The French Orienteering Championships, 17-21 August 2005

The French Orienteering Championships are always held towards the end of August, this appears to be primarily to avoid the problems of conflicting with school holidays and exams and also because the whole of France is on holiday during most of the month of August. The problem is naturally that this choice of date either limits the choice of areas, or (in my view) means that the undergrowth in the chosen areas is not considered relevant to the final result (that is, Thierry Georgiou wins the H21E anyway!!). 

The 2005 championships were held in the St Etienne area (between Lyon and Clermont in eastern France, area over 1100m high) – Thierry and his French team colleague withdrew from the H21E classic race as they live there and regularly train on the areas used.

The races comprised a number of different competitions, some open and others for selected runners only. There was also an opportunity to spend the Monday and Tuesday training on nearby areas. The first day of competition was an Interregional event (a ranking badge event in UK terms). There were very few from the UK present, those living in France, myself, Ray Hulse and Bob and Marie Pinker, and those visiting on holiday, Ivor and Paulette Noot (EPOC). The area comprised a single, steep hill with extensively mapped but as far as I could see not distinguishable vegetation boundaries and lots of root stocks and charcoal burning circles. The conifers were closely planted making visibility difficult – fortunately no brambles. A couple of difficult to find vegetation boundaries resulted in a very average run for me.

The second day was in a wonderful hilltop village named St Victor sur Loire below which is one of several lakes that sit in a series of gorges that lead into the Loire river – very picturesque. This was the venue for the French Sprint Championships – a closed, invitation-only race but with a “promotional” event afterwards during which we could run the courses that the Elite had completed. The Mens Course was 2.45 km, 95m climb (completed by the winner in 13.00 minutes). It was a fascinating mixture of orienteering in  complex streets followed by a fast downhill run into a semi-open hillside (mapped at 1:4,000) (where the French number one Thierry lost the race by running too fast and going straight past the first control in this area). We finished by descending to the lake shore and running alone the beach. I was more that happy with a time of 19.28 and only one major (well – 30 seconds) mistake. 

The Elite were now into serious racing, in this case the French middle distance championship – this involved a qualifying race followed by a final in the afternoon. We were permitted to run (or, in my case, walk due to a twisted ankle in the sprint) the qualifying races (4km, 200m climb) from 11.00am. The area chosen reminded me of some of the worst aspects of Lake District forests, very complex rocky terrain – unrunnable underfoot due to stones and, to make matters worse, even if you could run, the light green vegetation would have prevented you. Only one or two of the Elite managed to get under 10 min/km. I had a nice stroll around and actually found a vegetation boundary that was on the map!! The final of the middle distance was on a separate part of the area, much less stony underfoot and not light green. Thierry won at a gallop.

The “big” race was the French Long distance championships on the Saturday morning – in my case 8 km, 245m climb. The area was physically hard and heavily brashed with distinct areas of thick green/light green marshes. The courses basically ran from marsh to marsh and the controls were cunningly placed behind anything that obscured them. This resulted in lots of small mistakes and (for some people) some quite enormous errors. Times were long, the winner of my course only managing 64 minutes (as opposed to my 94 minutes that brought me into 80th place out of 232 competitors). 

Being in a small club (9 members), I did not take part in the relays on Sunday morning. However, overnight the cloud descended (the areas were above 1100m), it poured with rain, the temperature dropped to 8°C and the organisers reluctantly cancelled the event – most competitors did not get out of their cars. I was on a nice warm train back to Paris.

If you are interested in next year’s event, it is in the Nancy region from 24-27 August, the training area is a map that contains some surviving parts of the Maginot Line. 

Nick Campbell

