A Map is Useful!
British Night Championships 2021
Cleeve Hill
Saturday 27th November 
The coldest night of the year so far with storm Arwen bringing high winds and snow and sleet to the country. When we left our Airbnb at 17.00 the car temperature read 3 by the time we got to the car park at the top of Cleeve hill, it had dropped to 1 and the radio said it felt with the wind about -7.
The car park was covered in very slippery ice and it was a relief when we found the golf club bar where we could change with a place right next to a fire. You could see the very inviting start covered in lights 300m up the hill, but when you got there, we found it was very open and exposed to the very strong wind with people trying to huddle (like the penguins) and moving round to keep warm. I should have known what to expect when I got to my minus 2-minute box to collect control descriptions as it looked like my course 5 was the only one on the table and a gent was handing out all the rest. I got the descriptions out of the bag to tear one off and the bag blew away. A helper managed to rescue that so I put the remaining pad back in the bag on the table and as soon as I did another gust took the bag and all the descriptions away up the track, I think to disappear for ever, or end up in Sweden! Sorry if anybody behind me didn’t get descriptions, it wasn’t my fault.
So, my course was 4.9 km and 230 MT climb. I started off very well. No hesitation to no 1 and 2, contoured around an icy slope to 3 where I was a little worried as to what would stop me if I slipped on the ice and went down the steep bank. I hit it correctly. 4 up the slope, on to 5 round the large dark green, all going well.
At control 6  I  had some help as I noticed 2 lights disappearing about 200m in front of me. My control was a re-entrant and with not much other detail on a very flat area I thought they must be close to it so ran to where they had been and bingo! Feeling good and running well the splits showed that at this point I was in 6th position, 2mins 30 seconds down on the leader with half the course completed.
Now what is important to have on a night Orienteering Competition? A good light, yes I had that, an orienteering map, N0 I didn’t have that as in adjusting my Buff to cover my ears as the new leg turned into the wind the map slipped from my gloves and was taken by the wind. It should be no problem, just catch it up and recover. I did catch it up, twice, in a full Usain Bolt sprint and put my foot on it but after slowing and turning to pick it up it went past me again and just kept tumbling away. After about 150m flat out I watched my map disappearing out of my light cover and just continued to walk slowly after it, not yet even thinking of where I was or what had just happened. I saw a thicket further ahead and hoped my map might have caught on a branch so continued walking up to it scanning with my light but I couldn’t find anything. Just at the outer distance of light I saw a fence and something fluttering in the wind caught half way up the fence above the snow, My map! Once recovered I managed to work out where I was as I was close to a set of thickets 300m from the last control and a 90angle to where I should be going. Leg 6-7 took me an extra 6mins over the fastest time and then as often happens further mistakes in trying to make up lost time. So, I finished 11th out of 19. I would have loved to have seen a Garmin trace of my route, a steady run through the first 6 controls and then a mad dash the wrong way, followed by bad route choices to the next few controls.
Looking back on the event 12 hours later on a beautiful sunny windless day I couldn’t believe that we had run the night before in such different conditions.
So, after many years orienteering a new lesson learned a map is very useful, hold on to it!
Kevin Pickering
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