CARRY ON UP THE HIGHLANDS

The 2009 competition season kicked off with the Scottish Championships in Inverness. Being inherently skint, I was having a hard time convincing my wife Kath that we could afford the trip (myself and my two daughters all practice TKD). After much deliberation, I decided to fund the trip by selling some equipment I had laying idle in my garage. Armed with my new found wealth, I set about searching the Internet for cheap flights and accommodation. 

After many hours fruitlessly searching it was beginning to look doubtful if we could get there; the flights and hotels for the three of us would have cost a small fortune. I persevered and eventually found a cheap return flight from Bournemouth to Prestwick. Not wanting to miss the opportunity, I booked it straight away. The problem now was getting from Prestwick to Inverness. Again, I was lucky and managed to book a cheap hire car for three days (I use the term hire car in the loosest sense of the word, it was a small Tonka Toy called a Ford Ka). Since I work for the MoD, I also managed to secure accommodation in two Military Camps free of charge; the trip was on!

The weekend began at 3 am on Friday 27th March, surprisingly, my daughters (Abbie and Ellie) leapt out of bed without the usual string of excuses, moaning and groaning etc that we are normally subjected to on School days. After a hasty breakfast we set off for Bournemouth Airport. Boarding the Plane sometime later, I was thankful that our bags were not searched. Not that we had any contraband but, due to baggage limitations, we were only allowed one small backpack each. This wasn’t much for 3 people’s clothes (for 3 days), 3 Doboks and 3 sets of pads etc. There was some very creative packing going on the night before, spare socks and toothbrushes in coat pockets etc. the thought occurred to me that if they had unclipped the very taught straps on the bags, then the Airport would’ve instantly looked reminiscent of the Somme.

On arrival to Prestwick we were greeted by the welcome news that the tiny car we had booked wasn’t available and we would have to use a Vauxhall Zafira instead (at no extra cost). The girls were overjoyed with this as they could sit in the extra seats at the back of the vehicle. 

We set off on what was to become a journey of epic proportions, no problem for me though; I had planned it to the last detail (or so I thought). My original plan was to drive up the A9 but, this seemed to meander around a lot so I decided to take the more direct and shorter route that was the A82. This proved to be a mistake from the start, although it was a shorter route, it was slower than an asthmatic Slug. There wasn’t a straight bit of road on the entire journey. Although, it has to be said, that this particular road does go through some incredible scenery made up of snow topped mountains, lochs and waterfalls, but, after 7 ½ hours of driving, I was more than a little miffed with the whole situation. We finally arrived at our accommodation (RAF Kinloss) at 7 pm to find we had missed the evening meal, so it was back in the car to find some food. The day ended with a takeaway Pizza and several well-earned beers (cornerstone of every fine athletes diet)

Saturday morning arrived far too soon, after I had ignored the alarm as long as possible, I got up feeling as stiff as a skinheads boot; I couldn’t help wondering if I was a bit too old for this. Breakfast was slightly later than I was expecting and so was a very quick feeding frenzy; this was followed by another 30-mile drive to Inverness Leisure Center. On arrival at the venue, the car park was full and patrolled by a couple of over-eager traffic wardens, “this is getting bigger than Ben Hur” I muttered. Since the car wasn’t mine, the decision to do a spot of off-roading to a more rural parking spot, was an easy one. We finally got to the competition at 9:45 am, thankfully, true to form, the event did not start on time, at last we could sit and relax for a while

I was up first in the veteran’s pattern competition, after several rounds I found myself in the final against Leighton Prosser, a rather gifted individual with an ever-expanding collection of gold medals. I suffered the phenomenon that is quickly becoming known as being ‘Leightoned’ (i.e. he beat me). In all fairness he did deserve to win, no matter, I had chalked up my first medal of the year.

Abbie and Ellie were up next in the green belt under 13’s patterns. Unfortunately Abbie was out before she was medal placed, Ellie made it to the Semi-finals before being beaten by the eventual gold medal winner.

Another short rest period was ended when all 3 of us were called up almost simultaneously for sparring. By the end of the Veteran Heavyweight Semi final I had all but run out of steam. It was then that I heard the dreaded words “it’s a draw, carry on for another 30 seconds”. 15 seconds later my suspicions were all but confirmed; perhaps I really was too old for this! In the end I lost to an opponent with superior fitness, but, nevertheless, it was a very enjoyable bout, and another medal in the bag 

The girls were both beaten in the finals of the sparring, as always I was immensely proud of them. As anyone who has ever competed knows, it takes a great deal of courage to step into the ring with an unknown opponent. Despite both having suffered a few heavy blows, they were not put off and continued to ‘get stuck in’, testament to their indomitable spirit.

We left the venue for the long drive to our accommodation (Faslane Naval Base), this time taking the much faster route on the A9. After a couple of hours of driving through more stunning scenery, the girls convinced me it would be a good idea to stop and have a snowball fight. This quickly turned to a bad idea when Abbie jumped out of the car and sank up to her knees in snow. We eventually arrived at Faslane at 11 pm where the girls, exhausted by the weekend’s activities, fell asleep almost instantaneously. I, on the other hand, had to carry out some more imaginative packing (made worse by the extra competition Tee shirts etc we had bought). Another couple of well earned beers and I collapsed on to my bed.

Sunday morning arrived accompanied by blind panic; the battery on my mobile phone had expired during the night and, with it, any prospect of the alarm going off, we were late again. It was time to educate the kids in an old army tradition known as “breakfast on the hoof”. With the box of Sugar Puffs securely wedged between the front two seats and each of us armed with a pint of milk, we set off at breakneck speed on the 40-mile drive to the airport. For the next half hour it was a case of change gear, handful of sugar Puffs, drink of milk, change gear again. By the time we arrived at the airport, the car looked as if it had been in a Kellogg’s factory explosion, but there was no time to clean up. The car was hastily abandoned and we sprinted to the terminal, arriving just in time for the flight back to Bournemouth.

After another short drive, we finally returned home triumphant with our haul of 2 Silver and 3 Bronze medals. All in all, it was a thoroughly enjoyable weekend and worth every penny.

Sat at home later that day (obviously with a beer in hand) I reflected on the weekends activities, I realised that competitions are about much more than simply winning medals, they are also a great social event, and good fun to boot. On my part, Tae Kwon-do has provided me with an enjoyable means to bond with my children, whilst also teaching them the important ‘life skills’ of courtesy, integrity, perseverance, self control and indomitable spirit, I’d recommend it to anyone regardless of age, size or ability. 

Scribe – Dave Standidge

