Forty Years in Orienteering

On 7th March 1970, a group of schoolboys from Kings School, Macclesfield took part in their first official Orienteering event at Kinver Million in the British Midlands.  They had been learning the basic Orienteering skills over the previous six months in areas around Macclesfield – Alderley Edge, Lyme Park and Macclesfield Forest.  We competed on hand drawn black on white maps based largely on the 1:25000 ‘Ordnance Survey’ maps

Now it was time to take part in their first competition – I was one of those boys.  It didn’t help that the school compasses were inaccessible, locked in the physics lab.  Somehow I managed to navigate my way around the course in a very slow time and finish well down the field.  Nevertheless I was hooked.

Our Physics teacher, Dave Blamphin was a regular Orienteer and he had introduced Orienteering to the school as an extra-curricular activity for the sixth formers (Grades 11 and 12) on a Wednesday afternoon.  From that first event, he used to drive us in the old battered school minibus to events up to 300km away almost every weekend.

We developed our Orienteering skills and I enjoyed a few successes at school level, particularly in the Cheshire schools league and Championships.  However, in open events I was firmly a “middle of the field” competitor.

On leaving school I continued Orienteering at university.  Fortunately there was already an Orienteering Club at Cambridge University with some keen and excellent Orienteers.  Unfortunately, we didn’t have a University minibus to get to events and for the first year I was there, we travelled in two Mini Minors (five per car) which was a bit of a squash.

It was at Cambridge that I was given the opportunity to be on the club committee ultimately ending up as Chairman of the club.  I also learnt how to plan courses and make maps.  My first major map (Little Ouse Valley near the village of Brandon on the Suffolk/Norfolk border) was used for the second Icenian trophy event – an event which is still on the calendar today.

After six great years in Cambridge it was time to get a job and move into the big wide world.  I moved to the NE of England and joined Lanchester Orienteers which shortly thereafter became Northern Navigators.  I was soon elected to their club committee and I also represented them on the NorthEast Region committee.  It seemed as if my course of being an Orienteering administrator was well and truly set.

However, I continued to compete, with limited success but I was also active in planning events and mapping.  This culminated in being appointed a Grade 2 Controller.  Before I left the UK I controlled the British University Orienteering Championships and I was the assistant controller’s assistant at the British Orienteering Championships.
In September 1981, my life underwent a major change when Val and I emigrated to South Africa after I had been made redundant in February that year.  There followed the longest period over the past 40 years when I didn’t compete in an Orienteering event.  

Then in October 1982, I read in the newspaper that an Orienteering event would be held in Delta Park in Johannesburg.  I was to learn later that I had missed the first two events which were held there the previous month.  I duly turned up and surprised the organisers and the top competitors by winning that event.

Shortly thereafter, I became involved with the Rand Orienteering Club committee and it was a logical progression to become involved with the SAOF when it was formed in 1984.  Whereas I was a “middle of the field” competitor in the UK, my experience meant that I was much more competitive in South Africa.  During those early years, I won many events including the SA Championships in 1984 at Laurentia Farm and in 1985 at Silvermine Valley.  

Due to the political situation at the time, the SAOF was not affiliated to the IOF (indeed we had been advised not even to bother applying as our application would be rejected).  Nor did we have any dealings with the South African macro sports bodies of the time.  The sole job of the SAOF was to coordinate the activities of the clubs – initially Rand Orienteering Club and Peninsula Orienteering Club.  Those Orienteers who were around in the 1980s will also remember the frequent trips to Swaziland to compete in the fabulous Usutu forests, firstly on crudely drawn black and white maps but ultimately on two excellent colour maps.

With the ending of apartheid and the coming of the new democratic South Africa in the early 1990s, Orienteering also underwent a revolution.  In 1992, the SAOF was admitted as a full member of the international Orienteering Federation.  Thus we were able to compete in the World Orienteering Championships for the first time in 1993.

The event was held in the Harriman State Park about 80km north of New York in the United States.  A team of five men (Steve Kench, Ruedi Siegenthaler, Colin Dutkiewicz, Craig Ogilvie and myself), one woman (Bridget Williamson now Steyn) and a manager (Mike Wilson) was selected.  Amazingly, all five of the men were competing at the recent Gauteng Championships at Hennops.

Not only were we the least experienced team at the Championships, we had two of the oldest competitors in Steve and myself.  To say that we did badly would be an underestimate.  We filled last place in each of the middle distance qualifying races.  We were only allowed one person to compete in the final of the classic distance race (no classic qualifying in those days).  I was the lucky (unlucky ?) person as voted by the rest of the team members selected to compete.  

The classic distance final at the World Orienteering Championships in 1993 remains the most difficult race I have ever done.  At around 17km (I can’t remember the climb) in the most technical terrain I have ever competed in, on a mind-blowingly detailed map with driving rain from start to finish it was truly an event of marathon proportions.  My time of 3½ hours (over twice that of the winner) placed me firmly at the foot of the results list.  However, it remains one of the most enduring memories of my Orienteering career and I still consider it to be the pinnacle of my orienteering achievements.

In the relay (then consisting of four legs), we were similarly outclassed.  Having realised this, the team members duly wore ‘L plates’ an indication of our acceptance that we were really out of our depth at that level.  This was confirmed when we were lapped not once but twice with only two of our runners completing the course well after the leading teams had competed all four legs of the relay.  To allow the organisers to pack up on time, we duly instructed our third and fourth leg runners not to go out on their courses.
That was to be my first of ten World Orienteering Championship and the only one as a competitor.  Instead, I was proud to be the Team Manager of the SA team on nine subsequent occasions.  Each event was different – Germany (1995), Norway (1997), Scotland (1999), Finland (2001), Switzerland (2003), Sweden (2004), Denmark (2006), Ukraine (2007) and Czech Republic (2008). The only event we missed was Japan in 2005 which proved to logistically and financially impossible to send a team to.

Although I believe that we are still firmly in the third tier of Orienteering nations (along with Israel, the Netherlands, USA, Canada and the like) there has been a steady improvement in performances particularly between 1993 and 2006.  Unfortunately this appears to have levelled off over the past few years, I believe mainly due to the fact that we have been unable to send our strongest team each year due to the financial and logistical demands of an annual WOC.

During the 1990s and early 2000s, I also became the semi-permanent leader of the SAOF (firstly as Chairman and subsequently as President).  We developed excellent relationships with the IOF and with the macro sports bodies and government sports structures in South Africa (NOCSA which became SASCOC, National Sports Council which became the Sports Commission which then became part of SASCOC and the Department of Sport and Recreation – now Sport and Recreation SA).
It was a very difficult time as South African sporting structures evolved from the apartheid era to that of the new South Africa.  Fortunately, Orienteering did not have the unification problems which other sports experienced during this period but we continued to battle being a ‘minority’ sport with a very small competitor and organiser base with a very limited geographical spread.

As well as attending the World Championships, I also attended some separate IOF congresses, the most memorable of which was in Israel.  I also became involved with work of the IOF firstly as a “correspondence” member of the Foot O committee but later as a full member of this committee as I was able to attend more meeting mainly due to the World Championships becoming an annual event. These also incorporated the IOF congresses and Presidents’ meetings which made WOC weeks very hectic affairs.
I stepped down as President of the SAOF in 2008 after 13 years as Chairman/ President and a further 7 years on the committee prior to that – a contribution of 20 years to the SAOF.   However, my international involvement was not quite over and the World Games which took place in Khoasiung, Taiwan in July 2009 proved to be my second most memorable Orienteering experience (after the 1993 WOC).  
For a long time it was uncertain if Orienteering would be included as part of Team South Africa or not.  First we were in, then we were definitely not going and then, finally, we were headed for the World Games.  It was a totally different experience to a World Orienteering Championships.  Here we were part of a multi-sport games and, as such, part of a large (around 100 athletes and officials) Team SA. 

This had its advantages and disadvantages.  SASCOC made all the travel and accommodation arrangements including visas and organised all the team clothing (apart from the Orienteering kit).  We had to travel as part of Team SA which meant that Nicholas had to fly in from Europe (where he had been with the Junior team at JWOC on Italy) and depart for Taiwan less than three hours later………….
Needless to say the games were an incredible experience.  Taiwan is an amazing place and the people were very friendly.  The organisation was fantastic.  The highlight was definitely the opening ceremony when we marched into the Khaosiung stadium which was full of 50000 cheering spectators.  My only regret is that we were only there a week when we could have stayed for two as part of Team SA.  However, leave requirements and work pressures meant that we requested to be flown home after the Orienteering events had been completed. 

Over the past 40 years Orienteering has been a huge part of my life.  Initially I learnt navigation skills.  These were followed by planning, mapping and leadership skills as I became more and more involved.  I’ve met people and been to places I would never have done if I’d not been involved in the sport.  I’ve competed at the highest level in the world (at least I was running in the same event !).  I’ve rubbed shoulders with the top sports administrators in South Africa and believe that we can more than match them for skills and passion in Orienteering.  

When people look at the SA Sprint trophies which I have donated to mark this occasion, I hope they will see the opportunities that this fantastic sport has to offer.

It’s been an amazing 40 years and although I am no longer involved in the running of the SAOF, I am still assisting the IOF with development of the sport in Africa and at club level as a member of the ROC committee.  I look forward to the next forty years and competing in the SA Sprint Championships in 2050 when I hope there will be an M95 trophy up for grabs.

Ian Bratt

