employing tactics, for
being a canny tortoise amid hasty hares. In an event such asthe
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Cyprus Challenge, where each day's racing is very different, it makes
sense to put in maximum effort on the stages that play to your
particular strengths, while ‘limiting damage’ in the ones that don't.
Having sweated it out in the 6k time-trial and put myself through hell

on the 11k hill run - yes, nigh-on seven miles, uphill all the way - my SIX OF THE BEST STAGE RACES

small but significant overall lead was such that | knew | didn't need

to ‘attack’ in the following day’s half-marathon. | played it safe, made around Ramsey; the Foxdale
sure my closest rival didn’t get too far ahead, and sacrificed the stage 6, a six-mile hilly road race;
win without feeling too upset. This strategic element is an added Where? Paphos, Cyprus and the Peel Heritage
feature of stage races, and favours those who are best able to pace When? Late-November Gl T s sl

off-road race.

themselves - picking when to hold back and when to press ahead. What? Four races over four
days: a 6k time-trial; an 11k www.westernac.org
PHYS I CAI. I.I M ITS hill run; a mixed-terrain half-

Of course, running will never be as tactical or self-sacrificing as marathon; and a flat, fast 10k

cycling, nor would we want it to be. In the 2011 Tour de France, we on the roads of Paphos.

saw riders slaughtering themselves over 21 days of riding, covering www.cypruschallenge.com v o002 Maita
3,430km, including 21,125 vertical metres-worth of classified climbs
- all without the remotest hope of personal glory, except for the few
riders handpicked by their teams as the men to protect and assist. Why Where? Isle of Wight, UK
isitthat runners, unl[ke cycllsts., find it |mpo§5|b|e to keep racing day When? Mid-September
after day? Nick Tiller is an exercise physiologist who has competed in
arguably the toughest stage race of them all, the Marathon des Sables

When? Late-November
What: Three races over
three days, totalling
marathon distance: 11k, 6k
What? Three fell races over and 25k. All of the races

/ ’ . . . . three days: the Boniface take place on road courses.
(www.nicksdesertrun.com). “The biggest issue is mechanical stress Fell, a three-mile race with marathon
on the muscles and joints - far greater in running than in cycling,” says 775t of ascent; the Ventnor chall.en emalta.com
Tiller. “The stress of the impact forces being absorbed by the lower Horseshoe, a seven-mile race g ’

limbs is the deal-breaker that ultimately causes you to slow down.” with 1,500ft of ascent; and
Stage race organisers are evidently sadists, because the courses the Wroxall Round, a 13-mile
they set are often deliberately pain-inducing. In the Cyprus race with 15,001t of ascent. Where? Guernsey

Challenge, for instance, the half-marathon, which is the third race www.rhydeharriers.co.uk  When? Easter

of the four, begins at an altitude of 300m, climbs to 600m, and then What? Four races over four
descends on a steep, unforgiving concrete road all the way down days: a 10k road race; a

to sea-level. And, according to Tiller, “it's the downhill running that 4.75-mile cross-country

causes the greatest muscle damage, through eccentric loading race; a four by two-mile
on the tendons and muscles. . Durlng this egcentrlc loading, your Where? Lanzarote cross-country relay; and a
muscles elongate under tension, doing their best to decelerate the When? Late-November half-marathon on a flat, fast
movement of joints (i.e. to slow down and absorb the impact forces ’ road course.
from your feet and legs).” LA TS www.guernsey
It may be wise to hold back slightly on downhill sections, :i:gz:;tgfaﬁi?dra:zi}:k athletics.org.gg

particularly in a stage race; if not, the damage done to your muscles 5k beach race: an?i 3 mi;ced—
will catch up with you. “Mechanical stress can cause delayed onset P half-me;rathon.
muscle soreness (DOJWS), w.hlch.reac‘t‘wesllts stiff, sore peak 24-48 . clublasanta.co.uk Where? Pic St Loup,
hours after exercise,” explains Tiller, “This occurs when you stress .

. . . ; . Montpellier, France
the muscles to the point of introducing micro-tears in the muscle When? Late-Octob
fibres, and the resultant scarring causes soreness, stiffness and a en: Late-Lclober

reduced range of motion. It takes a few days of rest to resolve - but What? Three races over

we don't have such a luxury in multi-day racing.” Where? Ramsey, Isle of Man  three days, designed to
When? Mid-August appeal to wine-lovers: a 5k

DAMAGE LIMITATION What? Five races over six trail run through a vineyard;

The runners who do well in multi-day events are the ones who are days: Isle of Man marathon 3 16km trail run followed
best able to recover and keep putting in optimal performances. Of or half-marathon (NRW may by ‘.’me.yard T
course, the fitter you are, the more resilient your body, so the less choose either category); :?Sltfmg' anﬁ a mixed-terrain
‘damage’ you will have to recover from - prevention is better than four-mile Peel Hill run; a alt-marathon.

cure. Even so, there are steps you can take to help your body repair MBS Ry HELRRelEes U R

itself in between stages. When you finish one race, treat the next

The start of the 10k in the Cyprus Challenge
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14 hours or so (before the next race) as a critical recovery stage,
doing everything you can to replace fluids, cram in useful calories,
and reduce joint inflammation and muscle soreness.

Keep your thirst quenched at all times, because even a small
drop in hydration may equate to a fall in blood volume, making it
harder for your cardiovascular system to transport oxygen to your
muscles - not good news for your running. For the same reason,
don't over-indulge in alcoholic drinks during the evenings. Too
much alcohol not only leads to dehydration but also disrupts sleep.
Proper recovery demands quality kipping; an uninterrupted seven to
eight hours is ideal for most people. Despite the temptation of the
inexpensive local wine in Cyprus, we did our best to limit ourselves
to a glass or two each night - tactically holding back until after the
event had finished - and kept to our normal sleeping routines.

NUTRITION ADVICE

You will need to eat more than normal over the course of a multi-
day event, to prevent your body's glycogen stores from running low.
If you run short on glycogen, your blood glucose level will fall, you'll
feel tired and will ultimately 'hit the wall'. Carbohydrate intake is
crucial for energy. In each race, you will burn approximately 1kcal
per kilo of bodyweight per kilometre. So, after the half marathon in
the Cyprus Challenge, | needed to find an extra 1,500kcal, on top
of my usual daily requirement. Thank goodness for sweet, doughy
Cypriot desserts, especially my favourite: kataifi - a syrup-drenched
roll of shredded pastry. Feasting on carb-rich fodder is useful (and fun),
but overindulging is best avoided, as it may cause stomach trouble
in the next day's race, and carbs should be combined with protein.
“Grazing - eating little and often - is recommended to avoid
overloading the gut and to maximise calorie intake,” advises
Tiller. “"Aim to consume a mixture of carbohydrate, protein and fat,
because they're all required in the body for different purposes.
Most important are complex carbs to replace glycogen lost during
the day, and protein for muscle repair.”

RESTIS VITAL

If you're racing in a foreign country, you may be tempted to go walking
or sightseeing during ‘free time' between stages, but additional load-
bearing exercise is best avoided. If you want to run at your best, you
need proper rest, which means getting the weight off your feet and
conserving energy. Our beachside venue in Cyprus provided an ideal
recovery zone; we were able spend our post-race afternoons relaxing
on sunbeds and taking recuperative dips in the sea.

"Swimming or hydrotherapy exercise is great,” confirms Tiller.
“The water pressure induces vascular (blood vessel) compression
which aids recovery by stimulating blood-flow, which helps remove
waste products and muscle debris.”

The right preparation, nutrition and recovery are important, but they
don't guarantee you'll get to the end of a stage race having done your
absolute best. Why not? Because multi-day events demand something
extra: not just the willingness to keep going one day after another, but
the determination to turn difficulty to your favour. After the first day,
you can forget about tapering and race-freshness; you will develop
aches, muscle stiffness and fatigue. You will need the never-say-die
work ethic of a Tour de France cyclist, thinking beyond the present day's
exertion and coaxing your body into doing more than you ever realised
it could. “In multi-day events, the psychological factor is especially
significant,” says Tiller. “We have to break free from the limitations
we'd previously imposed on our performances - if you thought a half-
marathon was tough, for instance, you'll need to overcome a mental
barrier to believe you can race on several consecutive days.”

According to Tiller, we are natural born multi-day survivors: “We
haven't changed a great deal, genetically, since our ancestors were
hunting and gathering for their food, on foot across the plains of Africa,
which they did every day to survive. Our bodies are designed to sustain
prolonged activity, and that's why, given the right attitude and training,
anybody is capable of taking on a gruelling, multi-stage event.”

If your preparation is right and your mind is willing, your body will
almost always obey and endure. You're just an entry form away...

JOHN LOWDEN: ‘I LOVE THE BANTER’

Stage-racing veteran John Lowden, 55, has competed in the Cyprus Challenge and the Isle of Wight Fell Series,
where he still holds the V40 record on stage one, St Boniface Fell (17.58, 2003)

What’s special about stage races?
“There always seems to be a good
atmosphere and a real buzz around
these events. Even if you have a poor
race, you can still try to improve in the
next one — even a small improvement is
satisfying. Each stage is different, so it’s
not necessarily the same guy who wins
each stage, which adds to the intrigue. I
also enjoy the banter with other runners
I've never met before... I tell them I

was only taking it easy, holding back for
the next stage!”

Any advice for people considering a
multi-day event? “The most difficult part is
deciding how hard to run each stage and
how much to ‘leave in the tank’ for the next
stage. From my experience, I have had my
best results when running each stage at
approximately 99 per cent of normal race
pace. Whenever I've tried to hold more
back for the next stage, it hasn’t helped.”

How tough have you found stage races?
“I reckon the Isle of Wight Fell Series is
harder than any marathon I've done — all
three races involve a really steep climb

and then a steep descent back to the
town. After racing on Saturday morning
and Saturday afternoon, you can hardly
even walk when you get up on Sunday
morning, yet we still all force ourselves to
run a 13-mile fell race.”

How do you fare as an older runner?

“I guess stage races favour the younger
chaps, as older runners need more
recovery - hence my appalling 39 minute
10k at Paphos [in the Cyprus Challenge,
2010]! Nonetheless, I'm looking forward
to doing more of them.”

What betterway:
recover from a stage
than a dip in the sea!
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