World Masters MTB Champs 2008
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Well Finally the time had come for me to leave for the World Masters MTB Champs in France.  From the cross country ladies it was only Catherine Roberts and me who would eventually leave for France after a hard competitive SA National Season.
We left SA Friday evening and arrived early Saturday morning in Paris and then took a connecting flight to Nice.  We landed in Nice to a fantastic sunny day only to discover that our bikes had been left in Paris.  Air France’s customer service was fantastic. I’m sure the Courier service guy was not too happy with us though as he had to make the long (4 hours oneway) and windy route to Pra Loup twice as the first time we were not there and we’ll he spoke only French and left us a voice message in French and as you guessed it our French was not too good.  After going to tourism info to get someone to decipher the message we were told that they think the bikes had come but no one was there to collect them.  After more phone calls to Air France, our bikes were delivered to Pra Loup late Sunday evening.  I must thank Catherine’s fiancé Stuart who was travelling with us for the speedy return of our bikes as he was the one making the numerous phone calls to ensure we got our trusty stead’s back.
After eventually finding our way out of Nice we arrived at the ski resort, Pra Loup.  The road from Nice to PraLoup was interesting to say the least and we were nearly taken off the narrow road by racing camper vans numerous times.  At Pra Loup we had another epic search to find our apartment which when we eventually found it I promptly named it the “Dungeon”.  It was basically all underground with only one window, but it made a good home for our week in Pra Loup.
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The only window in our apartment
With us having no bikes we walked the course on Sunday, discovering that it was not nearly as technical as our courses in SA, but there was a lot more climbing so it was going to be a hard race.

The rest of the week I spent riding the course to get familiar with it, watched the downhill guys practising, did a little sight seeing, drank a lot of coffee and over indulged in fresh croissants!  I was really amazed at how big the downhill racing was – it was unbelievable.
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A new style of Mountain Biking.
Thursday night was the opening ceremony.  With South Africa being called AFRIQUE DU SUD, we were announced first when the list of participating countries was announced and then there was a spectacular fireworks display.
[image: image4.jpg]N
N\

77N
7N





Some fireworks from the display.
Saturday was race day and after a bit of a sleepless night I was ready for the race although somewhat very nervous.  I had a lot of supporters: Cath’s fiancé Stuart, my sister and her boyfriend had come for the UK to watch as well as my all time most loyal supporter from SA, Desrié Winterbotton and her husband Michael who was also racing on the Sunday.  
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Cath and I all ready to race!
Once called up to the start line we were all introduced to the crowd by the commentator – what a feeling. Then “Bang” and the race was on.
The pace was fast and furious and unrelenting.  The crowd support during the race was amazing, almost every corner you went around there were supporters cheering you on.  I didn’t always know what they were saying but I knew it was encouragement!  And then there were the familiar faces of our friends and family who were dashing around the course to see me at different spots to cheer me on.  
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I don’t remember too much of the race except the heart was pumping and the legs were burning and then before I knew it, I was into the final home stretch to the finish with SA team mate Catherine just in front of me.  We had finished the world masters champs officially, and it felt great!  We finished in 5th and 6th position with 4th place just seconds ahead of us so we were very happy with our performance.
After our race we dragged our weary legs back up the hill to watch the downhill racing.  It was really awesome to watch the South African downhiller’s race with Chris taking 3rd spot in his age group and then later to watch him stand up on the podium to collect his medal with the SA Flag flying proudly.
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Chris Nixon on the podium.
Sunday morning we went to the start to watch and support fellow South African Michael Winterbottom race.  He had a big start group, 97 riders, so he knew it was going to be tough ride with all the bumping, shoving and fighting for track.  
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Michael Winterbottom about to start racing.
He went flying through his first lap looking really strong and even managed a quick smile to us as we cheered him on.  Unfortunately, a few kilometres later he was shoved off the track by a rider trying to pass him on single track and he went crashing down the mountain and ended up with the paramedics in the ambulance.  Luckily to our relief he was ok, just badly battered and bruised.  You still did us proud Michael!
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Dinner with all the supporters
It was a real awesome experience to represent SA and race at the world masters champs.  Special thanks to all my family, friends, Linden Cycles, Rockhoppers Mountain Bike Club, USN and all the supporters who believed in me.
