A Novice Biathlete 
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June 10th 2007 was a lovely early summer’s day which quickly became unbearably hot as I started my first rollerski lesson around the tarmac of Dorney Lake at Eton College. This was the culmination of a lingering thought process of “I want to do biathlon”.  Amazingly, after many falls, I did not give up straight away but what I didn’t realise was that the fruition of this thought process was going to be over 2 years’ away.

Mad!! Perhaps a little, but I enjoy a challenge and it has been great fun trying to master the skating and shooting.

Every time I mentioned  “doing Biathlon” I was told to go to “The British Championships”, but I only wanted to participate - not race. I was assured that it was the place to start. Eventually I gave in and this year went with Rupert Butcher to the British National, Inter Services and Army Biathlon and Cross Country Championships (obviously a title that has no acronym - unusual for the Armed forces) which is held at Ruhpolding, Germany, in January each year. My preparation had been the first week in January in Obertilliach with  Alan Eason skating and shooting and felt a little more prepared after this. I finished the week with the Pustertaler 28K skating race in Dobiacco .

 200 Athletes, (that includes me!) who are 90% British Forces and the rest civilian or foreign forces, compete over 14 days in 25 races. There are a number of novice races which did fit the bill for me. The civilians are a small band of regulars, some are instructors who have taught me skiing and roller skiing and ex military - all with loads of ability. The others are like me - there for the fun of it. The Armed Forces, who possibly have never skied before, start training as soon as there is snow and, through divisional championships, arrive at the Nationals in January. So they have been on snow for 2 months at least. The only requirement for me was getting myself there and paying €10 per race entry fee! This was by far the cheapest part of the whole process.

I’m also proud of my single-handed success in dramatically increasing the average age of the contestants, who in the main are in their 20s.  
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The civilian contingent are allocated a portacabin where you keep your stuff, wax skis and find out what to do. Thank goodness others knew the form. 

 Each loop of the course is between 2 and 4 kilometres and will climb 300-500 metres (and come down the same amount). Of course this is not done at sea level but up in the mountains where there is less oxygen to breath and that was my  biggest problem, getting enough air into my lungs, or put it another way, my old age. I spied quite a few heart rate monitors being worn but felt mine would complain at the impossibly high numbers it was recording, so kept it in my bag for safekeeping.          I had also injured my Achilles in the summer of 2009 which had curtailed a lot of my training. (I was now a pretty good swimmer - but unfortunately this skill does not transfer to snow very well.)

You might say “I don’t wear lycra” but I’m afraid it is part of the race scene to squeeze your body into a second skin that exaggerates all the weight you should not be carrying. At least you, sort of, look the part.

The potential for disasters are many:

· Falling and filling your rifle (and you) with snow which gets everywhere which turns to ice immediately and is hell to remove.

· Losing your ammunition or ejecting a bullet before firing it. 

· Bullet misfiring – so you keep spares available on your gun.

· Trigger finger going numb - so you cannot shoot properly.

· Breaking a ski or a pole, not such a problem if you keep out of the way at the back.

· Poor visibility from falling snow. Not being able to see the targets is a real possibility.

· Shooting at the wrong target – quite often done - even in world cup races.

Do I do another championship next year?

 I did not come last in either of my races – but let’s say I was not in contention for a podium finish. Race 1 – 47th out of 50 in the individual race, but I was 8th best in shooting. Race 2 – 31st out of 33 in the mass start, 4th in the shooting. I can’t win races at my level with shooting only, the skiing is more important, so that is where the effort is needed.
I race in the veteran class, which starts at the ripe old age of 34!! – I am lobbying for them to introduce a super vet class!! Even the Generals are younger than me, and I beat one of them, as well as a Major and a Lt Colonel! 

I like the fitness gained in all this, not marathon running fitness but balance and general fitness and the sports in their individual parts, which I can do into my old age. As opposed to downhill skiing which is only winter based, this is very much summer focused with roller skiing and shooting.

 I do plan to go back to downhill skiing when I am 70 and the lift pass is free!! But feel this is my sport at the moment. And yes, you do feel part of something quite unique in the UK. 

But do I do more competitions? I don’t know. We will see. 

Since coming back, I have booked Kvitavatn in Norway for the SSE on Snow Nordic skills course in April, so there is hope.
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