First Leisure League Cross Country (2010/11) – Chepstow, Sunday 7th November 2010. (Andrew)
Gwyn, Helen, Liz, Peter, Jim, Howard and Andrew.

Not quite a full team for either side – quite a stark contrast to the first race last year when we had ten men and five women, in fact.

In cold but sunny conditions we made our way to the area alongside the racecourse, where our friends from Chepstow usually conspire to prepare a ‘challenging’ course for us all.

This time around was no exception, with either 4 or 3 laps (dependent on your gender) of mostly undulating and sometimes spiralling topography. But mercifully no serious water hazards on this occasion.

Everyone ran well. Jim was ‘top ten’ as usual. Howard maintained his recent spell of good form to finish well, with Peter just behind. Helen was first Caerleon lady home, with Liz (on her first ever adult cross country two places behind) and Gwyn finishing before Lliswerry’s triathlon ladies. This will probably mean they will stop giving her an easy ride at Monday night sprint sessions!
For my part, I was under-prepared and struggled a bit, especially as my shoes were feeling like they had shrunk in the summer, and I’m expecting to lose at least one of my big toenails as a result. I enjoyed the close company of Helen and Liz for 75% of the race until their race came to an end and I had to navigate another lap in virtual solitude. The guy in front was some way ahead and all those behind were also out of sight – so it was quite difficult to stay focussed and on the right course. In fact I did deviate off-line three times, including, rather embarrassingly, heading for what wasn’t the finish line. So, in front of virtually the whole pack of runners and spectators I had to make a hasty and undignified adjustment to my descent into the finish area in order to cross the line at the designated point. I noticed a lot of folk waving and shouting my name, but just thought they were giving encouragement rather than getting me to the right place to finish.
So sixth place for the ladies (but in front of an Islwyn team bolstered by the recent addition of our former member, Angela) and the now habitual seventh for the blokes.

The morning’s entertainment was concluded with hospitality from Chepstow (including home baked cakes) and award presentations for the summer road race series and combined road and xc competition.

We had successes amongst our ladies – with first place trophies for Kim and Gwyn, as well as second and third prize goodies for Jade and Nicola. But whilst we men sulked at our failure to find the podium we were vaguely consoled to notice that there wasn’t a single Lliswerry prize-winner from the whole presentation. But this might be redressed at the Casnewydd Championship.
Second Gwent League Cross Country – Blaise Castle, Bristol. Saturday 4th December 2010 (Andrew)

Jim, Howard & Andrew

A Mens’ Only turnout today, so just a single car and a late arrival in sub zero, wet and decidedly grim weather. The last thing we wanted was what we got – re-direction away from the main car park away to a far distant alternative. Thankfully, Jim’s creative driving know-how resulted in some inspirational alfresco parking alongside a handy cemetery, and a slightly shorter walk back to the race area.

Despite the adverse conditions, the usually taciturn officials in the registration office were surprisingly cheery. The secretary’s absurd headgear may have helped lighten the moment – but for once Caerleon were not in contravention of Rule 7 Sub Section 8b of the Third Annexe relating to arrival less than two hours before the race start.

Things got even better after a piping hot beaker of coffee, when we found a vacant parking space, to which Jim decanted his Citroen in plenty of time to negotiate a change, a stretch, an out of doors toilet experience and a shoe-donning ritual which, in driving rain, always results in at least one very wet sock before embarkation to the start line.

Before the start whistle the organisers delivered vital last minute instructions which were inaudible if you weren’t in the front line of racers. Similarly a round of applause broke out, which most people entered into enthusiastically in an effort to warm up – ignorant of the reason for it.

The race went well for Jim and Howard. Both were already changed and pouring from their flask of coffee when I arrived back at the car. Jim might also have read his newspaper and taken his dirty clothing to the Laundromat while he was waiting for me to finish!
But by my own meagre standards I had also done well. Guys who usually beat me comprehensively in cross country were only just in front of me in the final home straight, and others were some way behind. At the end of the second lap I was running freely and effortlessly – thinking I had perhaps ‘cracked’ cross country at last, to then almost immediately roll over on my right ankle, and then straight away do the same with the other foot. So a more measured last lap was needed to avoid a recurrence and perhaps permanent damage to the old pins.
As it was, Jim offered me a savoury egg as I struggled out of my wet clothes – but at that moment  I was more concerned with the egg-like shape growing on my rapidly-swelling ankle once I had prised my foot from my shoes. Fortunately(?) there were enough other body parts registering pain for me to be less concerned about my feet.
“Why do I do it?” I heard the rhetorical question ring out in my sub-consciousness. Last week’s snow-bound cross country at Islwyn had been my nadir, and this one certainly had some challenging moments. And yet somehow it all feels so good (after the event)?! Answers on a post card, please!
