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AR Training for Improvement

by Helen Jackson on 13 September 2005
This article is designed to help you construct an effective training plan which doesn’t forego enjoyment. It will look briefly at training for the first race and then consider in depth, the development of a training schedule that should see you through your adventure racing future. 

The key factor is that there are no secrets or short cuts in training – it involves a lot of hard work and organisation. For this article, the lead-up to races is split into three separate phases: stamina, speed and taper. Training ideas are provided for the development of core disciplines within each phase. 

All multi-discipline sports require three, four or five times more skill training than a single discipline sport, and in addition to that, endurance sports demand a great number of hours of training. However, the up-side is that there are numerous ways to train and it is made easier within the world of adventure racing, because you quickly find yourself surrounded by people who have the same passion for the outdoors. Many top adventure racers manage a fulltime job and family commitments. The key is planning, motivation and determination. 

At the beginning of the season, make a list of your personal aims. Make sure they are challenging but attainable. Take a calendar and select a few races that are realistic in terms of length (consider the level of stamina you think you will have, at that time). Consider the number of disciplines, and the time before they start. It is important that you give yourself sufficient time to prepare, but not so much that you become stale or de-motivated. It is very satisfying if your first races of the season are hard enough to push you but not too hard for you to be enjoyable. 

Firstly, aim for shorter races (1 day of 3-9 hours or two days in stages including recovery time) then plan the phases of your training schedule like this: 

Week 1 - 8
STAMINA PHASE
This phase should concentrate on developing endurance, skills and techniques. Get enthusiastic about all the different types of sports you are going to have to perform in.  Have fun experiencing new ones but don’t forget the ones you already know since these too will benefit from hard work and technique development. Increase distance and training duration gradually.

Week 9 - 13
SPEED PHASE
Now that you have mastered or improved your skills, start thinking about speed.  Start to get the feeling of racing into some of your training sessions. 

Week 14
TAPER PHASE: i.e. ‘just tick over’ the week before the race

Week 15
RACE!

Find out about the first race and concentrate on its main components, however try not to forget about races later in the season. Enjoy the variety of the sport and have fun training for each discipline. For advice on how to train for each discipline within each training phase, read on…

STAMINA PHASE 

Road Biking 

Road biking is not a core AR discipline, but it is often easier to develop bike strength, power and speed through road training than it is on a mountain bike. 

During this phase, your weekly bike training could include either: 

· 2 or 3 two hour tempo rides, incorporating hills (5-10minutes sustained if possible) whilst working at c. 60% of maximum effort, or 

· 1 three to five hour steady ride, at 50% of maximum effort, working hard on hills. 

In addition, this is the time to introduce hill repetitions, although they shouldn’t be done more than once a week. Find a hill that takes approximately 3 minutes to climb. Repeat the climb e.g. 6 times using the descent as recovery (you can do this on the mountain bike too - it is great off-road descending practice). 


Anna McCormack cycle touring in Tibet

Mountain Biking
Even if you are training lots on your road bike, make sure you still have some mountain bike sessions each week. You need to be doing the equivalent of 2 / 3 sessions of 1-5 to 2 hours off-road riding weekly. Set aside half an hour within these sessions to practice skills like descending, flat technical biking, gear selection, balance and braking. Think about starting your ride before day break or finishing in the dark to experience night riding. Cyclo-cross is great winter training (starting in the autumn) and you can ride on your normal mountain bike. Find out about your regional races, from http://www.cyclo-cross.com/ 
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Mountain Bike Training in Spain - Pasi Ikonen

Cycle touring is also a great way of holidaying and endurance training at the same time. Short tours include e.g. the Coast to Coast, the West Highland Way or the South Downs Cycle Way. Good destinations for increasingly challenging longer tours include Ireland, the Hebrides, the Pyrenees, New Zealand or Tibet. A useful link here is http://www.ctc.org.uk/  

Running
During the endurance phase, make sure you include:

· 1.5 – 2 hour hilly sessions: mostly off road but incorporating some flat roads or tracks to introduce speed. Maintain the ability to talk (60% of maximum effort). 

· 2+ hour runs in the hills carrying a light pack hilly. These should be at a comfortable speed: 50%-60% of maximum effort. Practice descents and stride lengths on these runs 

· One hour fast runs on flat / marginally undulating ground (60%-70% of maximum effort) 

· Hill Reps – 3-4 minutes, 4-6 times using the descent as recovery. 

Paddling
You should be doing steady sessions of at least two hours during this phase, concentrating on technique. Focus on each learning point at a time, then combine them all. In this discipline in particular, you can only really proceed to the speed phase once you have mastered the technique. Many top racers train in flat water racing boats. Even though these are less easy to balance than any craft they are likely to encounter in a race, the skills involved in paddling them are directly transferable to both kayaking and canoeing. They require excellent technique using wing blade paddles (i.e. good back rotation and back strength, which is applicable to canoeing too) as well as good balance and support strokes. It may take you a few weeks to be able to stay in your boat comfortably but the time spent mastering these boats and the techniques required to paddle them, will be well worth it. 

Sea kayaking is also a popular method of paddle training. Providing you can keep warm, weekend kayak trips are great training, a lot of fun and can also be adventurous. Invest some time in studying river grades and tidal patterns before heading out. Great destinations include Anglesey and the Hebrides. For canoe training, stick to canals, easy grade rivers or some of the big lakes in the Lake District. (This is actually more important than kayak training for your first races since few UK races incorporate paddling). White water skills need only be developed once you are pretty far into your adventure racing career. 

SPEED PHASE
Biking
Efforts can be monitored more easily on a stationery cycle – another reason to incorporate some time in the gym into your programme. Example sessions:

· Warm up for 20 minutes, then do 6 efforts of three minutes each with one minute recovery, followed by 20 minutes warm down. (If you have a heart rate monitor, work at c. 85-90% of max. heart rate, and see how much you recover within a minute and how long it takes you to recover to 70% of your max. rate). 

· Warm up for 20 minutes. Set the difficulty level of the bike hard enough to make you ride out of the seat. Ride at this level for 2 minutes and then without changing the setting, sit down and sprint for 1 minute. Repeat this 6 times and warm down for 20 minutes.

You may also want to try some time trial events. These are good for endurance, strength and speed. Your local cycle club will probably hold evening events through the summer but visit http://www.ctt.org.uk for all time trials, 10 miles, 100miles, 24 hours and hill climbs.

Taster sessions are run for beginners at the velodrome in Manchester. Visit the BCF website and go to the track link to find more about this unique aspect of cycling and how it can help improve your speed and strength.

Running
Your speed phase runs should include:

· One hour runs on road or good tracks, in which you warm up for 10 minutes, then do 6 efforts of 5 minutes each (65-85% of maximum effort) with 2 minutes steady recovery between, followed by a 10 minutes warm down. 

· Pyramid training: Use something like your local football field. Wear cross country spikes or studs if you have them. Warm up for one lap, run around once (at 80-90% of your maximum), recover for one field length and back, run around twice, recover for one lap, run around three times, recover for one lap, run round twice, recover for one lap, run around once, recover for one field length etc. Maintain the pace (approximately 80-90% maximum effort) for the duration of each effort. 

· Treadmills. Many adventure racers can’t stand the monotony of running on treadmills, but it can be useful. Since you can control the speed and the distance, you can construct your own pyramid session, using speed or distance. If you are running e.g. 1 minute efforts then your pyramid should be 1 minute, followed by 2, 3, 4, 5 and then 4, 3, 2 and 1 minutes, using recovery minutes of at least half of the effort in between. You still need to warm up and cool down. 

· Cross country races in the autumn / winter fell races / orienteering events: these are all good fun and great socially (starting in the tumn). Short races generally make you run fast and therefore make good speed training sessions. 

Paddling (twice per week)
One hour intensive, working at 60-70% maximum effort. Try increasing your stroke rate without compromising your technique. Aim for over 60 strokes per minute for the first 15 minutes after warm up, increasing the rate after that. Include a warm up and cool down and add in efforts of e.g. 3 minutes (70-80% maximum effort) with one-minute recoveries or e.g. 50 to 100 double strokes ‘on’ and 20 double strokes ‘off’ effort. Varying speed and inserting power bursts will teach your body to respond quickly in rocky rivers and enable you to surf well on waves. ‘Efforts’ can also be a useful way of keeping the mind focused during long races when people are starting to get sleepy so it is a good idea to introduce this aspect of training into your regime.

ONGOING SUPPORTIVE TRAINING SESSIONS
Throughout both the endurance and speed phases, you should attempt to fit in as many of the following sessions as possible since they are fundamental in preparing your body for the specific challenges to come: 

Navigation
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Navigation is possibly the most important skill for adventure racers to develop. There is little benefit in going fast in the wrong direction! Practice, practice, practice - this is the only way. It is a nice idea to take a map with you even on a familiar route. You could learn a lot from pin pointing your exact location and justifying that position with landmarks. Read your map (or indeed any book) ‘on the go’. Get used to folding the map into a small area, placing your thumb on your position and moving it with your progress. It should eventually become second nature to run on rough terrain whilst reading the map. 

Good drills include testing your map memory – trying to remember the next section of your ride or run. Try also acquiring maps without contours, it is great practice. Conversely, practise using orienteering maps with no marked scale and, indeed, study maps from around the world to get used to using different scales, keys and map qualities. Get used to estimating your times using maps with different scales whilst training in the different disciplines and to picturing the landscape and relief from the contours.

Back to Back Sessions (1 to 2 / week)
Combination sessions add great variety to training, provide good transition practise and get your muscle groups used to changing discipline and intensity. For instance, carry your running shoes, map and bike lock in a small rucksack and head out on the bike. Ride for about 45 minutes – one hour, leave the bike and then run for an hour before biking home. Alternatively, bike to your kayak club, train there and then run home and alternate the following day to pick your bike up. Joining a local triathlon club is obviously an easy way to organise this type of training since they will have back to back sessions as part of their normal club routine. 

Strength Training (1 to 2 sessions / week)
This is possibly the only short cut you can take in terms of time. Muscular endurance is the key here. A high number of repetitions with a small load will train the muscles to be loaded at low intensity for long periods of time. 

Suggested exercises to improve specific disciplines: 

For the Bike: 

Squats, leg extensions and leg press. These can be done with or without weights. It is very important for the technique to be correct. 

For Running: 

Squats and lunges. It is important that the front and the backs of the muscles are strengthened. Having an uneven balance can lead to injury. 

For paddling: 

Overhead press, lateral raises, lat.pull downs and clean and press for the shoulders and back. It is easy to use your own body weight for working the back and shoulders, try pull ups and press ups. 

NB: Core body strength is essential to all disciplines and a lot more muscular strength is required in AR than might be immediately apparent. It is not unheard of to have to manhandle bikes through mountain regions for up to a day at a time or to have to carry fully laden sea kayaks over 1 – 2 km over rough terrain. Those with strong back and stomach muscles are far less likely to develop injuries. 

Stretching 
Stretching is just as important as aerobic and strength training but is frequently ignored. Some time should be spent stretching after each session and a long stretching routine worked into your training programme as frequently as time allows. The benefits include:

· Prevention of injury and reduced stiffness 

· Increased speed of movement (possibly increased stride length and consequently speed). 

· Increase the rate of muscle recovery (through increased protein resynthesis).

It is advisable to shorten your training session by ten minutes if that is what it takes to have time to stretch after every session. However, stretching can be done anywhere at any time, (at work at the desk, in a supermarket queue or at home in front of the TV) - not only after a training session. Make sure each stretch lasts at least ten seconds. PNF (proprioceptive neuromuscular facilitation or the hold-relax hold-relax-contract method) stretching is especially good but requires another person to work with you. Check out (http://members.lycos.co.uk/Tamari/pnf.htm) or join a yoga class, since it is worthwhile working with some one else or in a structured format at least once a week. 

Fitting new disciplines into your routine
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Crevasse Rescue Training

So far we have only considered core AR disciplines. However, a lot of time can be won or lost in races in other skill-related disciplines. In fact some professional adventure racers are not as aerobically fit as maybe you would expect, but they are highly experienced and win events through their exceptional skill in every discipline. 

As a beginner it is possible to turn up to a race never having paddled, ridden a horse or abseiled before but it is not advisable. It is totally feasible to organise horse-riding, rope and mountain skill training, white water rafting or in-line skating coaching for your team during free weekends. However, someone in the team needs to be sufficiently competent to both lead the team during that section in a race and to communicate your learning needs to the instructor, or you could end up spending a lot of money and time on learning unnecessary skills. Some skills are almost impossible to train for in the UK (e.g. cross country skiing, canyoneering and hydrospeeding). By the time these become an issue in your AR career, you will hopefully have enough contacts and expertise to organise appropriate training. Nevertheless, you are never going to be as good in these areas as teams born in the Alps or Scandinavia, so you just have to compensate by being faster elsewhere! 

Remember, most AR disciplines are risk intensive – some more than others. Make sure at least two people in the team are able to assess risks in each discipline and have the confidence to decide whether or not the team should progress through any given stage. Technical competence when it comes to rope work and water sections in particular, are vital, and you cannot rely on the organisers to always manage your safety or to rescue you if things go wrong. Even though most races have qualified instructors nearby dangerous sections, local conditions can cause hitherto safe scenarios to become dangerous quickly and you need to ensure that you have the technical, navigational and safety skills within your team to be able to rescue each other and effect a safe return to habitation on your own.

Post Race Recovery and Future Training Plans: 

As you become more experienced, preparation, training and racing will become easier to manage. After each race, your body will force you into a recovery period not unlike the taper phase. For the first couple of days after the event it is advisable to use this time to analyse performances, plan the next event and future training and then slowly introduce some active recovery (e.g. a few jogs, spins, swims and stretching classes). The fitter you get the less time it will take to recover. After your first race it may take 2 weeks to fully recover. You can return to the endurance phase as soon as you feel ready but it is important to tick over and not completely stop. Slowly reintroduce some speed sessions into your schedule; you may want to reorganize to ensure you are fresh to maximize your potential. HOWEVER, do not forget adventure racing is not always about speed, continue to enjoy your long rides and runs, and most important of all at first, don’t neglect your skill development in the areas in which you are weakest. 

Below is a list of adventure race websites that will help you to structure your season. Organizers are generally very friendly and more than willing to answer questions. Adventure racers themselves are a pretty social able bunch and will be ready to help anyone starting out. 

Discipline-Specific Websites and Events:
Navigation
If you have trouble motivating yourself to practice navigation, try the British Orienteering Federation website for tips and events. Your local orienteering club will probably hold weekly events throughout the summer and there will always be some one willing to help a beginner. Also check out Joe Faulkner's AR and Navigation weekends here.

Running
· Information on the fell racing scene in general and on specific events are displayed on : http://www.fellrunner.org.uk 

· Look also at multi day running events by Paul Mortimer on the Saunders Mountain Marathon site and the Kimm (http://www.kimm.org.uk/index.php) and Lowe Alpine Mountain Marathon site. 

· If you want to set yourself a personal endurance challenge without entering one of the major mountain marathons, get together with some friends and organise a ‘Bob Graham Round’ attempt: (http://www.bobgrahamround.co.uk/homepage.htm) 

· The Trail Running Association hold events all over the country most of the year: http://www.trailrun.freeserve.co.uk/ 

· Alternatively, you can find your local running club at this site: http://www.runtrackdir.com/ukclubs/ 

· These sites are full of running races to help you develop your speed, and maintain it throughout the season: 

· http://www.ukresults.net/2003cal.html 

· http://www.entryforms.org.uk/ 

· Find your local triathlon club on: http://www.triathletes-uk.org/index.shtml 

Road Biking
· The British Cycling Federation (BCF) will cover most disciplines: http://www.bcf.uk.com/ 

· Audax UK oversees the running of long-distance cycling events, and, using a system of timed checkpoints. They validate and record every successful ride. Find information at http://www.aukhawk.uklinux.net 

· Sustrans are a sustainable transport charity and they provide many long distance safe routes for cyclists and walkers. Look at the website for information and routes: http://www.sustrans.org.uk/webcode/home.asp 

Mountain Biking
· Polaris 2 day mountain bike orienteering: http://www.polaris-apparel.co.uk/ 

· Mountain bike marathons, cross country races, 24 hour races: 

· http://www.singletrackworld.co.uk The most awesome MTB event EVER?: http://transalp.upsolutmv.com/ 

· Mountain bike orienteering events: http://www.trailquest.co.uk. 

· Peel Adventures and Dark and White Peak events are also challenging bike orienteering events

Paddling
The British Canoe Union Web Site covers down all the different paddling disciplines (marathon, white water, down-river etc paddling), and gives information and further links about them all; www.bcu.org.uk 

Rope Skills and other Technical training courses
There are many courses at Glenmore Lodge (www.glenmorelodge.org.uk) that are ideal for gaining rope work or even canoeing experience. Plas Y Brenin (http://www.pyb.co.uk) also offers courses, which would help you gain confidence. Once you have been on one of these courses you maybe competent enough to venture off on your own to minimize costs.

AR-Specific Training Courses
Phil Humphries of Ace Races runs the only AR training course weekends currently on offer in the UK, although planetFear has plans to develop this concept in line with its current overseas coaching workshops.

