Primal Quest 2008

Training for Expedition Racing

The Big Picture

Now is the perfect time of year to look at training from a broader prospective.  Perhaps you are seasoned veteran or maybe you just want to try your first expedition length adventure race.  Regardless, a little study and a little planning will help you get the most out of your training.  So, where should you start?

Let’s start by considering what factors play a role in the performance and enjoyment of adventure racing.  Here is the list in descending order of importance:  experience, skill, mental skill, team work, fitness, and tactics/strategy.  These are what we’ll call critical performance factors.

Summer 2007 has drawn to a close.  Consider the following as you look towards preparing for Primal Quest 2008.

Recovery:  The very first priority for 2008 training is to be certain you are totally recovered from the pervious season.  This includes taking some time completely off from structured training.  It’s time to recharging physically, emotionally, mentally, and financially.  You may even take time to clean and repair your worn out gear!  Also, seek out a qualified health professional to address any chronic injury if necessary.  Get yourself rested and ready to train.

Inventory:  Next, take a look back at the previous season.  Evaluate those critical performance factors.  Look at your own individual strength & weakness; your likes and dislikes in each performance category.  Look at it from the team prospective.  Look at what needs improvement, what is solid, what do you want to avoid next year and what do you want to repeat?  Look at both your training and racing.  If you are new to adventure racing, you may first have to look at a goal event or talk to a racer to see what is involved and then make a best guess at what needs work.  Put this in writing!

Gap Analysis:  Look ahead to PQ 2008 season.  Keep an eye on the PQ web page, newsletters and race updates.  You need to get an understanding of will be required in each of the critical performance factors to participate in the race.  Look at what skills and experience will allow you to perform better at PQ 2008 (i.e. skills and experience in: navigation, mountaineering, white water, technical mountain biking, teamwork (i.e. towing), etc.).  Make a list of specific deficiency both as individuals and as a team that need to be addressed.  And finally, make specific training, performance and instructional goals that address each area (i.e. mountaineering or white water class by some specific date).  

Team Goals:  Very few teams should even consider results based goals (i.e. finish in the top twenty).  There are simply too many factors that play into the position in which teams finish.  Only highly experience teams with many expedition length races under their belts can realistically expect to compete with the burden of a finishing place related goal.  This is not to say that a relatively inexperience team may cannot make the top ten.  It’s just impossible to say before the race WHICH one of those teams will be in the top ten.  The only realistic results oriented goal for 90% of teams is … to finish.  From there, focus on performance goals that, if executed, will mean a strong race.  Things like:  smart, steady pacing, highly efficient movement, quick transitions, solid navigation, etc.

Train:  Most athletes take a random, unstructured approach to training.  This has both benefits and limitations.  Unstructured training is self explanatory, so let begin to look at structuring training to reach specific goals.  Keep in mind that varying degrees of structure are possible.  Try not to be frightened by the concept, nor take it too far.  We are, after all, doing this for fun.  Future article will provide specific details on how to structure your training.  For now, let’s look at some important training principles.  Here are some basic training definitions and principles to guide you.

1. Periodization:  Breaking a given long term time period (a season) into periods where each period has specific training goals (to produce a particular physiological adaptation).  The periods (or phases/cycles) are structured in an order that is design to maximize performance.  One period builds upon the previous while preparing you for the next.

2. Frequency:  The number of workouts in a given time period.

3. Duration:  The length of time (or distance) of an individual workout.

4. Intensity:  How hard you are working (relative to your maximum effort or lactate threshold in an exercise mode for example).

5. Volume:  The total training load which considers frequency, duration, and intensity.  How much & how hard an athlete trains depends upon their individual experience level, history, ability, age, current training tolerance and current fitness level.

6. Progression:  Generally, elements of training should increase at a rate no greater than  10%.  For example, the total time spent any one week, month or year should increase by no more than 10% of the previous week, month or year.  Additionally, the length of your longest individual session (i.e. longest run) should increase by no more 10% over the previous longest session.  The 10% increase rule applies to all elements of training.

7. Overload:  An individual training bout or a period of training puts a training stress on the body.  The idea is to stress the body at a point that it is SLIGHTLY harder than its current capability.  For example, a long run of 11 mile where previous long run was 10 miles, or a weekly training volume of 11 hours where the previous week was 10 hours.  Training stress should be considered from all points of view: duration, intensity, frequency, and total volume.  An overload must occur to stimulate the body to adapt.

8. Rest:  The body actually becomes stronger and more fit in the period of rest which follows bouts of exercise.  Rest can be a time off with no exercise or bouts of easy training (active rest). 

9. Overcompensation:  After an appropriate training stress which is followed by rest, the body becomes capable of tolerating a higher level of stress.  Repeated periods of stress followed by rest with a sustainable progression leads to adaptation.  You become more fit!

10. Specificity:  The training must resemble the demands of the goal event.  Runner’s run, biker’s bike, and swimmer swim.  The beauty of adventure racing is that a wide variety of physical abilities will be put to test which means a wider variety of training modes will be beneficial to performance.

Periods: For adventure races, I like to use a sort of reverse periodization.  Meaning, during the winter, focus on quality, shorter but harder workouts that build high performance fitness (intervals!).  Then in spring, as the race draws nearer and the days last longer, execute more race specific, longer workouts.  Some basic periods that we’ll use to make up the season are:

1. Transition – this is where we are now.  Start with rest & recover from last season (2-4 weeks).   Then begin some unstructured, easy, enjoyable exercise aimed a being ready to start a structured training plan (2-6 weeks).  This is a good time to consider gaining some skill and experience in weak areas (take clinics and classes) and begin weight training (if you like it).

2. Quality – a period of reduced volume with an increase in intensity design to bring fitness to a higher level (6-8 weeks).

3. Endurance – a period where longer weekend training bouts and preparatory shorter AR races become the priority.  Week-day workouts become less stressful allowing for recovery for the long bouts.

4. Taper – a period focused on very specific race preparation and recovery.(2-3).

Lifestyle:  Structuring training using periodization may not be appealing to some.  The beauty of adventure racing is that we don’t need the very specific physiological adaptations that runners, cyclist, swimmers and even triathletes need.  Our sport is VERY dynamic.  Skill, team work, experience and many other factors play a far more critical role in performance and enjoyment that specific fitness.  For this reason, I endorse what I call the Lifestyle approach to adventure race training.  Basically, we working stiffs do our “exercise” during the week (and hour run, a spin class, lifting in the gym, etc.).  On the weekend, we play (climb, ski, long hike/run, long ride, an o-meet or mountain bike race, etc).  In this way, our bodies adapt to a wide variety of demands and we become ready to handle the variety of demands in adventure racing.  Still, if one takes the time to inventory their current condition, put down a few goals, learn about modern periodization, then they can easily integrate the principles of structure training into a lifestyle approach.

For now, take a look at the Transition phase and put that into practice.  Look for direction on structuring your base training and strength training in coming articles.

