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Critical Performance Factors

I wonder if anybody has ever said, “I want to win a chess tournament.”  Then, with lofty goals in mind, embarked on a 22 week fitness program which included: running, swimming, weight lifting, climbing, paddling, cycling and playing a game or two of chess.  After 22 weeks of hard work, that person enters the tournament in the best shape of their life, yet completely unprepared to accomplish their goal.  They would most likely be eliminated on the very first round.

Many teams start their first adventure race OR their first wilderness expedition in very good physical shape.  Certainly at a fitness level far beyond what’s needed to finish the race.  And yet, many of these very same teams are eliminated on day one and many more before the race is half way through.  Why?  Because they do not prepare themselves for the demands of the race!  One must be fit, very fit to finish Primal Quest®.  However, they must also have the skill with which to direct that fitness from one check point to the next.  If fitness is the engine of our Adventure Racing car, skills, experience, teamwork, and mental preparedness are the rest of the car (chasse, steering wheel, brakes, wheels, radiator … everything a car need to progress).

Summary of this article:  Fortunately, it is possible for athletes to train for skill, fitness and experience at the same time.  To accomplish this, train how you will race.  Use your race gear and train frequently with a pack.  On your feet, spend so time trekking so you can learn to walk very quickly.  Be sure to get off trail frequently so you can experience a wide variety of terrain.  Practice eating and drinking while training.  Integrate skills drills into your workouts.  The bottom line is to train how you will race.  This is not a triathlon, bike century or marathon.  This is a wilderness expedition length adventure race.  Read on for more details.

 Let’s take a quick look at what factors determine adventure race performance and, for that matter, enjoyment.  The purpose of this is to provide some insight on where an athlete and a team should focus their training efforts over the next 22 weeks to best prepare them for reaching their goals.  These are critical performance factors.

1. Skills:  I put skills as the second most important behind experience, but have never been able to convince Ian Adamson of team Nike ACG to agree.  And since he and his team have kicked my ass on numerous occasions, we shall say that skills are indeed the most critical factor in adventure race performance and enjoyment.  A thorough list of minimum technical skills was released in the PQ Newsletter #2.  Below are a few additional skills in some of the discipline plus some general racing skills needed to complete the race.

a. Efficient movement:  The point behind mastering all the skills in the newsletter and list below (apart from safety) are to allow teams to move quickly and efficiently through the course.  Ideally, teams will either be sound asleep or progressing towards the next check point at the maximum sustainable pace.  Time spent not moving forward is undesirable (unless you are asleep) and should therefore be minimized.  This means quick transitions, no stopping for team debates, minimize fussing with gear and cloths and eat and drink on the move.  There is an art to keeping 4 tired people on the move 18-20 hours a day for 5 to 10 days in a row.  So practice how to keep moving smartly and efficiently.

b. Navigation:  The scope of navigation skills required for PQ is beyond this article.  Master the skill described in the news letter.  In general, navigators must be able to handle “big” navigation with 1/25,000 (1/24,000) and potentially 1/50,000 (1/67,500).  In long wilderness races, the features used are big and the distances far.  Quick and thorough map preparation is also an essential skill.  While not specifically mentioned in the PQ newsletter, highly detailed, accurate orienteering skills are also important.  Be able to navigate during each discipline as there are difference between them. Lastly, be able to store, carry, organize and access your maps quickly and easily (and make sure they NEVER GET WET).

c. Pacing:  Teams must be able to pace themselves such that no team member is pushed beyond a pace that is maintainable for the entire distance of each leg (with gas in the tank for the next leg).  Proper pacing is a skill!

d. Eating & Hydrating:  Athletes will need to consume 3000 – 9000 calories everyday.  They must drink 12 – 32oz of fluid every hour.  They must be able to do this on the move during each discipline.  You must not stop to eat and drink and you must eat and drink continuously, so learn how to do it while on the move.

e. Gear:  Know every piece of gear and how it’s used and where it is and how to get at it quickly (in the field and in transition).  Try to get your race gear down to a minimum.  The required gear plus clothes.  

f. Clothing:  Adding and shedding layers quickly while on the move.

g. Transition:  Simply practice going form one discipline to the next quickly and efficiently using your race gear.  In fact, store all your gear in your action packer and “transition into and out of every workout!

h. Trekking:  Eating, drinking, adding/removing layer of clothing.  Be confident on a wide variety of off trail terrain.  When on roads or trails, learn to maximize speed with very fast walking.  The vast majority of the time of this race will be spent on your poor aching feet.  Learn to deal with it.

i. Mountain Biking:  Towing, eating and drinking while riding, bike assembly, disassembly and packing in hard case, basic bike repair. 

j. Kayaking:  Eating and drinking while paddling (straight!!!), towing, boat set up (foot pegs, spare skirt, gear storage).

k. Horseback riding:  eating and drinking.

l. Fixed Ropes:  Quick access to gear, putting on harness and buddy checking, master the use of all climbing gear.

m. Mountaineering:  Quick access to gear, putting on harness, crampons.

2. Experience:  Because adventure racing presents a very fluid, dynamic environment, I rate experience a very high factor in race performance.  A deep experience base allows athletes and teams to apply their skill and fitness towards the ever changing & unpredictable circumstances, situations and demands of a wilderness expedition race.  The more experiences athletes and teams have with the specific demands the better.  For Primal Quest®, the more experiences an athlete or team accumulates in the following (listed in order) the better:

a. Mountain & desert wilderness, expedition races.

b. Wilderness expedition length adventure races.

c. Multi day (preferably wilderness) adventure races

d. Adventure racing in general.

e. Experience in each individual discipline (i.e. mountaineering expeditions (light and fast), speed back packing, paddling trips (flat and white water), etc., etc.).

f. Experience in long endurance events (i.e. ultra distance running and mountain biking, triathlon, etc).

g. Training sessions simulating physical and sill demands of the race.

Given the time and money, an athlete could simply focus on accumulating those experiences between now and Primal Quest®.  They would not only gain indispensable experience, but would be building the skills (and fitness) that will be demanded during the race.  Athletes will be well served to gain experience as closely related to the demands of the race as possible.

3. Teamwork:  Because teams must stay together at all times during the race (“together” has been defined as within sight of each other or with in 100 meters), many are under the mistaken impression that a team is only as fast as its slowest member.  However, teams who work together are much faster than their slowest member.  Obvious examples are: towing (on the bike and during treks),  carrying a teammates pack or transferring some weight, helping less organized teammate through transition, sharing food, helping teammates “manage their shit” to minimize stopping, etc., etc.  Other aspects of team work include: staying together ALWAYS (this is surprisingly difficult for some teams/athletes), supporting teammates (i.e. on a difficult navigation section you can: a) complain, ask repeatedly if the navigator is “sure this is the right way,” ask how much further over and over, make snide remarks after mistakes are made, etc, or b) you can continuously encourage your navigator to help build confidence), decision making, trust, and conflict resolution.  This may seem silly, but it is astounding how many teams fail due to classic Eco Challenge® TV drama.  For example one teammate goes into a low point early in the race.  Another teammate gets pissed at the slow pace and how far behind they are getting.  Rather than help and support, that teammate complains (verbal and nonverbal).  Pressure and tension build.  That makes recovery for the suffering teammate more difficult as they now bare not only the physical burden but an added emotional/mental one as well.  It’s potentially a race ending downward spiral.  By working together well, teams can overcome great deficiencies in fitness and skill.  By working against each other, very fit and skilled teams can implode.  An old native American saying: “No tree has branches so foolish as to fight amongst themselves.”  But frequently adventure race teams do!!

4. Mental Toughness:  What can be said?  Feet are a good example.  There is no magic solution to foot problems.  Some people rarely get them.  Some people have little systems that work for them.  But many times, is will come down to this:  your feet are swollen and blistered and bleeding and nothing relives the pain.  So you either walk or don’t walk.  You either finish or don’t finish.  And it is no more complicated than that.  The same is true with other aspects too: fatigue, illness, gear problems, fear, overcoming a big mistake, dehydration, more fear, etc.  The potential race ending scenarios are endless.  “Why even go now, its pointless because …” Athletes who focus on the current problem can easily be overwhelmed by the enormity of what lies ahead.  This make quitting and easy options.  “Well one of our guys chain broke with 50 mile left in the 1st mountain bike leg, so that’s why we didn’t finish.”  “We were so far behind after day one because one of our guys bonked.  It was senseless.”  These are common place situations that are, frankly, easily to over come.   Teams who develop the mental tenacity to NEVER GIVE UP and who develop the ability to prevent teammates from giving up will perform better.  Ever team and athlete will face their own problems, bad luck, and unforeseen circumstance.  Mental toughness goes a very long way indeed to overcoming obstacles.

5. Fitness:  Finally, here we are at fitness.  Here are five fitness priorities:

a. Long trekking endurance and very fast paced walking:  This fitness is built during your long runs and treks.  Most athletes should limit long runs to 3 hours with PLENTY of walk intervals inserted.  Anything over 3 hours should be treks and hikes with some very brief run intervals inserted (run intervals not needed).

b. Long mountain biking endurance:  This fitness is developed in long rides of up to 6 hours (road or mountain).  Rides longer than 6 hours should be special events and are best done on the mountain bike.

c. Aerobic up hill biking:  Hard aerobic efforts up hill bike efforts (intervals) of 10-40 minutes.  Typically referred to as tempo or threshold work ranging from 80-90% of maximum heart rate depending on interval type and athlete experience.

d. Aerobic up hill hiking: Hard aerobic hiking efforts (intervals) with pack up hill of 10-40 minutes.  Typically referred to as tempo or threshold work ranging from 80-90% of maximum heart rate depending on interval type and athlete experience.

e. Paddling endurance:  Long paddles of 2 plus hours are idea.  However, since paddling is difficult to access for many, short week day paddling sessions and swimming workouts can be very helpful.

f. General Strength:  a well rounded resistance training program is ideal.


A case study:  To illustrate further, consider an athlete that has completed numerous Ironman® length triathlons, but has not competed in adventure races.  Nor does this athlete have a broad adventure sports back ground (i.e. mountaineering, paddling, back packing, etc.).  This athlete would be better served to do some long treks with a back pack full of race gear on and off trails rather than do a long slow distance run on the road.  As an experienced Ironman® racer, they have probably done plenty of 20 mile runs!  Obviously, this athlete would need to seek professional instruction to learn the skills for the PQ skill certificates.  They would also benefit from some gaining some experience with a speed back packing trip, a mountaineering trip, a paddling trip for example.  When choosing preparatory events, clearly some adventure races would be ideal (the longer the better).  But an ultra endurance mountain bike or trail run (which they intend to hike) event might also be applicable.  This athlete would maintain their fitness through their daily runs and rides which will be necessary for certain.  But the biggest challenges they will face in PQ will clearly be their skills and their experience in the wilderness (or at least off road).  One saying goes, train your weaknesses and race your strengths.  An Ironman athlete needs to be able to direct their triathlon fitness over a variety of wilderness terrain and they need to learn to slow down and go really long!

I guess the point is this:  rather than focus on fitness, learn to move efficiently and steadily over long distances by training or practicing this very specific skill.  A good example is to go for long VERY fast treks (3-4 mph) with your race gear on varied terrain with NO STOPPING rather than going on a slowly paced long run.  When you work out with your team, focus on working together as a team, moving efficiently, and transition practices rather than fitness based workouts.
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