Review of the 2002 Student Pentathlon Championships
The Competition

            For the third year since the competition’s inception in 2000 the Championships attracted a field of just under 80 competitors. Hopes of having 80 or 90 people were disappointed, partly as a result of Liverpool University being unable to compete due to exams and Stirling’s late withdrew because of illness. Additionally the men’s competition was robbed of the presence of two international athletes, Ben Candy (Oxford) and Simon Marwood (South Bank) due to injuries. These absences were balanced, however, by the debuts of Brighton, Brunel, Edinburgh, University of Wales Institute Cardiff and particularly Bath universities. Many of the Bath competitors are also on the National Performance program based in the city; all six athletes had had international experience.

The competition continues to attract a large number of students from across the British Isles, 14 universities and 7 school sixth forms were represented. There was, as ever, a large Celtic contingent with Edinburgh university making the long trip to Oxford, Haberdashers Monmouth School returning to (successfully) defend their schools title from across the Wye, representatives from Ireland and Cornwall also competed, as well as the likes of Agnew, Mackie, Rees, Murphy and King competing for English Universities.

There were several competitors taking part in the Championships for the third time, including notably Rachel Measures and Tom Hopson who competed for the first time as university students. Heather Fell, runner up in 2000, returned in 2002 after a year’s absence, she, like Rachel and Tom, was in her first year at university having taken part as a sixth former. It is immensely encouraging for university pentathlon that Bristol University continues to be strongly represented, despite the departure of their charismatic president of 2000-1 Georgie Rolt; Bristol was lead this year by Katie Cheyne. Oxford and Cambridge, as in previous years, also turned out in force.

 As in the past two years, the swim on the Friday evening was perhaps the most impressive spectacle of the Championships. Competitors, supporters and organisers filled the Temple Cowley poolside, creating a wonderful atmosphere. In the pool both the men’s and the women’s fields showed a greater strength in depth than in previous years and both individual records were threatened, but left unbroken. Heather Fell was narrowly outside her 2000 record of 2mins 15secs for the 200m, posting a time of 2.17 that was only just ahead of Anna Hoy (Birmingham) and defending champion Aly Rowell (Monmouth) who both also broke 2.20. The standard of swimming in the women’s event was remarkable as ten athletes broke the 1000 point (2min 40sec) barrier. In the men’s event Scott Buchan (Hampshire) was only a second outside Pete Gibbons’ (Loughborough) record of 2.12 set in 2000. Scott was comfortably ahead of the rest of the male athletes, but Charlie O’Shea (Birmingham), Daniel Preece (Lamerton School) and James Graham-Brown (Oxford) also broke the 1000 point (2min 30sec) barrier.

On the Saturday morning the men shot and the women fenced before swapping over. Both disciplines took place at the Oxford University Sports Complex at Iffley Road. The standard of the women’s field again proved to be superior to the men’s in the shoot. Lorna Wiggins (Bath) shot an extremely impressive 185, beating the previous best championship mark of 181 achieved by both herself in 2000 and Zoe Hughes (Cheltenham & Gloucester) in 2001. Unless Lorna beats her own score again in the next couple of years, this record will surely stand for quite some time to come. Second was Heather Fell, who followed her great swim with a 175 shoot to take a commanding early lead in the women’s individual competition. Liz Adams (Bath) and Harriet Thompson (Cambridge) also shot 1000 pentathlon points or over, shooting 173 and 172 target points respectively. Impressively the other four Bath ladies all shot in excess of 900 pentathlon points, points that would prove crucial in the team competition.

Pete Kelly won the men’s shoot with a 179 target point score, at the head of a men’s field that saw only nine men break 900 pentathlon points (164 target points). Pete didn’t endanger Ben Candy’s 2001 record of 182, but having scored over 1000 points in his first two events, as had Scott Buchan and James Graham-Brown, he was in a three-way battle at the top of the men’s leader board going into the fence.

The fence produced a close contest between the top eight women who each scored between 1000 and 1100 points. Tina Agnew (Oxford) recovered from a poor shoot to score 1028, a score she shared with Wiggins and Jo Clarke (Bath). Rowell and Lindsey Weedon put pressure on Heather Fell’s lead by each scoring 1056, while Fell and Adams failed to break the 1000 point mark The fence was won by the Swiss international pentathlete Sara Notz (Bath) and Rachel Measures (UWE), both scoring 1084.

In a repeat of the previous year a Cambridge fencer won the men’s field by a streak, Andy Culling only dropping a couple of hits to register a score of 1224 to better Alistair Baker’s score of 1189 in 2001. The men’s and women’s fields showed a generally good level of fencing, the men’s proving particularly competitive; only four other men broke 1000 points, Tom Shaw (Oxford) came second with 1084 (although aggravated an injury in the process forcing him to withdraw from the remaining events), Jamie Frith (Cambridge) was third with 1056 and Ben Buckley (Wootton Upper School) and James Graham Brown, scoring over 1000 points in his third consecutive event, scored 1024. Kelly and Preece dropped vital points in the fence, as did potential challengers Yeoman (Oxford), Gisborne (Oxford), Jordan (Hampshire), and Matthew Graham-Brown (Birmingham). With Buckley and Jordan failing to start the run a group of half a dozen men remained in contention, which Kelly and James Graham-Brown headed by some distance.

The run course in Oxford University’s South Parks was undulating and soft underfoot, providing a stiff test for the athletes. Faced with a tough course and upcoming international commitments Jo Clarke (Bath) chose not to run (but as it was to turn out even a good run by her would not have troubled the eventual champion and runner-up). The women’s run was won by Sara Notz in 11min 53 secs, but significantly, from the individual women’s competition perspective, was the determined second place of Heather Fell that left her in sight of victory as long as she completed the ride without undue incident. Rowell’s challenge to retain her title fell away with a run score 160 points behind Fell, leaving her to hope that the leader would struggle in the ride. 

Only nine women had broken 13 minutes on the 3km course, but the standard of the men’s race was much higher with the top fifteen runners separated by only 40 seconds and finishing under 11.15 (700 pentathlon points), a respectable time considering the conditions. Alex Baxter (Oxford), a promising athlete in only his first term of pentathlon, won the run in 10.32.  James Graham-Brown finished ahead of Pete Kelly, giving him a slender 76-point lead going into the ride. Despite being the stronger rider, Graham-Brown could only afford two poles down to be sure of victory.

Fell displayed no sign of nerves as she cemented her win with a safe ride, seeing her finish on an impressive score of 5098. Heather will no doubt be a Great Britain star of the future as she appears to have no weak event and shows great determination to succeed. Aly Rowell finished runner up ahead of Sarah Langridge (Bath) who had scored consistently through the competition, with Lindsey Weedon who had lost points on the ride, in fourth.

As usual many less men attempted the ride than the women, although it was left to Ashley Herridge (Peter Symonds 6th Form College) to post the only clear round of the day. James Graham-Brown’s single pole down ensured his victory on the men’s individual competition while Pete Kelly struggled and was eventually eliminated in the ride, dropping him from second to eleventh in the overall standings, a result which belied the closeness of the competition until the last event. Uncharacteristic ride mistakes by past and present pony-clubbers Gisborne and Matthew Graham-Brown meant they finished third and fourth respectively behind Justin Yeoman in second place. Despite the absence of Candy and the elimination of Kelly in the ride, Oxford had taken 1-2-3 in the men’s individual competition, with John Riches also up in eighth place.

The Bath A team of Langridge, Wiggins and Clarke romped to victory with a score of 12,360, beating Oxford’s record of 12,169 from 2000. The fight for second place proved slightly closer; but with best four event scores to count for each athlete, Kelly’s zero ride and Agnew’s poor shoot forced Oxford A to count their run scores (as usual the lowest scoring event), handing the runners-up spot to Bath B. While Bath’s women missed out on the top two spots in the individual competition, their strength in depth saw them walk away with the top two team places. Conversely the individual success of the Oxford men did not translate into team success. Cambridge, however, slumped from first in 2001 to sixth in 2002 in the team event.

In the sixth-form competition Hampshire 6th Form Colleges were victorious, but Haberdashers Monmouth were awarded the trophy being the highest placing team consisting of pupils all from one school, beating off the challenges of the Peter Symonds 6th Form College and Oakhampton College teams.

Zig.

