Dirt Works 100km Classic

Sunday 10th April 2005

St Albans, NSW
The race was three big cloverleaf  loops- each with a big climb to the top of a range, traversing a ridgeline, then down onto a dirt road to the transition area twice followed by the final finishing back in St Albans at the pub. Loop 1 was excellent- a very misty morning, nice and cool. I went out with the fast bunch and we rode the flat dirt to the first climb like a peleton- jostling for position, shutting down breakaways and engaging in the usual race-nerves banter such as are we there yet? Someone tell that guy he still got 99km to go! Etc. Then we crossed a creek, hit a big sand stretch and the climbing began. That was the last I saw of the big boys (Saul Britten, Paul Rowney et al) as the group quickly separated out into a long suffering line of bikers going up and up and up. Hitting the ridge on loop 1 was awesome, and that was when I started to smile for the first time as the road flattened out the speed increased and we hammered along, surrounded by mist and fog, with the trees and shrubs alongside festooned with huge spider webs hung with dew, with big orb weavers sitting in the middle of them waiting for their breakfast. Whenever the road went down, it was water bar city- this was to become a familiar theme for the duration of the race- struggle up then hammer down, with opportunities to get some air every 10 metres or so (Wheee!). My newish bike, a Scott Genius MC50, came into its own here- locked out and climbing, then flick it across for the full 5 inches and go nuts!

The descent on loop one was a pretty full on technical single track- parts of it were unrideable, but most of it doable with confidence and commitment. Unfortunately by the time I got there it was a long line of less keen people walking it so I didn’t get to ride a lot of it.  A few kilometres of dirt road in the valley got me to transition for the first time- 27k done. I refilled my water, got some food out and took off again for loop 2 feeling pretty good.

Loop 2 started as another flat dirt road to the next climb. We turned off the road and went through a big plantation of birch. These were common around here- the story goes that they were planted to make matches, but were infested with some kind of borer that made them useless, so they’re still there, looking mighty pretty and providing shady places to hammer on a mountain bike.

The climbing this time was tougher than loop 1, being longer and steeper (I think?), and the ridge tended upwards as well, so it seemed like a long long time before I passed the emergency water supply that marked the peak of the climbing. I was still full of beans at this stage, so the stretches of eroded sandstone provided a lot of opportunity for drop-offs and fast flowing technical riding as I tried to maintain some speed. As the race progressed we got more and more spread out, so by this time I was spending a lot of time on my own, although still catching riders, and being passed by faster guys than I. The ridge seemed to go on forever on this loop, rising and falling but never proving too difficult. Sometime before the descent however, my right inner thigh gave a twang and cramped, then the left one went a few seconds later. It only lasted a few seconds, but it was a harbinger of things to come...
The descent on loop 2 was long, steep and fast. FAST!! Once again the Scott proved itself as I belted down a rough as guts fire trial littered with rocks, holes and drop offs. It was a wicked descent past huge boulders covered in moss, and great ancient trees. There were probably birds too, but all I could hear was the pounding and slamming of the bike, the wind in my ears and my own heavy breathing. Did I mention fast?

Back on to the road in the valley, and a few kilometres of flat dirt work back to transition for the last time with another 28km down, and 39km to go. This time my mate Luke was in transition and gave me some encouragement. He reckoned I was in the top 40 or so. With the sun coming out, I filled the camelback and the water bottle full and got out the Energy gels and Power Bars. At this point I suspected I was in trouble because although I didn’t feel too bad my legs were tired and I had guessed that I had stuffed up the salt/electrolyte bit since the cramp back on the ridge. There was a big climb in front of me and I still had almost 40km to go, and the heat was starting to build.

Kicking out to the last climb felt OK, but a little weary. Then I hit the climb. I was off the bike before too long, and doing the 'Hillary step'- a technique my mountain climbing friend showed me of putting you feet flat on the ground, taking your time and using features of the terrain to try and keep your feet level. It seems slow, but you use a lot less energy, and I knew I had to be careful now.

Thus began the hardest bit of riding I have ever done. After the initial steep climb, the ridge tended upwards, with the odd respite of down soon followed by more up. I found myself really starting to hurt as the legs cramped on and off. I fell into pace with a few guys along the way- chatting to them made the progress easier, but the cramps got worse, and I found myself getting off the bike and walking up more and more hills. More and more riders began to pass me and I stopped catching anyone. People I had passed a long time ago now reappeared from behind and disappeared into the distance, which just added to my frustration. At this point there was a lot of sand and steep hills, which just killed me. Not finishing wasn’t an option so I knew I had to just keep going, but I had found the limit of my 
endurance- I was in constant pain and occasionally thought I was going to pass out, vomit, or both.

Funnily enough, I started thinking about a design problem I was grappling with at work (I’m a design engineer when I’m not riding a bike). I fell into some sort of reverie where my legs kept turning but my brain was elsewhere. I only realised this when I snapped out of it and couldn’t really recall the last 10 minutes or so (I think it was around 10 minutes- could have been 5, could have been 45). I often think about riding at work, but work when I’m out riding? This was new territory!

The good thing I have realised about enduro riding is that if you don’t stop, there is eventually an end. Eventually, the up and down became down and then turned into the mother of all water bar descents! What can be said about disc brakes that haven’t already been said? I was absolutely stuffed, cramping and filthy; going own a ridiculously steep, jump laden fire trail, and containing the whole circus with one finger on each brake!

I though I could make some time up on the down since no leg effort was required, 
so I had a fair bit of speed on when I came to the last stretch of descent with the last few jumps. There was a guy at the bottom with a video camera, and when he saw me come into view hitting the water bars and getting air, he raised it to his shoulder and started tracking. He was standing behind the last one, which was bigger than the others, and I thought what the hell. I eased off the brakes and let the speed build up, lined it up and boomba! There I was, flying through the air for the last time that day, higher and further than I think I’ve ever jumped! I landed it perfectly (yay Scott, again!!) and the momentum took me off the fire trail, past the marshals and onto the dirt road back to transition. Someone yelled out '10 to go', and I rolled out of there with the biggest grin on my face, and settled down to 
punch out the last ten.

I found a good steady rhythm on the flat and did my best. 5 minutes later I passed another Marshall who also said '10 to go mate!' Jesus!! What have I just been doing? Pedalling on the spot for 5 minutes! Can’t you see I’m dying here?

As I cranked along the pain came back and I started to slow. It seemed like people were flying past me now and I didn’t have anything left to fight back with. A small hill at about 5 to go had me off the bike again with cramps in my inner thighs, quads and calves, but I knew I was going to make it!

When the last kilometre came into view I managed to rally and picked it up a bit. 
There were people cheering along the road, which was great! I could see my mate Luke under the start finish banner with his camera, grinning his head off. I 
rolled across the line and felt a huge surge of relief. I was really hurting but I felt great that I’d pulled it off.

Luke fetched the Gatorade from the Ute and I got that into me and started to 
feel better very quickly. I ate and drank plenty and generally recovered pretty well, apart from a severely chafed arse and a crook knee.

So anyway, a huge weekend, an awesome experience and the hardest thing I have ever done on a bike. I have learned something about keeping a body going over that distance, so come next year I’ll be that much better prepared.

By Gerard Rummery

