Helly Hansen
The weekend of 2nd April had finally arrived, the Helly Hansen adventure race in Grizedale Forest, Cumbria. Mel, Gemma and I decided to enter whilst still basking in the glow of our win at the Walsesby Whole Hog race at the end of 2010. Deciding to up the ante we entered the HH challenge run by trailplus, which involved 10k of running, 25k of mountain biking and kayaking. Several weeks, well days of training ensued with trips to Sherwood Pines to build confidence on the bikes, particularly for me as a novice cyclist.Gemma’s boyfriend Kyle was also kind enough to give us tuition in “an idiots guide to bike maintenance” and he had his work cut out!

Friday 1st April we all loaded up Mel’s van and headed off to the lakes with Jackie Robson on board as team physio/photographer/Mum. The first stop of the trip was a pub two miles from Mel’s house where carbo-loading was high on the agenda. The rest of the journey was very smooth and we arrived at Ambleside Backpackers at 10pm. There was another group of young lads staying at the hostel who were also competing in the HH who when they discovered that we had our own physio aka Jackie with us visibly paled and decided on an early night!

We had a fitful night sleep, partly due to nerves, partly our room being situated next to the bathroom which attracted a steady stream of people insisting on showering at midnight. We all woke up before the alarm went off and we were ready and waiting for breakfast at 7.30am. We all consumed a hearty breakfast to fuel our anticipated exertions.
As we left the hostel for Grizedale the sky was black and the heavens opened and by the time we reached the van we were soaked. We concluded that it was going to be a very wet day but hey ho skin is waterproof.

We arrived at the event in good time and were directed to the car park, well a field. 20 feet into the field the van got stuck in the mud, not a very good start to the day and we hoped it was not a bad omen. After some pushing and shoving we relocated to the pay and display car park at the visitors centre, at least we knew we would get out at the end of the day.

Registration followed and we were allocated Team number 2. By now the rain had eased and the weather looked like it was clearing, the atmosphere was really building and the hundreds of competitors were all loading their bikes into the transition area. There seemed to be a real mix of competitors, some serious with very serious looking bikes and full-face helmets and others in fancy dress although they were in the minority but it did give me some comfort that we may not be last.
We finally found out what the format of the race would be. It would start with a short run, 2km, then a full lap of the bike course, 25Km followed by a run up and down to Conniston water for the kayaking then a final run up and down to the finish with some obstacles thrown in for good measure.

Our team mascot/physio Jackie could then plan her route to enable her to get the best vantage point to get some great shots of us in action.

There was a slight delay to the start of the race by which time the weather had really brightened up. We were in the first wave of competitors to start and we started the run in high spirits. The first 2km was predominately uphill but we all stuck together and all reached our bikes at the same time. We all got kitted up for the bikes and were soon off on the second phase of the competition.

Again the start of the bike ride was predominantly uphill which soon sorted the cyclists from the non-cyclists with much clicking and clunking of gears and swearing. Mel and Gemma were very strong on the bikes with me bringing up the rear but I steadily ground up the hills and refused to get off and push as some resorted to. Mel and Gemma waited at the brow of the next hill to urge me on and we stuck well together as a team. Off they wizzed and I endeavoured to catch them.
As I turned the next corner I saw two bikes lying on the ground, one cyclist sat on the side of the track with another bent over them. Not being a confident cyclist my heart sank, and then sank even further when I saw the casualty was Mel. As I arrived she was “politely” informing a great big oaf wearing number 28 (you know who you are!) that he may have broken her leg. After much remonstrating on his part and without an apology he rode on.

As hundreds of cyclists flew by and no marshals or assistance in sight I decided to run back to the last cross roads approximately 2 miles back up the track. I did get some funny looks running against the flow of cyclists in my helmet. (I decided not to take the bike as thought it would be more dangerous to cycle against the flow.)

After probably the fastest 2 miles of my life I found what I thought was a marshal but no, he was a photographer and had no means of communication so he then ambled to the start to alert the medics. I ran back to Mel and Gemma to await medical assistance. Mel was clearly in a lot of pain but was very calm and Gemma and I did our best to keep her spirits up.

After what seemed like an age a medic arrived on a “quad ambulance” which was a new one on me. The young medic who initially examined Mel’s leg said it wasn’t broken and summoned a car to take her back to the start. Gemma and I walked the three bikes back along the course to the start against the second wave of competitors, again attracting some funny looks,  3 bikes, 2 people, you work it out!

The ambulance finally arrived and both Mel and I had a jolly ride to Barrow In Furness hospital. Gemma stayed at the event and tried to locate Jackie who had no idea what had happened and had the mobiles and the car keys.

After Jackie has seen the pink tu tued competitors pass she assumed that she had missed us and made her way back to the transition area where she was met by Gemma who explained what had happened. They both loaded the van with all the bikes and equipment and made their way to the hospital.

During the afternoon at the hospital Mel had several X-rays that confirmed what she already knew, that she had broken two bones in the bottom of her right leg. It was pulled back into alignment (thankfully the rest of us left the room at this point) and then set in a cast. Mel was then told she would have to have an operation the following morning to properly pin the leg. Despite the cast the Doctor helpfully drew an arrow on the leg to indicate which leg required operating on, I am not sure if this was reassuring or not!

At this point we stocked Mel up with trashy magazines and daffs acquired from the hospital grounds (Andy Ward was right they did lead me astray!) wished her good luck for the op and headed home.

We were all disappointed that we were unable to complete the race after we had looked forward to it for so long but I am sure that Mel being such a fit and determined person will come back fitter and stronger than ever.
Next year we will come back to win!!

Like your running Mel wishing you a speedy recovery.

Lots of love, Andrea, Gemma, Jackie and all at Clowne Road Runners.

