
Emily Benham visits the podium again.

MTBO makes you smile. A standing punch.

Emily Benham continues to write 
British MTBO history with a hat-trick of 
medals from Lithuania this summer.

The European Mountain Bike Orienteering 
Championships (MTBO) took place at 
the end of September in Lithuania. The 
event was held on the spit that holds the 
Curonian Lagoon behind it and runs for 
60km from Klaipeda to Kaliningrad, the 
exclave of Russia. Nida was the Event 
Centre and the small town is only a few 
miles from the heavily guarded Russian 
border. Being on the coast provided the 
teams with some spectacular views in the 
autumn light out over the Lagoon and the 
Baltic Sea from the top of the sand dunes 
which rose to 53metres above sea level 
at their highest point. 
Team GB arrived late on Sunday 22nd 

September after having travelled for 
15 hours going via Riga and exploring 
the delights of Latvian motorways. Bike 
building was delayed until the next day as 
food was high on the list of priorities along 

with showers and freshening up! The 
team found a restaurant in the town next 
to the Event Centre and we continued to 
eat there all week as the food was cheap 
and good quality.
We had two days in Lithuania as the races 
began on Wednesday, so we rode up the 
spit for several kilometres which provided 
a nice 2 hour spin for the legs and then 
the model race the day before the middle 
race. Tuesday onwards saw beautiful 
sunny weather (it still took until 1pm each 
day for the air to become warm enough to 
ditch the thermals!) and stunning sunsets 
over the Baltic. 
The start of the Middle race was on the 
seafront in Nida where spectators could 
watch the proceedings. The planners 
had done a good job with the courses, 
as competitors rode up and the down the 
hilly ridge several times, whilst having 
to choose between two or three route 
choices and navigate around the complex 
path network. The spectator control was 
positioned on one of many piers and 
provided an optimum viewing point to see 
which directions cyclists came from and 
then exited the control.
The senior men had an entertaining day 
with numerous navigational errors and 
thus all had final finishing positions closely 
packed together. Andy Windrum was 
leading Brit in 52nd with a time of 71.27 
but on his debut GB ride Bryan Singleton 
finished a mere 40seconds behind in 53rd. 
In 55th was James Taylor with a time of 
73.13 and Mark Stodgell finished 57th 
in a time of 74.12 on his debut GB ride. 
Pulling up the rear of the British field was 
Andy Conn in 59th with a time of 77.37. 
Ian Nixon was disqualified for punching a 

wrong control in the technical north end 
of the map. 
Sarah Bayliss won the Masters category 
by an impressive 7minutes and Emily 
Benham finished 3rd in the Junior Category 
beating many juniors that raced at the 
Junior World championships in Poland, 
for her first medal of the week. 
The Sprint race was held at the north end 
of the spit, 50km away from Nida. The 
start was located inside the castle in the 
ramparts, which also held the Lithuanian 
sea life museum. Competitors had to race 
down the cobbled slope, negotiate a tight 
corner, through the tunnel and over the 
moat to get to the start kite! The start was 
fantastic to watch, seeing cyclists emerge 
out of the dark tunnel, onto the concrete 
past the finish and separation area and 
around the moat to the start. 

by Emily Benham

European Mountain Bike Orienteering 
Championships 

Ian Nixon.
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Sarah Baylis cleaned up in the W40 class.
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Ian Nixon had a good ride to finish in 30th in 
a time of 23.19 whilst Andy Conn finished 
46th with 25.16. Andy Windrum finished in 
57th in a time of 28.05 with James Taylor 
one place and eleven seconds behind. 
Mark Stodgell was 60th with a time 
30seconds behind James Taylor. Bryan 
Singleton’s SI card failed to register at a 
control and he was disqualified. 
Sarah Bayliss once again won her class 
by a considerable margin, whilst Em 
Benham lost gold by one second. Emily 
was leading by 40seconds, 3 minutes 
from the finish when she thought that a 
section of tarmac led off the path through 
a gate, but instead there was a fence in 
the way. The mistake cost her gold for a 
second year running as she finished 2nd in 
2007 by 3seconds! 
The Long race was held at Juodkrante, 
halfway between Nida and Klaipeda. 
The terrain consisted of a high ridge with 

a dense path network. As per usual in 
long distance races, a long leg was to be 
expected. The junior women had a 3.5km 
leg, where the optimum route choice 
was to use the road on the far right of 
the map. The other option was straight, 
staying high on the ridge and sticking to 
the larger tracks, but this route involved a 
lot of twists and turns and a lot of thinking. 
It did provide a good opportunity to plan 
ahead and look at 3 controls later on in 
the course. Unfortunately Emily missed 
the optimum route due to some confusion 
over the use of the main road, and lost 2 
minutes to Tarja Vesanto of Finland, who 
won the race. Tarja caught up Gaelle 
Barlet of France by 3 minutes early on 
into the race and the two of them rode 
together for the majority of the course.
Sarah Bayliss continued her domination 
of the W40 masters class, by winning 
for a third consecutive day by another 
massive margin.
In the Men’s race Jimmy Taylor had the 
highest place with 43rd position. A mere 
25 seconds apart were Bryan Singleton 
and Andy Conn in 46th and 47th places 
respectively. Ian Nixon finished in 51st 
whilst Andy Windrum was close behind 
in 53rd. Mark Stodgell got under his 
120minute target time to finish in 58th.
That evening saw rigorous discussions 
into the relay teams, and who would 
ride what leg. The A team consisted of 
Ian Nixon, Andy Conn and Jimmy Taylor 

who finished in 
a respectable 
13th place. 
The B team of 
Mark Stodgell, 
Andy Windrum 
and Bryan 
Singleton were 
unfortunately 
disqualified after 
the two Andy’s 
had some head-
to-head racing 
and Windrum 
missed out 
a loop of 4 
controls. Mark 
had a big crash 
on the first 
leg, where an 
oncoming rider 
didn’t move over 
far enough, and 
the subsequent 
handle bar 
tangling saw 
Mark go head 
first down the 
hill, which broke 
his helmet.
The week 
was eventful, 
highlighted 
by medals, 
running down 
the massive 

sand dunes, paddling in the Baltic, the 
mouse and the many gherkins that kept 
appearing throughout the week thanks to 
Mr Conn!
Many thanks to Provision for sponsoring 
the team kit which was fantastically 
designed and comfortable to wear. Also 
thanks to British Orienteering and the 
TCA for their continued support of the 
team.

CompassSport managed to catch up 
with Emily and put a few questions to 
her…

What were your expectations/goals 
going into the Euro Champs?
After JWOC (Junior World Champs.), I 
had a much better idea of where I was 
at physically in comparison to the other 
girls my age. Going in to the Euro’s there 
were a few big names not there, and 
some were riding in the W17 category, so 
I knew that if everything went to plan, I 
would get top 5 results in all the races. 
After last years’ 2nd, 5th and 6th, I wanted to 
achieve a higher placing in all the races, 
but I really needed the gold.
Did you meet them? What went wrong/
right? Surprises?
I was surprised with how the Russian, 
Irene Laneva, performed over the week. 
She had been better than me in two of the 
JWOC races, beating me by 20secs in the 
Long Final to 3rd place, so I was expecting 
her to be ahead in the results. It was a 
pleasant surprise to see that I beat her by 
2 minutes in the tough middle, and then in 
all the other races. I never underestimate 
any one of my competitors as they 
could have the perfect race and win, but 
there are always people that I expect to 
be ahead or behind me in the results.  
Unfortunately, I made mistakes in all of my 
races, but I can improve by going to more 
races and doing more navigation work. I 
did get my 3 podium places, but not the 
gold which I am really disappointed with. 
In terms of my fitness, I was the fittest, 
strongest and fastest I’ve ever been on 
the bike, but it still isn’t good enough 
as, although I am possibly one of the 
faster cyclists, it was my lack of practice 
at MTBO’ing that was my downfall. 
You still have another year of JWOC 
- how will you approach next year? 
Changes to your routine/prep? 
When I got back from Lithuania, I had a 
month off of serious training, and in that 
time I spent a lot of time thinking about 
what I could’ve done better and how I can 
improve further. I had spent so much time 
mulling over my thoughts in a lecture, 
that when I got home, the first thing I did 
was to put it all down and wrote a season 
analysis. I learnt a lot more from this than 
what I expected, and it even highlighted 
areas that I didn’t think I was weak in and 
has shown me some errors that I initially 
hadn’t thought about. Over the year I had 
been saying ‘this was a bad/good race’ 
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Sometimes you’ve just got to carry your bike.
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and then analysing that one race. But to 
look at the picture meant that I class a good 
race as one where I am 80% accurate 
with spiking controls and route choice.  
From this, I have set myself some goals 
and set smaller goals each week so I 
can monitor my improvement better.  
Next year, I am going to be going to most 
of the WRE’s, and from April through 
until July, I will be visiting 10 countries to 
race and train. My calendar is looking full 
and I will not be around in Britain most 
weekends! I have developed a training 
plan, that fits in around my University 
work, and I know what time and what 
session I have to do from now until April 
(it’s still a ‘work in progress’, but it will be 
finished by December!). I have to plan 
my time well and know when/where I am 
training, as last year I forgot to do any 
studying and spent so much time training 
from December until March, that I over 
trained. Through planning, I can minimise 
this and stay in control of my life.

What has happened as a consequence 
of you winning these medals?
Thanks to Ian at UltraSport, I have secured 
some sponsorship from Craft, who have 
just given me a lot of winter training kit. 
Because I spend a lot of time on the bike 
in the Peak District over the winter, it is 
vital that I keep warm so I don’t get ill or 
injured, and the kit I received has been 
fantastic. I went out for a ride in the rain, 
and have never been so comfortable!
I have also secured TASS for a second 
year running, but due to my medals, it is 
now specific for MTBO, so I can get the 
support I need.
Where do you keep/what have you 
done with your medals?
I am a very visual person, and get a lot 
of motivation from looking at pictures of 
elite athletes, maps, results etc. I know 
that I can achieve more than the silvers 
and bronze that I got this summer, so I 
keep the medals that I am most proud of 
on my wall, where I can see them all the 
time and it serves as a great reminder 
to the disappointment I felt to lose gold 
by a second. I find it a great motivator to 
remember this so I usually go out on my 

bike and return exhausted!
What was the best thing about the 
whole Euro MTBO Champs?
Standing on the podium was great, but it 
wasn’t where I wanted to be. I won’t be 
happy until I have that medal round my 
neck, listening to my National anthem!
I enjoyed the whole trip, the races were 
pretty special, and because I was there 
to race I took the whole thing quite 
seriously. I learnt to relax when I’m not on 
the bike at JWOC and so at EOC, I spent 
my free time chilling which enabled me 
to do it properly, such as eating, drinking, 
stretching and re-focussing. I think for 
me, the most memorable thing, was the 
Thursday evening, where after prize-
giving, we went to the massive sand dune 
(to take pictures of the sunset over the 
Baltic) and ended up running down the 
dune, and generally having a great time!
Who helped you win your medals? I.e. 
any thanks to any one in your support 
‘team’?
There are so many people who have 
given me their support over the year. First 
and foremost, my parents have been 
behind me all the way. They gave me a 
lot of encouragement and motivation to 
go out and train, but also provided an ear 
when I had a dilemma over whether to 
train or go out with mates, which was a 
rarity. My parents phoned me up about 
a week before I was due to come home 
– I was heading to Poland a few days 
after that - saying that they were going 
to buy me a race 
bike! I spent most 
of my summer in 
Sheffield, where 
I enjoyed living 
like an elite; wake 
up, train, eat, nap, 
train, eat, sleep! 
The thought of 
a new ultra light 
bike got me to go 
home a few days 
earlier!! 
Most of my 
‘support’ team is 
here in Sheffield 
through TASS. I 
used the facilities 
at Sheffield Hallam 
a great deal last 
year and have got 
to know the TASS 
team and gym 
staff well. Many 
thanks must go to 
Dave Hembrough 
for his help with 
my Strength & 
Conditioning work, 
which has helped 
me improve 
masses, and 
to Becky Wood 
(psychologist) 
for her help with 

increasing my confidence in myself and 
developing my race plan that was a 
pivotal part of my racing this summer. 
Also, I would like to take this opportunity 
to thank Frazer Johnson for putting up 
with my continual questions relating to 
TASS and claiming money, and also to 
the Sport Hallam staff for putting up with 
me on those occasions where I seem to 
live at the gym between training sessions, 
and for having someone to talk to when I 
was training late at night!
Any advice to other budding Juniors out 
there who might be interested in MTBO?
Don’t worry if you’ve never raced on a bike 
before, it’s not much different to Foot O, 
and the navigation is simpler as it is all on 
the paths. I think MTBO is a great way to 
provide experience at international races 
for juniors as there is not a selection policy 
for us so there is not much pressure until 
race day.
MTBO is a great way to improve skills 
that we use in foot O such as planning 
ahead and choosing route choices. There 
tends to be more time to think about route 
choices so it is a great way to spend your 
time thinking more about the macro and 
micro options. 
Although there aren’t many races in the 
UK, we are hoping for there to be a series 
of races in 2009, starting with the around 
Aldershot race on the 21st December. It 
would be great if Britain could field a junior 
team next year and you never know you 
might be the next European Champion.

Emily with her new bike.
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