Muddy Good Fun!
Since my racing focus is on multisport, it’s rare that I line up at the start of a pure cycle race. So I was out of my comfort zone even before the start of my second ever race, held at the recreation ground in Rossington. The event was the final race in the Lincolnshire cyclocross Championship, so having entered on the day, I started from the back of the grid. This was probably a good thing, as at least I couldn’t go backwards…
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Conditions were good, for mid - December. Bright, cold and dry, a far cry from the deep snow of 2010! The race began with a short lap around the recreation ground, before a series of longer laps taking riders through the undulating and winding trails of Park wood. The entire course was rideable, with only two artificial barriers in the form of boards, which the more confident / competent riders bunny hop, and for which the rest of the field dismounts and performs a brief portage. 
The air horn sounded and the front of the field took off like they were in fear of their lives, while the rest of us charitably gave them a chance to get going. The short first lap strung the field out to a certain extent, which was just as well, since much of the section through the woods was effectively single track riding. I had decided to do some cyclocross as a way to improve my bike handling skills in the off season, as well as providing some interest through the winter and keep my fitness up –the course certainly didn’t disappoint on any of those three aims. The route through the woods encompassed ditches and earth banks, trail and path, with corners ranging from 90 to about 300 degrees, all the while negotiating tree roots and trunks, overhanging branches, mud, wet leaves and of course, other riders. It was certainly a physical challenge, but mentally I found it really tough too. On exiting the woods, the course then took a flat, fast loop around the recreation ground, before a horrible bone rattling home straight. 
I found myself absorbed into bottom of the field mediocrity, enjoying a tussle with a couple of riders going a similar pace. Surprisingly I found I could keep up over the technical ground, but was losing time on the flatter grass section, except for the dismount, where lessons learned in executing a flying mount for triathlon had reaped some benefits. After a fairly hairy moment on the fourth lap where I very nearly parted company with my bike on a sharp corner, I had to work hard to get my mind back on task and regain my rhythm. On the sixth lap, I was passed by four riders from the head of the field, but shortly afterward managed to pass some of the back markers myself. Billed as a 50 minute race, I was getting pretty ragged by the time I had completed six loops and was therefore pleased to see the lap board showing two to go. I finished 42nd overall, out of a field of 57 finishers, after 66 minutes of riding. 
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Even though I had been suffering with various colds and man ‘flu since October (thanks, kids) I was still a bit alarmed to see that my average heart rate had clocked in at a fairly exciting 179 bpm. Aside from a general lack of fitness, I suspect that this may also be partly down to tyre pressure. Whereas on the road I’ll race my tubs at at least 120psi, fat tyres are a bit of a mystery to me. My tyre walls suggest pressures of up to 75 psi so I thought I was being cautious at 60 front / 55 rear. Chatting to another rider in the car park afterwards, who looked like he knew what he was doing (well, he had two bikes!), he said he was running his tubs at 30 psi and clinchers at 40… Obviously I’ve got a thing or two to learn, and the only way to do that is to ride off-road some more. 
I’m looking forward to my next race, the last of the season, at Bardney in Lincolnshire on January 22nd, and also aim to ride off - road more at home in the woods, and perhaps a trip out to the purpose - built trails in Sherwood Pines before duathlons begin again in the spring. I would certainly encourage any HDCC member who fancies a change from the road to come along and experience the special world of cyclocross for yourself! Entries are available on the day, and MTBs are permitted if you don’t have a CX. See the British Cycling website for details of the location and time, etc.

All the grim details from Rossington: http://connect.garmin.com/activity/138827930
