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            – Introduction –

         

         Despite what many of them would like you to believe, runners are just normal people who have a particular hobby. So when news of coronavirus first appeared at the tail end of 2019, most runners, like most people, failed to pay it much attention.

         Even as Covid was taking hold in Europe, most people viewed it as little more than an inconvenience for their pal who had a skiing trip booked to Courmayeur. Looking back now, it seems insane that I paid my entry for the Ben Nevis Race on 9 March without a second thought. That was the same day that Italy entered national lockdown.

         The glamour of the North District cross-country season behind us, most hill runners in the Highlands were gearing up for Cioch Mhor at the end of March. An out-and-back with an agricultural feel and always a good test of early season form, for 2020 it was to be the first round of the Scottish Hill Running Championships. Hill running is pretty small scale. It would be absurd to think of global events as having a bearing on a bunch of skinny Highlanders running through the fields near Dingwall. viii

         But even then the writing was on the wall for those who cared to read it. It may not have been on the wall of a Highland byre, but it was definitely somewhere. Major sporting events had been being cancelled in China since January, and international events began to feel the strain in February.

         The first big name to fall was the Tokyo Marathon. One of the six World Marathon Majors, in 2019 it had been an event of close to 40,000 people. On 17 February the organisers announced that the mass-participation race was cancelled. It would go ahead, but for elite runners only.

         For hill and trail runners, the idea that this could be a precursor for cancellations of their races was ludicrous. Big city marathons involve thousands of people travelling from all over the world, huddling cheek by jowl in starting corrals like sheep in a pen, vigorously breathing on each other for hours on end, running, shuffling and walking past thousands of spectators. Hill races rarely amount to more than a couple of hundred people, with spectators limited to a handful of parents, spouses and children holding coats with varying degrees of enthusiasm. This was before we’d all been told to start washing our hands, so the possibility that a virus could be spread by thoughtless pawing of plates of post-race flapjack in Dingwall Leisure Centre hadn’t occurred to anyone.

         And yet Covid kept creeping closer. In hindsight, things developed remarkably quickly, but at the time it felt like they were happening in slow motion. The pace of the virus’s spread, rapid though it was, was nothing compared to the pace of speculation about what would and wouldn’t happen.

         On 11 March the World Health Organization declared a pandemic. The same day, the Highland Fling, Scotland’s biggest ultramarathon, was cancelled. Two days later, the Coledale Horseshoe and Middle Fell Race in the Lake District were postponed. The day after that, as Spain entered lockdown, the first round of the British Fell Running ixChampionship went ahead with Ras yr Aran in Wales, but with those who had any corona-like symptoms asked to stay away.

         Two days later, Monday the 16th, an email went out from Sam Hesling:

         
            I’ve made the decision to postpone the Alex Brett Memorial Cioch Mhor. We do not yet have a new date for the race, and I don’t expect we will be able to confirm one any time soon.

         

         From Hubei to the Lake District, from Tokyo to Dingwall. A week after Cioch Mhor was axed, the national Stay at Home order was issued and everyone’s lives got a little bit weird.x
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            James Elson and the FKTs

         

         James Elson is the man behind Centurion Running, a company that organises 50- and 100-mile races in the south of England. If runners thought Covid was tough on them, it was far worse for the people trying to make a living putting on events.

         ‘Our first event is the first weekend in April; we then have half our season in April, May and June. In the middle of March we were still a go for the South Downs Way in April, but very quickly that became untenable, so we postponed that. I postponed the first three at the same time, in fact, and cancelled the Track 100.’

         The Track 100 was, as the name suggests, a 100-mile race on a track. Making its full debut in 2020, entry was by invitation only and some of the sport’s biggest names, twenty-four-hour world champions Aleksandr Sorokin and Camille Herron among them, were due to race in pursuit of world records. As James put it, ‘Organising races is my job, but the reason we do it is because we love the races. I was so, so excited to be part of the Track 100 and then it got snatched away from us. That was really, really shit.’2

         Although most runners’ agonising about cancelled races came from the point of view of participants, fans of the sport were also missing out on the opportunity to see some much anticipated match-ups: Sorokin and Herron versus the world records at the Track 100, Eliud Kipchoge and Kenenisa Bekele at the London Marathon, Finlay Wild and Andrew Douglas at Cioch Mhor.

         It turns out that postponing and cancelling races involves as much work as – if not more work than – putting them on in the first place: transferring entries to new race dates, processing refunds, renegotiating with landowners. From the outside looking in, the world of events had ground to a halt, but James found himself busier than ever.

         With all racing cancelled, and unlikely to be making a return any time soon, runners had to find new ways to get their kicks. Originating in countries with more restrictive lockdowns, for a while stay-at-home training challenges were the in thing. The man who started it all was Pan Shancu, a Chinese marathon runner who ran fifty kilometres in his living room, 6,250 laps of two tables pushed together. (He also claimed to have run thirty kilometres on the spot in his bathroom. I have no idea how that works.) The concept caught on. There were balcony marathons, garden hundred-milers, people climbing the height of Everest on their stairs. Even in the UK, where outdoor exercise was never off-limits, people were drawn to these challenges by the novelty value and, in many cases, the sweet, sweet dopamine of social media approval.

         But these things can only be taken so far. Once a guy knocking on for 100 years old has pushed his Zimmer frame round hundreds of laps of his garden, raised countless thousands of pounds for the NHS (seemingly now a charity), become a national icon and been knighted, few people are likely to be impressed with your ‘50k Allotment Challenge’.

         And so the world moved on and virtual racing became the thing to do. Although nothing new, these events came into their own in an 3increasingly physically distanced world. Organisers specify a time frame to cover a certain distance; runners then submit evidence in the form of screenshots from their phone or photos of their watch, and their medal gets popped in the post. Many runners are cynical about virtual racing. It has all the downsides of racing, like entry fees and race T-shirts that will survive long after mankind’s rapaciousness has destroyed the planet; and none of the upsides: the race-day buzz, the thrill of competition and the opportunity to post verifiable times. Some race directors shared this cynicism, including James Elson.

         ‘If you’d told me at Christmas that we would be putting on virtual races I would never ever have believed you. I mean, to me, it’s just nonsense. It’s not a thing, I had no interest. I would get emails from companies saying, “Do you want help organising a virtual race?” and I wouldn’t even reply.’ But after speaking to Hayley Pollack, a friend and race director in the US who had had great success putting on virtual events in place of cancelled races, and encouraged by many of Centurion’s regulars, James overcame his reservations. Entries for the Centurion Running One Community virtual event opened on 1 May. Starting on the 25th, runners would have a week to cover distances from five kilometres to 100 miles.

         ‘Three weeks after launching, we had 3,980 people signed up, I could not believe it. All our regular runners got their friends and family involved; we had 550 kids under eighteen who would never get a chance to race with us normally because of UK Athletics’ age restrictions; there were siblings, parents, grandparents; it just went crazy. It brought the community together, it strengthened our brand because people realised the community was more important than the commercial side of things, it helped us with the online shop when that was tanking, and we raised well over £10,000 for charity.’

         Virtual racing also offered runners a chance to support race organisers. While a handful of morons bitched and moaned about organisers’ handling of the pandemic, and one events company in 4Andorra even closed its doors after the abuse it received when it was only able to offer runners a seventy per cent refund, most realised that all the race organisers going bust would mean no more races, pandemic or no pandemic.

         ‘The runners have been very, very understanding throughout this situation. They’ve shown flexibility, understanding; they’ve rolled with the punches and they’re sharing the burden. And that is what the ultra community is about. Obviously we’ve had a few problems with individual runners who think it’s all about them, but ninety-nine per cent of them have been amazing. I think it’s been the lifeblood for a few organisers. The bills don’t stop coming in when races are cancelled or postponed.’

         It turns out that community is a theme of running in lockdown. Not only was it keeping race directors afloat, it was helping athletes to stay motivated. James Stewart is a coach at Pyllon Ultra and he saw maintaining a feeling of connectedness among his athletes as a key part of guiding them through extraordinary circumstances.

         ‘As human beings, we’re quite tactile and we enjoy company. It’s why clubs and community things exist, it’s why we meet face to face a lot, and the virtual world will never replace that. But creating a sense of community and engagement and purpose virtually, using that as a way to keep people on the right side of well from both a mental and physical point of view during an unprecedented pandemic, I think was something we grew into quite quickly. For me it was less about performance and more about engagement because engagement creates ritual and habits from where performance will come.’

         Predictably, the response of athletes to their empty calendars and changing circumstances was hugely varied. For some, the upheaval and uncertainty meant that training took a back seat. Concern for vulnerable relatives, fear of lost income, a house suddenly full of children as the schools were closed; in such circumstances it’s easy to see that the six-by-sixty-second hill reps you had planned for 5Thursday might not be all that important. For others, this was an opportunity to take a long-term view, to chip away at their weaknesses and come back better than ever in 2021. For a lucky few, furloughed and with little or no family responsibility, the time had come to try and live the lifestyle of a professional athlete. For these runners, while virtual races might provide a sense of belonging and a goal to train towards, they were never going to be enough to scratch that competitive itch. Since the very first race cancellations, every bargain-basement Nostradamus was wisely predicting that 2020 would be ‘The Year of the FKT’!

         A comparatively recent term, FKT stands for ‘fastest known time’ and is an import from the United States. In the early 2000s a couple of ultrarunners, Buzz Burrell and Pete Bakwin, found themselves frustrated with the difficulty of finding information on the fastest times for the trails they were running.

         As Pete tells me, ‘In 1999 Buzz and I ran the 500-mile Colorado Trail for a speed record. A couple years later we decided to go for the John Muir Trail record, but it was hard to figure out what the record actually was. Even when we got in touch with the person who probably held the record, he couldn’t give us a straight answer. I didn’t like the vagueness, and set up a simple website to record these types of speed records on trails, and to record the stories surrounding them.’ That site is fastestknowntime.com and I ask Pete about the origin of the phrase itself.

         ‘It was something I heard around. Buzz was using it back in the 1990s, as were a few other people. It seemed a natural fit because we didn’t necessarily know what the actual fastest time was, only what we were able to find out about.’

         As trail running and ultrarunning have grown in popularity, so traffic on the trails and the website has increased, with more attempts and more routes added every year. And then along came Covid. 6

         ‘Since the pandemic it has absolutely exploded. We added 3.75 times as many FKTs in July 2020 (566) as in July 2019.’ Pete has a physics PhD from Harvard. He is precise. ‘Routes have seen similar growth. There are just a whole lot of great trails all over the world, it turns out! It seems like we get several new trails every week just from the UK alone.’

         FKTs give runners the opportunity to race the clock in places where actual races are not possible, be that due to uptight landowners, delicate flora and fauna or plain old logistical impracticality. No race director is likely to be arsed to set up aid stations the length of the Appalachian Trail, for example; and the Cairngorm 4,000s, while a wonderful route, is a non-starter as a race because with so many stakeholders involved – NatureScot, the national park, multiple landowners, the RSPB – all the relevant permissions are impossible to get.

         It’s likely that websites such as fastestknowntime.com have played a big part in the increase in popularity of FKTs, giving runners easy access to information that, as the origin story of Pete’s website demonstrates, used to be much harder to come by. Whereas once news of a noteworthy run spread by word of mouth, or months after the event in a club newsletter, now that information is available more or less instantly. New FKTs appear on Strava and Instagram before the runner’s blisters have been popped.

         It should be noted though that not everyone has welcomed this new bit of phraseology. Although FKT is near ubiquitous in the US, there’s significant pushback from some quarters in the UK. Comin’ over here, telling us our records aren’t records! In a sense this just boils down to tribalism. There are worlds within worlds in mountain running and ultrarunning, and to many in UK hill and fell running this neologism feels like an imposition from a bunch of outsiders. And it’s not like no one was doing this job before. The Scottish Hill Runners website has a Long Distance Records section which tracks much of what goes on in Scotland; the Bob Graham Club does a similar job in the Lake District. 7

         The novelty of the phrase might be taken to imply that these speed records are new, and they’re not. In fact, this kind of DIY endeavour predates almost any part of the modern racing scene. There are records for the Welsh 3,000s and Skye’s Cuillin Ridge dating back to the 1950s; the criteria for the Lakeland 24-Hour Record were first written down in 1904. For as long as people have had legs they’ve been trying to see how fast those legs can carry them across certain trails or certain series of hills (not quite, but you get the idea), so why the need for new terminology?

         If we call something a record and it turns out someone else has gone faster … so what? There’s nothing but pride on the line here; no one is missing out on prize money. If the person whose time has been overlooked feels aggrieved, they are unlikely to be mollified when they’re told, ‘No, it’s OK; we only called it a fastest known time, not a record.’

         There are records for which FKT just isn’t appropriate. The Lakeland 24-Hour Record and the 24-Hour Munro Record, both of which were broken this summer, involve climbing the most hills in a set amount of time. I imagine that if you tried to suggest to a room full of fell runners that they start referring to the ‘Lakeland 24-Hour Most Known Peaks’, you’d either be laughed at or asked to leave, possibly both. But perhaps the most compelling argument against FKT is that it’s just a bit cringy. I try my best to rationally go through all the arguments for and against adopting the phrase, then I hear someone say it out loud and it just sets my teeth a little bit on edge.

         On the other hand, there is the question of how much prestige the title of record can carry if you start slapping it on any old thing. The International Association of Ultrarunners, who largely concern themselves with fixed time and distance events on the road and track, draw a distinction between world records and world bests: the former are reserved for those events which are raced most frequently and have the greatest history of competition, the latter for everything else. 8In this context, preciousness over the term record is understandable. Putting a thirty-mile time that was set as an intermediate split in a six-hour race on the same footing as Tomoe Abe’s 100-kilometre world record could be seen by many as denigrating the latter, more robust time.

         Personally, the more I read about this debate and the more heated the argument becomes, the harder I find it to care. Ultimately it is just a question of terminology and there are good people on both sides. Or words to that effect. So I’ve decided not to give a shit and, if you value your sanity, I’d encourage you to do the same. I’m not going to go to too much effort to maintain anything as trivial as consistency. If I write record in one sentence and FKT in the next, chances are I don’t mean anything by it.

         They can be used interchangeably to refer to all this summer’s … stuff. If nothing else, either option is a good deal more succinct than all those things that runners have been doing that aren’t racing but still involve trying really hard, y’know, Big Rounds, Long Trails, that sort of thing. Really, all this confusion shouldn’t be a surprise, given that The Sport itself is such a slippery concept. Mountain running, trail running, ultrarunning, they may bleed into each other around the edges, but what on earth have Carla Molinaro’s twelve-day Land’s End to John o’Groats and Finlay Wild’s two-hour Ring of Steall got in common? Bugger all. If Wittgenstein was alive today he’d be all over this stuff.

         If you are so inclined, you might pick apart all these various layers of bullshit and find, buried beneath it all, the question that so much of this stuff hinges on: Who gets to decide? The world of FKTs is an anarchic place. The efforts of Buzz, Pete and many others to centralise and systematise all the various disparate bits of information are laudable, but as yet incomplete. And even if/when it is, what is the role of these people? Judges or librarians or both?

         This sounds like the kind of thing that a semi-obsessed ultrarunner 9might occupy their mind with while they pick the fluff from their belly button on a rainy Tuesday, and it is, but if we’re going to take any of the running in this book seriously then it’s something we need to at least be aware of.

         Since forever, this stuff has been self-policing. Before the days of GPS tracking and the summit selfie, some runners took to gathering signatures from passing walkers or placing notes in summit cairns, but the system was essentially that you took someone at their word. As Mike Cudahy, erstwhile record/FKT holder on the Pennine Way, Southern Upland Way, Coast to Coast and so on and so forth, put it, ‘If Martin Stone, a prolific soloist and note-placer, tells me he has run twenty-six Munros in twenty-four hours (which he has), I only need his word and so should everyone else.’ It would be a very determined sceptic indeed who would go digging in the cairns of twenty-six Lochaber Munros to find scabby Post-its saying Martin woz ere.

         Things have moved on a bit since then. Runners who want their times listed on fastestknowntime.com must provide a GPS file of their route, photos and a written report of their run. Those on more prestigious routes, those that are most hotly contested and receive the most attention, are asked to provide real-time GPS tracking. A little more rigour doesn’t go amiss, but it’s hard not to feel that some of the romance is being lost.

         That said, the advent of online GPS tracking and its rapid improvement and widespread adoption in recent years has been a boon for armchair ultrarunners. From the comfort of your own home you can watch as a red dot representing some serious athlete crawls across the map, oozing out a blue snail trail behind so you know exactly where they’ve been. As they give it their thigh-burning, throat-searing all, hauling a weary body up some far-flung mountain, you can sip your tea, nibble your Hobnob and tut. Two minutes down on schedule there. Better get a wiggle on. I believe the Bradley Wiggins phrase was ‘bone-idle wankers’. 10

         Not every runner is a fan of having their efforts laid bare for all to see and, as we’ll discover later, it can sometimes have unintended consequences, but there are also benefits to being visible at all times. Supporters and pacers are better able to estimate where they need to be when, assuming they have phone signal, of course. For professional athletes, it offers a means of engagement. Communities of people grow up around their shared love of watching digital abstractions of sporting endeavours. Sad bastards, like me, have folders full of bookmarked GPS trackers from this summer, and previous years, and while away rainy weekends with misty-eyed reminiscences. Remember when Donnie Campbell went up Mòruisg twice? Those were the days.

         The spring of 2020 was a barren time for dot-watchers. Not only is the entertainment value (I use the term loosely) of the athletically unremarkable ‘50k Allotment Challenge’ questionable, technology has yet to advance far enough to make such a thing reasonably trackable. Thank the Lord – or perhaps don’t – for Facebook Live.

         But the summer! The summer of 2020 was dot-watching’s golden age. All through lockdown, international-calibre athletes and also-rans alike had the time to train and time to plan, and as restrictions were eased there was an explosion of FKT action.

         On 3 July, Scotland’s five-mile travel ban was lifted. And James Stewart was ready.
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            The Two Stewarts

         

         The John Muir Way stretches for 134 miles from coast to coast across the central belt of Scotland. Named after the Scottish émigré to the US who became a founder of the National Park Service, it links Muir’s birthplace in Dunbar on the east coast with Helensburgh, his departure point for America, in the west, via Loch Lomond and The Trossachs, Scotland’s first national park.

         A real smorgasbord, the trail includes a variety of different terrain: exposed moorland in the west, coastal trails in the east, canal towpath and the city streets of Edinburgh in between. It also passes close by James Stewart’s house in Croy.

         ‘I’m actually half a mile from my house, standing on the John Muir Way, looking at a John Muir Way sign as I’m chatting to you! Croy is where I grew up. So when I’m out training, doing reps, it’s at Croy Hill. I always see the John Muir Way sign and think, “I’m gonna do that one day!”’

         Though it doesn’t necessarily fit well with the narrative of this book, pre-Covid James already had an FKT attempt on the trail lined 12up for 2020. More or less assured a place in the GB team for September’s European 24-Hour Champs, his big target for the year, James saw the opportunity to make time earlier in the year for this more personal project. Lockdown brought with it some restrictions on James’s training, limiting him to only running once a day, but it also presented opportunities to try new things.

         ‘When lockdown happened I started doing a lot of online strength and conditioning classes every week, just because I could. I’d never done it before, which may come as a surprise, as I work really hard, train really hard, but the idea of going to a gym to take part in a class didn’t really float my boat.’

         Lockdown affected the timing of the attempt, moving it back from June to July, but with the European Champs cancelled this wasn’t a problem. It was just a matter of waiting for travel restrictions to be lifted. I picture James perched in front of the TV every night, race shoes in hand, hanging on Nicola Sturgeon’s every word.

         ‘The original date I had in mind was actually the week before, because I was due to go to Toronto on 4 July for a holiday. As the date got nearer, I just said I was going to go at the first opportunity. Restrictions were lifted and I already had the holiday from work booked so that was serendipitous, so I said, “That’s the day I’m gonna do it.” That’s how it played out. I had maybe two weeks’ notice. I feel like I was quite lucky with that.’

         The existing FKT was Kristian Delacour’s twenty-nine hours and twenty-nine minutes. To give Kristian his due, he ran that time in late December and without any support, but it was not a mark that James was likely to have much trouble with. He’s won the West Highland Way Race, represented Great Britain at multiple world championships and has a twenty-four-hour PB of 258 kilometres (160 miles), a full marathon further than the distance of the John Muir Way. But the FKT attempt was an opportunity for a different kind of running experience. 13

         ‘With a race like the West Highland Way, you don’t really appreciate what’s happening because you’re worrying about whether or not you’re going to be chased down. And that gets amplified tenfold when you’re wearing a GB vest because your teammates are relying on you and there’s all these other runners around who are the best in the world. What was brilliant with the John Muir Way was that for the most part it was just me and my dad having a bit of an adventure and being joined by a few mates. It felt like I was running for the love of running, and as a result I think it was one of my most enjoyable running memories. I was doing it for me; I wasn’t doing it to represent my country or win a trophy. I was obviously driven to perform by a target that I’d set myself, but that’s different.’

         Running through rain early in his attempt, James got a lift as he passed through his native Croy.

         ‘There were loads of people there, and I thought, “this is nice”. People care enough to want to come and see you do it. And I looked at a lot of those guys and they were inspired by what I was doing, it’s just great – running by your home, it’s people you know, coming out to support you.’

         Some low-level directional confusion in Edinburgh aside, it was mostly plain sailing. James was sick once shortly after picking up fellow GB ultrarunner Rob Turner in Musselburgh (‘though that’s no reflection on him’) and had a tough time running on the beach in East Lothian, the one part of the route he says he didn’t enjoy, but on the run in to the finish all his lockdown strength and conditioning classes came into play.

         ‘I have never felt so strong at the end of a race before. I think my last mile might’ve been my quickest. And I’ve never recovered as well either, so that’s a really important thing I’ll take away from this. That was a massive benefit.’

         James finished his run at seven-minute-mile pace through the streets of Dunbar, slapping the wall of the John Muir Birthplace 14museum and stopping the clock at twenty-one hours, fifty-three minutes and twenty-two seconds, a little over seven and a half hours faster than Delacour’s FKT.

         He’s in a reflective mood when I speak to him. Ten minutes into our interview and he’s doing my job for me.

         ‘The real question is, why do an FKT at all?’ I write that down. ‘After the enjoyment I got from the John Muir Way, that will not be the last FKT I do. I’m forty-five next year and I still believe I’ve got PBs ahead of me and that really motivates me, but I’m more excited about the adventures ahead of me. That’s the stuff that I’ll tell stories about. Not “Remember that time I ran a 16:10 5k?” but, “What about the time we had to climb a mountain in the dark when our head torches stopped working!” I wanna experience more of that. Adventures and inspiring others and engaging with more people, that’s what I want to do more of.’

         But aside from his own satisfaction, James believes that the non-racing side of ultrarunning can have a broader positive impact.

         ‘The John Muir Way was a personal challenge, but I also believe that these things can bring focus to the outdoors and help people see the magic of it. It helps people see what’s out there; we’ve got so many of these trails that are ripe for this sort of thing. I wanted to raise awareness of the sport, the concept of FKTs and the trail that I was doing it on.’

         Why do an FKT? This summer has provided an excellent opportunity to examine this question. Certainly, in most cases, because there’s nothing else on is a significant factor, but as James has already demonstrated, it isn’t just a case of runners finding an outlet for their competitive urges. Different people get different things from FKTs. James wanted to bring ultrarunning to the attention of non-ultrarunners, to bring ultrarunners’ attention to the concept of FKTs, and to bring the John Muir Way to the attention of both. 15
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         ‘I’ve got a bone to pick with you,’ says Ian Stewart as I step out of the car.

         He’s sitting on the ground in a lay-by on General Wade’s Military Road, west of Laggan, his back against the rental van which is both moveable aid station and bed and breakfast for the week. Feet up on a camping chair in front of him; in his lap sits a large pan of pasta. Four days in, even eating looks to be an effort and Ian is mostly just nudging the pasta around the pan with a fork.

         I hesitate. I picture the bag that’s sitting on my back seat, going through its contents and trying to figure out what essential item I’ve forgotten. Recently released from months of quasi-lockdown, I am admittedly rusty at packing for a day in the hills, though usually this results in carting around mountains of stuff that isn’t important, rather than forgetting something that is. I’ve brought every jacket I own, plenty of snacks, enough gloves for an octopus. What’s he talking about?

         Ian sees wheels turning and puts me out of my misery.

         ‘This was your bloody idea!’

         Oh, yes. That.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Ian Stewart, an ultrarunner and running guide who works under the banner of Trail Running Scotland, and who until recently might have thought of me as a friend, is attempting to become the first person to link all the Munros in the Cairngorms National Park, on foot, in a single continuous journey. There are fifty-eight of them and joining them up is no trivial matter. The Cairngorms National Park is big. Really big, in fact. At over 4,500 square kilometres (nearly 1,750 square miles), it’s comfortably the UK’s biggest national park and 16almost twice the size of the Lake District. Although there are areas that are conducive to ticking off Munros in an expedient manner, as Sasha Chepelin ably demonstrated when he broke the 24-Hour Munro Record in August, linking these areas together involves a lot of terrain that might euphemistically be called challenging. Average bog and heather depth for the entire route is upper shin to knee height and Ian is likely to be pulling ticks out of his ears, and more sensitive places, till well after Christmas.

         His 250-mile journey started early on Friday 10 July at Mount Keen, an eastern outlier on the south side of the park. The second Munro is only ten miles away, if you go in a straight line.

         That hill is Lochnagar or, to give the Munro top its proper name, Cac Carn Beag. Lochnagar is a hill that has graced many a guidebook cover, postcard and tea towel, and even inspired Lord Byron to versify, so the translation of Cac Carn Beag comes as something of a surprise: ‘little pile of shit’. (Apparently this is a mistake. It should be Cadha Carn Beag, ‘little steep of the stony hill’, but that’s a lot less fun.)

         The first three days took Ian gradually westward to Drumochter past Glen Shee, Glen Tilt and Gaick Lodge. Joe Mann joined him for the morning of day two, but aside from that he ran alone.
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