Cowies Hill (Comrades 5 big hill profile)

5 Weeks, 5 Hills

In build up to my first Comrades in 2000 I attended a number of Comrades panel talks hosted at RAU (what is now called UJ or University of Johannesburg). The panel talks had all the big names, Bruce Fordyce, Don Oliver, Nick Bester and others.

These talks were great and extremely valuable. I was clueless when I attended these talks. Although I belonged to a club I never really ran with the club or socialised with the club so I never had the luxury of chatting to other runners who had been through the ordeal of an Up Comrades. My training partner was just as much a novice as I was and so together we would bravely walk into the panel talks and by the end of the evening we'd walk out with wide and fearful eyes.

I couldn't remember everything I learnt during those talks but as I lined up at the start of Comrades all I could remember was, "The big 5." For months on end, every speaker in the panel talks had hammered home the "Big 5." The five big hills of the Up Comrades.

The gun went and we were off, running into the dark morning sky of the unknown. I clearly remember coming up Cowies Hill, taunted by the smell of bacon and egg rolls. We got to the top in no time at all and I remember turning and saying to my running partner, "1 down, 4 to go." And at that point I seriously thought to myself, "that wasn't so bad, how tough can this really be...." I was in for a big surprise.

With five weeks to Comrades I thought I step you through the route taking you up and over the 5 big hills.

The first of the big five is of course Cowies Hill. It's a 2km hill starting as you veer off from the M13, bringing you in high above Pinetown.

Of course Cowies Hill comes early in the race and as such is really a bit of a non event. You should feeling strong and rested from the taper and as such you'll be over Cowies in no time at all.

The thing with Cowies is that even though it's really a non event in terms of the entire race, the day you're going to have will already be sealed, signed and delivered by the time to reach the top at 16km's.

The first km of the race is run through the flat streets of Durban city centre before turning you sharply to the right and up onto the freeway. At this point you are faced with a very steep, albeit short climb up to Toll Gate hill. Make sure that you are running much slower than your planned average pace at this point, anything too fast from here through to 40km's will end in disaster.

Once over Toll Gate hill and off the N3 it's a short downhill onto the M13. The M13 is undulating but with predominatley uphill running. Off the M13 and you begin the 2km climb of Cowies Hill, the first serious climb.

90% of the field will run these first 15km's way too fast and they will pay a dear price in the later sections of the second half.

Keep it easy coming out of Durban and you'll go a long way to ensuring that PB!
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Fields Hill
Up and over Cowies Hill and 1km of DOWN hill running into Pinetown where you are met by some wonderful crowds who all set their alarms very early for the sole purpose of cheering you through their town. Embrace the crowds and don't take them for granted; you're going to need every cheer you can find later on in the day.

By this time the sun will be up (only just) and you'll be running in the wonderful fresh morning air of KZN.

Through the gradually undulating streets of Pinetown before you take a sharp right turn. There she is, she's been waiting for you for months, she greets you like a hostel master about to give you a beating... Fields Hill, all 3km's of it.

A strange thing happens on Fields Hill. For the past 20km's Comrades has felt more like a party as opposed to your toughest challenge. But as you leave Pinetown you begin to climb Fields Hill. A climb that feels like it's never going to end, endless twisting and turning, up and up you go wishing, longing for the end of the hill as you round every corner. Despite your wishes all you seem to find is more uphill. Suddenly you become aware of something quite strange, quite eerie; slience. Everyone around you is running in slience, for the most part at least. It seems that at this point in the race as you continue to climb, your legs begin to inform you that you've been running and the realisation begins to dawn on you that you're not out for a casual Sunday long run, you're out for 87km's! You're working up this hill, you're digging deep, everyone is.

Eventually you see it, the last corner, but be aware, Fields Hill does not let you go that easy. I remember getting to this last corner of Fields Hill and somehow I just knew it was the top. For some reason in my mind I figured that after all that climbing there'd be a nice long downhill and oh how I looked forward to that. Unfortunately and to my horror, all I saw as I came around that last corner was more uphill, the road simply continued up.

The good news is that road does flatten and ease off with about 200 to 300m's of flat road before you take the next off-ramp and up into Kloof.

Kloof is a wonderful part of the route, covered in shade provided by the large, old trees lining the street. Engage the crowd and the vibe and you won't even realise that you're running uphill. At the top of Kloof you turn left and over the M13 before turning right and running through a small row of shops and then back onto the M13. You continue to climb gradually along this short section of the freeway before a short sharp climb up the off-ramp and down into Gillits where once again you are welcomed warmly as you run through this friendly residential section.

From here, which is around the 29km mark you climb up a fairly steep hill to the BP garage.

You're well into the race now and if you've stuck to your pacing plan and you've kept it easy then you're well on your way to securing your medal.

That 30km's done, about 28km's of climbing and 2 of the big five done and dusted. Keep it easy, there's still plently of climbing still to come.

ADVICE FOR RUNNERS LEADING UP TO THE COMRADES MARATHON 

by Bruce Fordyce – Comrades 9 times winner 
“Only 26 sleeps to go.” I remember my Mother and Father saying those words to me when as an excited child I anticipated my birthday, or Christmas, or some other equally exciting event. For Comrades runners, but especially novices, we have now started the critical run in (excuse the pun) to race day.

Essentially there is not a lot we can do to get any fitter but there is a lot we can do to ruin our chances of a happy day on race day. Most importantly of all we can become over trained and injured by training too hard at this crucial stage. Rather like the naughty child who, realising that he may not get many presents from Father Christmas, suddenly starts doing the household chores, helping old ladies cross the street and mowing the lawn, we need to realize it is too late. We cannot catch up lost training or get any fitter at this stage.

We should have run our last really long run and from now on we should not be running further than 20 kilometres in any single session. Proof that we are ready and fit for the Comrades will come in one or two short distance races or runs (10 kilometres or less). If we run fast times at these distances then we know we are ready. We should be getting as much rest as possible and we should run one last dress rehearsal run of about ..., by Comrades Legend Bruce Fordyce. 

Too late to make up for any lost training 16 May 2012 | Bruce Fordyce 
With 16 or 17 sleeps to go until race day – no one sleeps properly the night before the race – the most important thing we can do is to ensure we are rested and strong on June 3. 

This means we all have to seriously reduce our training mileage from now on. I ran my last “longish” run on Sunday. It was a half-marathon and I seemed ridiculously short after all the long Sunday mornings I have experienced for the last few weeks. 

But it was the last run I will have over 15km. From now on most of my runs will be 10km or less. Certainly not more than an hour on the road.

Too many runners, however, will be tempted to try and make up for lost training and the following comments are common:

· “It’s all very well for you Bruce but I had a shocking April and missed so much training.” 

· “I was lazy/sick/injured for two weeks and my log book has some awful blanks in it.”

· “I have only run 1 000km since January and have had a less than perfect training build- up.”

No one has had a perfect build-up. They may not want their rivals to detect any sign of weakness but I would be willing to bet that defending champion, Stephen Muzhingi has some worrying gaps in his training diary, as do the Nurgalieva twins. As does Leonid Shvetsov.

My own training plans have been interrupted by an irritating hamstring problem in March and a bad cold last week. The point is that it is too late to make up for any lost training. Now we have to rest as much as possible.  It does help to race the odd time trial or short distance (10km or less). Not only does this help us sharpen a little, it also gives us an indication of our level of fitness. A good time is a good sign.

With the exception of the odd time trial or two, every other training decision should be a conservative one. If you’re considering running 12km or 15km tomorrow morning, my advice would be  to run 8km.  And never be afraid to take a morning off and have a complete rest day. 

We have all had to rise ridiculously early and run on increasingly darker mornings. It’s time to reward ourselves with a lie-in under the duvet.

The last week is the most important week in the pre-race taper. It requires iron discipline and control not to run, but “not running” is vital. 

I am always astonished and puzzled at the number of runners I see from my Durban hotel room hurtling up and down the beach front the morning before the race. If it wasn’t so sad it would be comical. 

This will be my final week’s training for Comrades this year. It hasn’t changed for 30 years. 

Monday  May 28, 10km, easy. 

Tuesday  May 29, 8km, easy.

Wednesday  May 30, 5km, easy.

Thursday  May 31, rest.

Friday  June 1, rest.

Saturday  June 2,   rest

Sunday June  3,  89.3km (Comrades)

Finally, remember the old joke (it’s not mine): There is nothing wrong with sex the night before the Comrades, it’s just staying up all night looking for it that is a bad idea. 

Reload to race

Conclude your taper with a burst of intensity to sharpen your racing edge
In principle, tapering should be simple – run less so you’re rested for race day. In practice, many athletes find two to three weeks of cutting back on mileage and intensity makes their legs feel heavy and lifeless. But Spanish coach and physiologist Iñigo Mujika, a leading expert on tapering, sees a way around that problem. Mujika suggests athletes start their taper early, scaling back on mileage but not intensity, then three days before the event, ‘reload’ their muscles with an interval workout. Performing these workouts when your legs are fresher than they’ve been for months can actually increase your fitness.

Indeed, too much rest or slow running lowers the muscle tension in your legs, says Norwegian Olympian and 13:06 5K runner Marius Bakken, which is why they feel flat and sluggish. Short, fast bursts of running raises muscle tension back up. If you get your taper right, your body will respond by producing more oxygen-carrying red blood cells, lowering stress hormone levels, and storing more fuel in your muscles – enough to shave about three per cent off your finishing time, on average. Here’s how to inject some energy into your taper so you shed fatigue and sharpen your edge.
Plan it

For a marathon, cut mileage to 80-90 per cent of your normal distance three weeks out; reduce to 60-70 per cent two weeks out; and 50 per cent in the final week. Maintaining intensity is crucial to avoid losing fitness, so don’t slow your easy runs down; for hard workouts, do fewer intervals than you normally would but run them at your usual pace. Don’t increase the amount of rest days: the volume reduction should come from shorter, not fewer, runs. If you’re racing a 5K or 10K, reduce the length of your runs so your total mileage the week before race day is about half of your typical number.
Reload it

In the final week, for a Sunday race, take a rest day on Wednesday. Over the next three days, reload by running an interval workout at goal pace, an easy run, and an easy run with strides. For your interval run, simply modify sessions that you’ve been doing all along and resist the temptation to blast repeats faster than usual because your legs are fresh. The easy runs serve to get your legs back into the rhythm and feel of running. Aim to run at your usual pace for half your typical easy-run length, but if your legs feel heavy, add an extra mile and pick up the pace toward the end. 
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