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            CHALLENGING TIMES

            ‘His legs swelled prodigiously.’

         

         I’ve never wanted anything so badly. Nothing in the whole world is more appealing right now than the simple but elusive pleasure of ceasing forward motion – ceasing all motion – and crumpling to the ground, to lie in that seductively soft and invitingly squishy, that irresistibly luxurious, bog.

         Oh to allow my leaden eyelids to close, to be vertical and limp in that peaty swamp. As I shuffle pathetically through the dark, I gaze longingly at the dirty, wet ground, willing it to hoover me up. Even just for a fleeting moment. Oh, please let me sleep. Beautiful, lovely, not-being-awake sleep.

         It’s about 4 a.m. and I’ve been on my feet for two days and one and a half nights and have run 180 miles. I’m trying to break a record for running 261 miles on the Pennine Way. Everything was brill. But now everything is less brill.

         My legs are disobedient lumps of mahogany. My feet abandoned me in the last bog. My backside growls at me (not like that – well, actually, like that too). My … I’m too tired to list my other ailments. There’s a heavy monster on my shoulders, pressing me ever downwards. The powerful urge to flick the switch to off is overriding everything. Something we do every day without thinking has been banned, and has therefore become so despairingly appealing. I’ll never neglect you again, sleep! I’ve always loved you! Honestly, I’ve always thought you were wittier and more attractive than boring old, criminally overrated wakefulness. 2

         But a very little part of my very little mind knows that if I snooze, I may well lose. Plus Nicky Spinks said I can’t.

         Who knew running 261 miles would be a little bit difficult?

         
            * * *

         

         I was obsessed with football (in particular Arsenal Football Club). I was obsessed with the Heroic Age of Polar Exploration (in particular Captain Robert Falcon Scott). I was obsessed with 1990s Aussie popstress Natalie Imbruglia (I can’t go into that for legal reasons). And I’m obsessed with running. In particular, long distances in lumpy places – bimbles, if you will.

         Only one of those obsessions has led me to routinely rub Vaseline all over my bathing-suit area (yes, all over), repeatedly bonk in woods in the middle of the night (significantly less pleasurable than it may sound to the lay-ear), and eat alarming amounts of custard for breakfast.

         But I truly feel sorry for people who’ve never done those things. I also feel sorry for people who’ve never face-planted into a bog or had a power sob, for people who have a full set of civilised-looking toenails. I feel sorry for people who don’t have alarms stored for 5 a.m. and 4 a.m., for people who can’t use the words ‘disappointed’ or ‘happy’ without placing the brilliantly versatile adjective ‘super’ in front. I feel sorry for people who don’t know the difference between a DNF, a DNS and the MdS (is this getting TDS?), or what FKT stands for. I feel sorry for people who don’t run.

         This is my horribly self-indulgent story about my often misguided but ultimately life-changing midlife-crisis adventures in ultramarathon running, where I went from completing a first marathon dressed as a toilet to a Great Britain international trail runner (at forty) in four years. And semi-accidentally broke a few records too.

         This book is about the glorious if occasionally hurty joy of running long distances in lumpy places (and bogs), and the attraction of doing so outside of organised events. Running challenges, speed records and fastest known times (FKTs) may look like they offer the same thing, but can actually offer something very different. But why do so many people repeatedly bash themselves up doing impossible-sounding endurance 3challenges? It must be more than masochism, social media humblebrags and the chance to knock back double rations of Tunnock’s bars. Mustn’t it?

         ‘Ultramarathon’ is an American word accredited to ultrarunning pioneer Ted Corbitt in 1957, to describe footraces longer than the classic marathon distance of 26.2 miles. Technically an ultra can be 26.3 miles (though the shortest are usually 50k), all the way up to the Sri Chinmoy Self-Transcendence 3,100-Mile Race (the distance isn’t even the main insanity; runners go repeatedly around the same block in New York). A few are timed events, such as twenty-four-hour races where you see how many miles you can run around a track. A few are on roads (yuk). Some are in deserts, in jungles, in the Arctic. But the very best ones, I’ve found, are around 100 miles and they take place in mountains (aka lumpy places). But this book should come with a warning, because this stuff is seriously addictive. I was warned too! But I didn’t listen.

         It’s a niche sport, but lots of people do this stuff, and have been doing it for a very long time. Ultra-distance challenges are inherently testing, but they aren’t as difficult as they sound (you can hike lots, eat lots and chat to lots of like-minded loons). And despite – no, partly because of – the distances involved, it seems to make people inexplicably happy. But the best news is that you don’t necessarily need to sign up for an event. You can pick a place and time, grab a mate and have a DIY adventure. And that’s primarily what these things are: safe adventures. And they can be life-changingly meaningful.

         
            * * *

         

         When you next overhear someone in a pub say ‘We’re just not designed to run marathons’, feel free to tell them that they couldn’t be more wrong. Also feel free to ignore them and just sit there smugly in the knowledge that you know the opposite is true. (That’s probably what I’d do.)

         You see, running literally made us who we are today. It made us human. Only eating, sleeping and indulging in consensual team push-ups are more quintessential human activities than running.

         Around seven million years ago our ape ancestors started coming down from the trees and turning into bipeds. But why did they give up speed, 4upper-body power and greater safety in the trees, in exchange for what on the surface looked like becoming slow and wimpy? Also, why do we have such little hair compared to other primates? In the whole history of vertebrates (good name for a book publisher, that), we’re the only running biped that’s tail-less. We have ninety-five per cent of the same DNA as chimps. Yet noticeably we have an Achilles tendon and they don’t. And a comparatively huge gluteus maximus (even if physios are forever decrying their weakness). Our feet are arched, while chimps’ are flat. Chimps don’t have a nuchal ligament, which helps hold the head up high. Humans possess an extraordinary number of eccrine glands – between two and five million – that can produce up to twelve litres of sweat a day.

         Even if you haven’t read the Fever Pitch of running, Christopher McDougall’s Born to Run, you’ve likely guessed where this is going. All these idiosyncratic parts of our contemporary anatomy evolved to our advantage and that advantage allows us to run a long way.

         The ability to run long distances to obtain food, via persistence hunting antelopes on the African savannah, enabled us to thrive as a species, to outlast the Neanderthals and other creatures with bigger claws and fangs, argue American biologist Dennis Bramble and anthropologist Daniel Lieberman. Antelopes were faster, but after a while they needed to cool down, so they slowed or stopped. We weren’t as fast, but because of world-class temperature regulation, we could keep going, following an antelope for hours. Finally the inadequate sweater (sounds like something you get for Christmas) would overheat, we would catch up and tuck in our serviettes …

         We’re the world’s best sweaters. It’s our secret weapon. (Explain that to any non-runners in your household who complain about the honk of your freshly discarded running kit. Actually, don’t bother. It doesn’t get you off the hook.) Travelling on two limbs instead of four helps optimise oxygen supply. Over time, we lost almost all of our fur, to sweat even more effectively. The new supply of protein enabled our brains to expand, until they were seven times larger than any other mammal’s. We evolved as a species, to be able to run. And running helped us evolve as a species. 5Until the evil chair (beware the chair) got invented. Then things went mostly downhill.

         Originally all humans would have been runners. It wasn’t a hobby our ancestors picked up in their mid-thirties then started getting on everyone else’s nerves going on about how amazing it is. It was how we got food, transportation and a survival aid. Ten thousand years ago, though, agriculture blossomed and there was less need to run for our supper. Running instead became the act of the messenger (a prestigious job in many cultures), the soldier, the sportsperson and the, er, king.

         Rameses II (1303–1213 bc), pharaoh of Ancient Egypt, had to run alone in front of huge crowds before his coronation to prove himself worthy of the throne, then repeat the feat thirty years later (and every few years after that) to clarify he was still ‘fit’ for the job. But that was nothing compared to fellow Egyptian king Shulgi. A hymn from the time alludes to him running between holy feasts in Nippur and Ur and back again, an estimated 200 miles in twenty-seven hours. Which seems a little too fast to be believable (if it’s not on Strava …), but it might just be the original fastest known time (FKT).

         Running was central to Greek mythology, with gods Atalanta and Achilles both heralded for their athletic prowess. The Greeks of course gave us the Olympics, and one ancient race (although not ultra-distance) had full armour and large shields as mandatory kit, so heavy they could barely run. So in that respect very much a precursor for the Spine Race.

         The early foot races clearly weren’t testing enough for some. Ageus of Argos won the 4.6-kilometre Olympic Dolichos race in 328 bc and afterwards ran sixty miles home to tell his folks. In a display of shonky one-upmanship, the likes of which we didn’t see again till 2020 in the Pennines, Drymos of Epidauros also ran home after a win, notching up some eighty miles.

         According to Edward S. Sears’s excellent Running Through the Ages, Spartan runner Anystis and Alexander the Great’s courier (or messenger, a full-time runner) Philonides, ran from Sicyon to Elis together in a day, some 148 miles.

         The first great FKT controversy came from an ultramarathon. A mixture of myth, poetry and history tell how Athenian messenger Pheidippides 6hot-footed it 140 miles from Athens to Sparta before the Battle of Marathon to ask for help. Over time, this version has been muddled with another story about a messenger running twenty-five miles from Athens to Marathon before possibly falling down dead (lack of electrolytes, surely), which inspired the birth of the marathon at the Modern Olympics in 1896. Edward S. Sears labels the Sparta version ‘historically sound’ (and it inspired the Spartathlon ultramarathon of the same route), adding that if the Olympics had paid attention to history rather than poetry, a 140-mile ultramarathon would have been included.

         People have been running long distances ever since we came down from the trees. From Inca messengers up in the Andes to Chinese ultra-marathon-running soldiers and Scotland’s Highland Games (which date to the eleventh century and likely witnessed the birth of hill/fell running as we know it), everyone was at it. Organised events were probably a rarity rather than the norm.

         Fast-forward to the late-seventeenth century and pedestrianism was a wondrously crackpot pastime of heroic lunacy and magnificent skulduggery. Modern ultramarathon running (and race walking) was born from running and walking contests that made front-page news. Professional ‘peds’ would run, walk or use a combination of the two (much like today’s ultra ‘runners’) to attempt absurd feats (and end up with absurd feet) in organised contests. These might be outlandish individual wagers to travel on foot from, say, Paris to Moscow. Industrialisation brought leisure time and disposable income, and huge crowds gathered to watch, placed huge bets and helped turn these eccentric sportspeople into celebrities. Pedestrianism was both the first professional sport and the original international spectator sport.

         Long before The Proclaimers sang about walking 500 miles and 500 more, fellow Scot Robert Barclay Allardyce (of the same Barclays who would build a fossil-fuel-supporting banking empire) did just that. In the summer of 1809 some 10,000 spectators gathered on Newmarket Heath to see if the ‘Celebrated Pedestrian’ could walk 1,000 miles in 1,000 hours, ticking off at least one an hour for forty-two days and nights. Total betting reached L40 million in today’s money, including a wager by the Prince of Wales. 7

         Barclay’s sage strategy was to walk a mile at the end of each hour, then another one straight after, on loops of a half-mile course, allowing himself maximum rest before his next outing. Predictably the twenty-nine-year-old’s pace decreased, from fifteen-minute miles to twenty-one-minute miles, and his weight dropped from eighty-five kilograms to seventy kilograms. As the days passed, Barclay become so lethargic supporters stuck needles in him to try and keep him alert, and fired pistols by his ears (which is exactly what I could have done with in the Pennines in July 2020). ‘His legs swelled prodigiously,’ reported a spectator. But remarkably, Barclay finished and won his bet (the equivalent of nearly £800,000 today), while his achievement spawned a competitive walking craze in Britain and later the US.

         After losing a bet about who would win the 1860 US election, Edward Payson Weston’s forfeit was to walk 478 miles from Boston to Washington DC, in time for the new president’s inauguration. Twenty-one-year-old Weston, described as a man ‘unencumbered with self-doubt’, set off on his odyssey that would demand almost fifty miles per day for ten days. He was immediately hauled over by the police, who wanted to discuss the small matter of some debts he owed. But he sweet-talked his way out of a cell and was doing very well, till he became topographically embarrassed (to be fair, signage and maps were nothing like today) near Philadelphia and went twelve miles the wrong way, arriving in Washington four hours late for Abraham Lincoln’s inauguration. However, the Wily Wobbler (as Weston would later be nicknamed due to his wobbly gait) did get to meet the new president, who, tickled by the tale, offered to pay his train fare home.

         Weston realised walking for wagers could be a full-time living. He spent eight years touring Europe, controversially chewing coca leaves (the first known instance of doping?), and attempted to walk 2,000 miles around the shires of England within 1,000 hours – which he only narrowly missed. At the age of seventy, he speed-walked from San Francisco to New York, some 3,900 miles, in just over 100 days.

         Weston lectured audiences on the great health benefits of exercise, warning that these new-fangled automobiles were making people lazy. 8In a cruel twist, he was injured by a New York City taxicab in 1927 and never walked again.

         The first notable achievement of Norway’s Mensen Ernst’s twenty-five-year pedestrian career was in 1819 when he ran seventy-two miles from London to Portsmouth in nine hours. It was just a warm-up. Ernst’s reputation mushroomed with a thirteen-day, 1,500-mile journey from Paris to Moscow in 1832. The following year he travelled 1,577 miles from Munich to Nauplion, carrying letters from the Bavarian king to his son Otto, King of Greece. Ernst claimed to have been robbed of his money and maps, arrested as a spy and imprisoned for two days, but still managed to complete his ultra-distance challenge in twenty-four days. Next he travelled from Constantinople to Calcutta and back. This time he was reportedly shot at, robbed, and bitten by a snake, as he covered the 5,000-mile round trip in fifty-nine days, averaging a very impressive eighty-five miles a day.

         Wait! Eighty-five miles a day? And what was that earlier? The distance from Paris to Moscow, as the crow flies, is 1,500 miles, so that’s … 107 miles a day. Not impossible. But very, very unlikely.

         Norwegian author Bredo Berntsen found numerous flaws in claims made about Ernst in his biography Des Stauermannes Mensen Ernst. But some of it probably happened. And his claims weren’t that unlike some of the ones we still hear today.

         Sadly, the evolution of the bicycle from a penny farthing around the end of the nineteenth century led to the end of the pedestrianism era, as six-day bike races replaced six-day ped matches as a favoured spectator sport. ‘The races went from three or four miles an hour, to ten or fifteen,’ says Matthew Algeo, author of Pedestrianism: When Watching People Walk Was America’s Favorite Spectator Sport. ‘And the crashes were much more spectacular.’ How could the Wily Wobbler compete with that? But the pedestrian spirit, the idea of attempting a ludicrously long self-powered challenge, outside of an organised event, most definitely endures (pun intended).

         At least as far back as the 1860s, ‘adventurous individuals, and sometimes groups, [were] testing themselves in the Lake District fells and 9achieving ever more impressive “walking rounds”,’ writes fell-running historian Steve Chilton in The Round. An 1864 round (i.e. circuit) by Rev. J.M. Elliot of Cambridge included nine of the highest summits in eight and a half hours, the genesis of the twenty-four-hour concept (how many summits can be reached in that timescale). The criteria were established in 1904 and the Lake District’s 24-Hour Fell Record is still going strong, with Kim Collison stretching the record to seventy-eight in 2020. There were and still are many other rounds too, but the twenty-four-hour version had the most appeal. It’s the genesis of the Bob Graham Round and Britain’s thriving long-distance off-road running culture.

         In 1871 hiking brothers John and Robert Naylor completed the first recorded JOGLE (John o’Groats to Land’s End: top to bottom of Britain), averaging twenty-five miles a day over nine weeks and 1,372 miles. There’s always been natural crossover between walking and running. They’re part of the same movement pattern, and both pedestrianism and contemporary race-walking authorities have struggled at times to define the difference. For the distance runner, a hike can be a deliberate preservation tactic, sometimes weariness or laziness, sometimes it’s just too steep. Walking records have organically turned into running records. (And later when I’m humblebragging about running 100 miles, remember that I usually hiked a good chunk of it – the steeper the ‘running’ challenge, the more time spent not running.)

         The first recorded twenty-four-hour traverse of the Welsh 3,000s (then thirteen, now fourteen, peaks above 3,000 feet) dates to 1919 or 1920, by members of the redoubtable Rucksack Club and the legendary Eustace Thomas. Other ‘excursions’ around that time included Derwent Watershed (37.5 miles in eleven hours and thirty-nine minutes) and Colne to Doveholes (fifty-one miles in seventeen hours and fifty-seven minutes, ‘including wait for meals at various pubs of about two hours!’, record old Rucksack Club journals). And in 1922, when Thomas was over fifty, he broke the Lake District 24-Hour Fell Record by covering 66.5 miles with 25,000 feet of ascent in twenty-two hours.

         Thomas’s time wasn’t bettered until 1932. Keswick hotelier and mountain guide Bob Graham didn’t look like a natural athlete. He was 10short and stocky, but also teetotal and vegetarian, with excellent knowledge of Lakeland fells. The story goes that in 1932, to celebrate his forty-second birthday by extending the 24-Hour Fell Record, he ran and hiked a 140-mile circuit of forty-two fells in twenty-three hours and thirty-nine minutes, eating fruit pastilles and boiled eggs. And people didn’t believe him.

         He did do it. But he was in fact forty-three, it wasn’t his birthday and the round is nearer sixty-six miles, with 27,000 feet of ascent (Everest is 29,032 feet). The rest is true, even if the contemporary BG route is closer to a 1960 run by Alan Heaton, with four substitute summits after Graham’s were deemed insufficient. In preparation, Graham is said to have walked each fell barefoot, to toughen up his skin and save his ‘gym shoes’ (this was before inov-8 or the barefoot running craze). On the big day he fuelled on bread and butter, strong tea, milk and fruit (nutrition hasn’t advanced as much as Big Sports Nutrition would like us to think). He walked the uphills and ran the downhills ‘with extraordinary speed’, wearing shorts, ‘tennis shoes’ and a ‘pyjama jacket’ (again, judging by recent designs, neither has Big Sportswear). I like to think Bob really was wearing his Thomas the Tank Engine pyjamas.

         There are reams of rounds, long-distance trails and established challenges for hikers and runners all over the UK. Naturally, some carry more weight than others. JOGLE/LEJOG is at least ten days of fighting smelly cars on dirty roads, which makes the record all the more impressive. The National Three Peaks Challenge (summiting the highest peaks in Scotland, Wales and England inside twenty-four hours) is something of a noisy fundraising jamboree, an entry point for outdoor challenges. It has rarely attracted top-level athletes, probably because you spend more time in a car than on a hill, though fell-running deity Joss Naylor did it in 1971.

         The Bob Graham is many times tougher than the tri-country drive. It’s the holy grail of Britain’s running challenges, with around 2,500 completions by the end of 2020, and likely as many again unsuccessful attempts. The challenge is well known in wider running circles too. London Marathon creator, Olympian and Roger-Bannister-pacer Chris 11Brasher attempted it thrice, all unsuccessfully. Ultragods Scott Jurek and Kilian Jornet have both completed a Bob. ‘Quite possibly one of the most difficult courses I’ve done in my life,’ said US star Jurek after his BG, which he accomplished with just sixteen minutes to spare in 2014. ‘But so beautiful.’ The Bob is the Big One.

         A picture has sometimes been painted where non-race records/FKTs have only recently sprung out of the racing scene. But as you can see, if anything it’s the other way around. The canon of UK long-distance running records is the JOGLE/LEJOG; the Big Three 24-hour rounds: the Bob Graham plus the Paddy Buckley and Charlie Ramsay Rounds (the Welsh and Scottish equivalents); the Lake District 24-Hour Fell Record, the two Munros records (the complete round of 282 and the 24-hour record); and the Wainwrights (a 325-mile, 214-peak challenge in the Lakes). Oh yeah, and the 261-mile Pennine Way, our oldest National Trail. It’s open to debate. But to me they’re the ones that matter. Though there are lots more. And if you don’t like the look of any of them, you can just create your own.

         Much as we like to think all runners are unwaveringly wholesome folk who’d sooner take up triathlon than tell a fib, this stuff does need some kind of policing. So are these Guinness World Records? The short answer is no – but they are records. The longer answer is that individual fell runners have rarely bothered getting their records verified by Guinness, though Fell Runners Association (FRA) long-distance-records custodian and serial fell-record-breaker himself Martin Stone used to submit some. It’s a load of fussy paperwork, which is hardly foolproof, can take months to ratify and seems archaic now we have things like Strava. Plus the Bob Graham Club (BGC) and FRA are scene arbiters, making Guinness seem irrelevant to the average fell-botherer.

         The BGC have a clear set of rules and verification criteria on their website, which include another person confirming they witnessed you reach each peak (hence why they don’t publicly acknowledge solo attempts or records). Charlie Ramsay and Paddy Buckley maintain completion lists for their respective rounds (the rules do differ slightly and the Paddy has no website, other than the generic if useful gofar.org.uk). 12For government-funded National Trails such as the Pennine Way and the South West Coast Path, each route’s association is usually happy to play the de facto historian, but might struggle if they have to be the judge.

         Record claims for LEJOG/JOGLE do tend to covet Guinness, though, as there’s no other obvious arbitration body. So it is all a bit hotchpotch. And then there’s that American phrase …

         In the early 2000s, US ultrarunners Buzz Burrell and Pete Bakwin found themselves frustrated trying to find the fastest times for trails they were attempting to set speed records on. ‘It was hard to figure out what the record actually was,’ Pete says in Ally Beaven’s quite-good-in-places Broken. ‘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.

         ‘The phrase fastest known time 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.’ The FKT initialism gained traction in the US, then spread across the Atlantic. Even if you won’t find anyone running a Bob Graham FKT (more anon).

         Buzz and Pete co-founded fastestknowntime.com, which has increasingly become the authority on such things, both a database and rulebook for off-road running records and occasional arbiter of disputed claims, even if it’s led to some Americanisation of British terms and rules, the most basic being: record your run on a GPS device.

         ‘It’s obviously a bit easier to set FKTs in the US,’ says GB ultrarunner, coach and impudent controversialist Robbie Britton. ‘Because in the UK we’re got all these wonderful athletes from the seventies and eighties who set these great standards. But equally there’s been a lot of improvements in the form of sports nutrition, training theory, kit and so on that might help the most recent generations. Take the Pennine Way: it’s basically a tarmac path compared to when Mike Cudahy was first to run it under three days, right?’

         There were no GPS watches or Strava when Mensen Ernst and 13Pheidippides were making outlandish claims. There were in April 2016, though, when Shropshire man Mark Vaz claimed a new LEJOG record of seven days, eighteen hours and forty-five minutes, knocking a stunning thirty-one hours off the previous best. An incredible achievement (even if he didn’t use a tracker). According to his social media posts, Vaz must have run the 156 miles from Edinburgh to Inverness in twenty-four hours and twenty minutes. Not technically impossible. But very, very improbable. And after a very short rest, he would have had to follow that up with a 119-mile run to John o’Groats in just under twenty hours. Again not impossible, but absolutely remarkable, especially coming at the end of multiple days of 100 miles and from an athlete we’d never heard of.

         ‘For me it’s simply unbelievable,’ wrote respected ultrarunner Gary Kiernan on website Run247.com. ‘If ratified, [the new record] would rival some of the greatest feats of human endurance ever seen. To say this is an unbelievable feat is something of an understatement … He is a middle of the pack social runner. Some of the best have come close to the world record but never beaten it. For him to do it is inconceivable.’

         ‘It would have been close to beating the greatest runner ever, Yiannis Kouros, and that is not happening anytime soon. It just undermines the sport that we love,’ Rob Young told the Shropshire Star. The Marathon Man author was looking to run across the US and break a record of his own (ahem).

         After being hassled online, Vaz finally owned up to his skulduggery in a defiant, semi-coherent Facebook post. It felt like a seminal moment for FKT scrutiny and community policing. People had certainly cheated before, but because of the high profile of the record and his fibbing being so brutally exposed in the Social Media Age, it was big news in the UK ultrarunning community. The start of a new era for records/FKTs. And the creation of a limited-use new verb: to Vaz it.

         In most cases, both pre- and post-Vaz, the running community has a decent idea whether an individual runner is capable of a claim they make. People don’t just buy a pair of daps and break the Pennine Way record. But the Vaz moment felt like the end of an era of innocence. There used to be a lot more trust in the world. Maybe it was misplaced? 14

         During Dan Lawson’s two attempts at the JOGLE/LEJOG record, the previous best, set by Andi Rivett in 2002, came under scrutiny. ‘It is, alone, his only world class performance in a career of pretty average ultrarunning,’ reported fastrunning.com (a site, it should be noted, co-founded by Dan’s good friend Robbie Britton; though I agree Rivett’s run looks dodge). Though the 2002 record had been verified by Guinness, on very little proof, lots about it doesn’t add up. Dan is world class at this stuff, European 24-Hour Champion, and he couldn’t get close on two attempts. ‘How can someone with no pedigree beat a record by eleven per cent at their first attempt and then retire back into obscurity?’ asked fastrunning.com. Guinness have been petitioned to annul Rivett’s ‘record’.

         When I first heard Rob Young’s record attempt to run across America being questioned, I felt for him. I’d just finished running the South West Coast Path over eleven days and empathised with the horror of working yourself into the ground only to be fearful you might not be believed. Facebook was abuzz with rumours his tracker had been recording his support vehicle’s progress (as he rested in it), rather than his. I was able to chat to Rob on the phone in New York for a magazine story, just after he stopped, apparently due to injury. Rob has a tragic backstory and a youthful enthusiasm it’s hard not to fall for. Unlike Vaz, he was known as a solid ultrarunner. He had good answers to my questions, but verbally squirmed after each of the three times I asked that he share his GPS data to prove his innocence. Two independent academics later adjudged he had cheated. It felt really quite sad.

         In July 2020, in an event that threatened to break our very small corner of the internet, Sabrina Verjee was ahead of Paul Tierney’s record for the Wainwrights Round for four days. Until she developed a knee problem and struggled to descend the fells. She continued, but with physical assistance from supporters. Some happily helped her move downhill, but some wouldn’t, on ethical grounds. Eventually her pace fell irretrievably behind the men’s record, but impressively she still reached Moot Hall, six days, seventeen hours and fifty-one minutes after she started out, ostensibly as the first woman to complete the Wainwrights. 15

         There was a good deal of media excitement and a new record was widely reported. Sabrina went on ITV talking about her run, saying of previous Wainwright record holder and fell omni-deity Joss Naylor, ‘I think he was impressed that I beat his time.’ However, senior fell-running figures explained that they didn’t feel it appropriate for her to claim a record because of the significant physical assistance she benefitted from. Behind-the-scenes discussions continued and three days after arriving at Moot Hall, Sabrina unclaimed the record in a Facebook post that started, ‘It’s not a record’ (her quotation marks), adding that she ‘completed the Wainwrights round to my own satisfaction’.

         ‘She completed the Wainwrights,’ says Martin Stone. ‘But not in a style that could be considered for a record.’ In September 2020, Mel Steventon became the first woman to complete the Wainwrights in a continuous journey without physical assistance, in thirteen days and twelve hours. The Bob Graham Club, which archives Wainwright Round completions, lists Mel’s run, but not Sabrina’s. ‘I have a lot of respect for Sabrina,’ says Nicky Spinks. ‘I think it’s a shame the events happened as they did.’

         ‘I never tried to conceal that I was being physically assisted,’ Sabrina told me. ‘I was not in a race and there were no written rules. I told media I wasn’t claiming a record, but they didn’t report that. My motivations are different to some people’s. I’ve never been motivated to “take a record”, really. For some, the record is the be all and end all, but for me it’s a token gesture of recognition.’

         In the October 2020 issue of The Fellrunner, an influential magazine that goes out to 8,000-plus FRA members, Martin clarified the guidelines: ‘To be clear, record attempts by individuals should be without physical support provided by pacers while the contender is moving, unless the contender intends to retire.’

         The sport of long-distance mountain/fell/hill/bog running, or ultradistance FKTs if you insist, has no international governing body or universally agreed rules, though you could argue that a certain code of ethics is widely understood. But that Wild West feel is part of the appeal. It’s an adventure. It’ll make you happy, I promise. 16

         As of January 2021, 7,600 global FKTs had been registered on fastestknowntime.com. There are many reasons why personal challenges/records/FKTs have mushroomed in popularity (not just because a virus stole our races in 2020), which is what this book’s trying to explore.

         Before we go on, another word from Martin. ‘Call me an old fart,’ he wrote in The Fellrunner, ‘but I really dislike the [initialism] FKT with a vengeance. What happened to the good old mountain running record? I accept that FKT is quite a descriptive way of describing something you’re not 100 per cent sure is correct or true, but if an achievement is clearly a record, then let’s call it a record – not yet another term that we’ve adopted from the States. We have our own heritage, history, way of doing things and describing them. Brits have been chasing records in the mountains for more than 150 years. FKTs have only been around for maybe twenty years. End of rant!’

         Perhaps this is British running’s version of Britpop?

         Indeed there was a horribly pregnant pause after I first used the word in conversation with Nicky Spinks … Most fell runners interviewed in this book don’t like the initialism.

         So should FKTs get FKTed? The problem is, some runner-writers rather enjoy using juvenile puns.
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            BEFORE RUNNING

            ‘We’re not going to the cinema, Damian.’

         

         As a kid, I often had those dreams. The ones where you’re standing at the school bus stop when the horrifying realisation dawns that you have no clothes on the lower half of your body. And the queue of schoolchildren turns gleefully your way …

         I also often dreamt I could fly. I preferred those dreams.

         As a toddler, I was always wandering off. When I was a little older I was always wandering off, getting muddy and climbing trees. I was a dreamy, sensitive and naive kid, I think. But happy. Even if I point-blank refused to consume anything resembling a vegetable and pretty much only ate macaroni cheese smothered in tomato ketchup. I thought squirrels were brilliant. Still do.

         Financially, things weren’t as easy as my middle-class lilt implies: we lived in a council house and sometimes other people’s houses, I had free school uniform and at one point my dad took on a paper round. But, as the cliché goes, I was rich in other ways. Almost all my childhood memories are outdoor ones.

         Having rejected much of mainstream popular culture, including television (a terrible secret which added to my sense of insecurity – though naturally I’ve since eschewed it too), my parents aren’t sporty. But we’d often go hillwalking and all holidays were in tents, in Devon, Wales, Scotland. Rather than Grange Hill – which terrified me when I finally saw it – my imagination was filled with Robin Hood, The Lord 18of the Rings and King Arthur. Tellingly, perhaps, impossibly heroic quests of endurance would see a gallant knight travelling barefoot for three years through mountains and marshes to slay a dragon using only a magic twig and win the heart of a beautiful princess who lived in a lake. In photos it’s rare I don’t have a sheath knife and I’d play at being a fantastical action hero for hours – with other kids or on my own.

         I was mostly very happy. But on reflection I had a kind of chronic outsider syndrome. For one reason or another, we moved around England a fair bit up till I was about twelve: Gloucestershire, Oxfordshire, Devon, Dorset, London, Buckinghamshire, Gloucestershire again. I would always join school late and was the new kid in class three times. This made me anxiously keen to fit in, and I was strongly drawn to groups and teams. I can’t have been a complete shrinking violet, because I remember boasting I was the fastest runner at my Buckinghamshire primary school. It was a very small school.

         My dad has never called himself a runner, but he would sometimes ‘go for a jog’ and at sports day he won the fathers’ race. I remember him completing the National Three Peaks Challenge (climbing all the highest peaks in England, Scotland and Wales within twenty-four hours).

         I was okay academically. But we moved when I was nine, to Stroud and Wynstones, a Rudolf Steiner School. It was an abrupt change and wearing a white polo-neck and buckled shoes probably didn’t help me socially. Neither did the couple of times I fainted. There were strange new subjects: music, German, watercolour painting and a weird dancing thing called Eurythmy. I was behind everyone else, so I went from being told I was good at things, to being told I wasn’t.

         I realised you could gain esteem more easily by cheeking teachers than by doing your homework. My parents got letters and phone calls about my behaviour and would later describe the issue as a personality clash with the teacher, who when I left opportunistically told the class he’d expelled me. To be fair, he was really encouraging with my drama and English. And I bet I was a right little git.

         We moved to the small Cotswold town of Nailsworth and three football-obsessed brothers lived down the road: Fraser, Ross and Jamie 19 Hillhouse. If I was going to hang out with them, I needed to be into football too. Every day we punted a ball about in fields till we were unrecognisably muddy. I loved being accepted in a little gang, like Robin Hood.

         At my new, large comprehensive school, Archway, I saw sport, rather than cheeking the teacher (though I sometimes did that too), as my route to social acceptance. Every break-time I played football. The problem was, having started later than most, I was bobbins.

         I was subbed off at half-time in my first ever football match. Selected in goal, I can still recall the paralysing fear as the opposition striker bore down on me, the ball in the net before I could un-paralyse myself. That happened three times. The manager did the smart thing and hooked me. That set the tone for my early sporting life.

         For Whiteshill Under 12s I was a substitute all season. I sometimes got five or ten minutes to run about a bit at the end, if the result wasn’t at stake. I was usually a substitute for Archway too, an ineffective midfielder/ attacker, a less skilful Alexander Hleb. Early in my ‘football career’, my parents asked if they should come and watch. I felt too embarrassed, so they never did.

         But I kept at it. Over time I improved (five-a-side helped) and years later even scored two goals for the school team. I still remember them clearly now, even if one was a two-yard tap-in. 1994 saw the highlight of my football career. Long before they were taken over by eco-energy magnate Dale Vince and certified as the world’s first carbon-neutral football club by the United Nations, Forest Green Rovers, in effectively the seventh division, started a youth team.

         I went along, but was out of my depth, finding it terrifying playing with the first team in training: semi-professional men against us skinny teens. I actively didn’t want the ball and unsurprisingly wasn’t selected for the squad. But late in the season, injuries took a toll and the manager called me up for two games. One was an 8–0 home defeat to Swindon Town (who were YTS apprentices, unlike us plucky amateurs) in which I came on as sub at left wing and slid around in the mud a lot without touching the ball. The other game was away in the Midlands somewhere 20and we lost 3–1, although I did provide the hockey assist (the pass that led to the assist) for our consolation strike. Heady times.

         One training session we did the Beep Test, a phrase that strikes fear into most sportspeople. You run approximately twenty-metre intervals, turning quickly to run back the other way, all in time to a tyrannical beep, which gets gradually faster. If you don’t cover the ground before the beep, you’re out. It got increasingly painful as more players dropped out, until just three were left: a first-team player who was also a postman, my mate Danny Moore and me. As soon as the first-teamer dropped out, they stopped the test. I was fitter than the semi-professional players; I just couldn’t kick a ball very well. (Danny is now a very successful triathlon coach in Sydney and coached fellow Wiltshire ultrarunner Anna-Marie Watson to a fourth-place finish at UTMB in 2017.)

         Until I rediscovered running, those were the highlights of my sporting career. The added idiocy of sticking so doggedly to football when I was pants, was that I was good at hockey. I played centre half – the most energetic, playmaking position – for the school, was vice-captain and even scored a delicious hat-trick against hockey-mad Wynstones. But hockey wasn’t cool.

         Archway loved football and rugby; all other sports were afterthoughts. Occasionally the PE teacher would surprise us (it had to be a surprise or the forged-letter industry would go into overdrive) by sending us on a cross-country run. On my first organised run, aged twelve, it was raining and muddy and there were a couple of stout hills, yet I seemed to find it easier than most people. I loved the sense of working hard, feet pounding into mud, feeling damp but strong, rain mixed with sweat on my tongue.

         Out of 200-plus kids, I was sixth or seventh. I remember that feeling. I was used to feeling below average at sport – at everything, really. I remember my teacher, Mr Smith (father of the Editors’ lead singer; I would also be taught history by the stepfather of The Verve’s lead singer – doubly fitting if you know the band’s hit songs) seeking me out to say well done. I loved the honesty and simplicity of the effort. There was no hiding, no ball to mis-control or teammate to shout at you.

         We lived at the top of a hill, so visiting friends inevitably involved 21 a hilly run, cycle or walk, and I guess I was always fit. I’d do paper rounds too, cycling up and down, and often walk 1.5 miles to and from the school bus stop (with my trousers on). But running without a ball seemed boring.

         One afternoon in the sixth form I spied a notice announcing an inter-schools cross-country meet at Archway that night. ‘May as well,’ I thought. I remember Marling, the rival neighbouring grammar school, had a tall kid who was really good, called Alex double-barrelled something. He seemed oddly slow when I caught him near the end and won. I don’t really know how, other than most kids my age were more into cider and cigarettes.

         I was disappointed to learn that the race was the final in a series of three. However, the best-placed runners would progress to the next stage to decide selection for country level. From my one race I was second overall in the region and was awarded a small, round, black plaque in school assembly. I’ve still got it. I awaited my selection letter with excitement. Finally, here was something I might be good at it. It never came. I made more effort to learn about the cross-country calendar for the following year.

         A year later, in front of the class, my form tutor Helen Roper promised me a Jaffa cake if I won the cross-country meet at Archway. And sure enough, she was there at the finish line dangling it at mouth height. At the next race I was only half-listening to the briefing about a complicated route and lazily assumed I’d just ask a marshal if I was leading. Which is exactly what happened. The race official was a boy on detention who hadn’t been listening either. ‘Is it that way?’ I spluttered. ‘Dunno,’ he said. So I took a turning into the woods. And everyone else followed. By the time it dawned on me we hadn’t seen a marshal or a marker for a good while, we were running on a busy A road. I gambled on turning left, which thankfully, some miles later – certainly more miles than the race was meant to be – brought us back to the school, albeit from the wrong direction. Like something from a Carry On film, the teachers, supporters and race officials all had their backs to us as we approached.

         Not long before the third race, my first real girlfriend, Emma, dumped me. But we were still chatting on the phone regularly (you were always 22meant to ‘still be friends’ after a teenage separation). She had intimated she might come along and watch the race, in her home town of Cirencester. Nothing motivates a broken-hearted sixteen-year-old like the thought that he might win back an estranged sweetheart. After my win, I remember scanning the school field for a glimpse of her, futilely.

         Winning three out of three, I thought I would gain selection for the county trials this time. And felt equally confident I would turn the invite down. An angry teacher phoned me on a Sunday evening. I calmly pointed out the letter had said we should reply ‘if we were interested in being selected’. As I wasn’t, I hadn’t. I didn’t race again for twenty years.

         I still can’t fully explain my keenness to reject my hard-earnt place. I’d finally found something I was okay at – and yet I didn’t pursue it. To be clear, I showed only a hint of generic promise, purely from being regularly active rather than any genetic talent, as my unspectacular marathon personal best (2:38) would later prove. But I was winning local races and yet somehow it didn’t interest me much. Instead I doggedly did something (football) I wasn’t very good at (though I enjoyed it nonetheless).

         There was little support or encouragement for running. I hadn’t heard of the concept of a running club. I had no idea how, when or where to train or race. But maybe I would have shunned it anyway. Solo sports weren’t cool. I prioritised being accepted by my peers, even if it took me away from what I was good at.

         I enjoyed Army Cadets too, where rising through the ranks to Colour Sergeant and earning badges and awards felt effortless. I loved long yomps in the Forest of Dean and charging round in woods at night getting muddy. I was fairly serious about joining the army for a while, but got annoyed that adult cadet instructors kept telling me I needed a haircut – which made me do the opposite.

         There were a few incidents of petty crime in my teens. I was caught scrogging (stealing apples we had no plans to eat), and liked to rile farmers by cutting down their wire fences, building dens in their hay bales or firing my air rifle at their barns. As well as smoking dope, I dealt drugs very briefly at university (though I found the idea of making money from my friends so awkward that I didn’t make any). I was even 23 involved in a break-in at a cricket club and I should have been caught drink driving, but somehow passed a 3 a.m. breath test. I’m deeply ashamed of the latter two episodes.

         Yep, I thought I was quite the Colin Smith of The Loneliness of the Long Distance Runner fame. With a loving, middle-class bohemian upbringing, it’s hard to see where those incidents came from. Unless of course, along with football, it was a clichéd rebellion against just that? Or simple attention-seeking? Or maybe I was just a normal teenager? I still find it difficult to keep my driving licence clean and my wife says authority tends to bring out my ‘inner fourteen-year-old’. But in person I hate the stress of confrontation and am usually conflict-averse.

         Maybe I was still angry at the world for Emma dumping me, which she did twice, but from the age of sixteen till the end of university, I smoked dope most days. When I get into something, I really get into it. Football, tea, The Smiths, travelling, the euphoric melancholy of The National (which I’ve listened to almost every day for a decade), banana and nut butter on toast for breakfast (Meridian crunchy cashew, since you ask). And later, running. I see something similar in my nine-year-old daughter, who recently got into The Beatles. She doesn’t just know every song on every album, but the Fab Four’s birthdays and eye colours too. She’s also incredibly stubborn.

         Smoking dope – shock horror – only made me more lazy academically and my A level results were hilariously bad. I took two and only passed one, English, with a grade N (for ‘Nearly’) for Media Studies, ironically the area where I would spend much of my working life. I laughed it off at the time. But there was a deep sense of failure. My parents were amazing about it, saying ‘If this is one of the worst times of your life, you’ll have had a pretty good life.’

         While most of my peer group went off to university, I did two more A levels and got a place at the University of Derby a year later. This time, I wasn’t the new kid in class. I belonged as much as anyone. The social scene was intoxicating, literally and metaphorically. The A level failure had given me the kick up the backside I needed and I worked relatively hard at times, partly because in Sociology you don’t actually have to do 24very much – plus you can study football fandom. I was so into the sociology of football fandom that I did a Master’s degree too, and seriously considered a PhD.

         But the idea of being a football journalist appealed more and, having written for the university magazine and an Arsenal fanzine, I started sending stories and ideas to publications. I wasn’t very good. But I kept at it. I remember the magical feeling of seeing my first paid writing in December 1999 in my local Derby petrol station. Soon I was in London working as a football journalist for FourFourTwo’s (the UK’s bestselling football magazine’s) new website. My obsession had paid off.

         I like writing, because it gives you a second chance. In social situations, once you’ve spoken, the words have gone, perhaps before they were ready, causing offence or misunderstanding. With writing, you get a second and third chance to go over the words and get closer to what you really mean. Not that that always turns out well, as you can see from this lousy book.

         My job changed a bit, I lost some enthusiasm and when I split from my girlfriend and some good friends went travelling to Australia, I followed them, via South America. Travelling felt like university again: lots of young people hanging out with money to spend, hedonism in the air and adventures to be had. I loved it and kept it up on and off for most of the noughties.

         Living in London had deprived me of nature. On an overnight bus from Buenos Aires to Mendoza, halfway down the Andes, I woke to see giant, snow-topped triangles leering over me like giants. I couldn’t take my eyes off them. I desperately wanted to be in amongst those mountains.

         I was alone halfway down Argentina with about twelve words of Spanish (I discovered the words for ‘years’ and ‘anus’ are very similar). I followed three Israelis from my hostel on to an overnight bus south to Patagonia. They spoke Spanish and wore baggy trousers with lots of zips on. I wore ripped jeans, old-school Puma daps, a brown fake-leather jacket and my day pack was a record bag. In El Chaltén, we all signed up for a guided glacier hike. As I tried to attach crampons to my Pumas in a tent in the middle of a snowy wood came the comment ‘We’re not going 25 to the cinema, Damian.’ My jacket didn’t even do up. There followed a cold few hours trudging through cloud and snow before the guide turned us back. I was pleased, because I couldn’t feel my hands. But sad too, because I loved being out in that extreme environment, the edginess, the vulnerability, the sense of impending drama.

         I did a four-day hike in the World-Heritage-listed Torres del Paine National Park in Chile. There was something about being out in these gloriously lumpy places that made me feel happy and free. It just felt so much more me than partying and city living.

         Reading Jon Krakauer’s Into Thin Air, the gateway drug of mountaineering books, kick-started a fascination with mountaineering. Then I chanced upon Into the Wild by the same author. In it Krakauer explores the life and death of idealistic young American Chris McCandless, who expires in the Alaskan wilderness. But the book is really about the irresistible call of the wild and it had a big effect on me. I wanted to do wilderness pilgrimages like ‘Alexander Supertramp’. Albeit ideally without dying.

         I was compiling a library of Everest disaster books, alongside other mountaineering classics by the likes of Chris Bonington and Maurice Herzog. That evolved into a fascination with Captain Robert Falcon Scott and the Heroic Age of Polar Exploration. Even though dogs, ponies, skis and (arguably) tractors were all available to him on his quest to pioneer a way to the South Pole, Scott preferred the purist concept of man hauling (i.e. men dragging 200-kilogram sledges across the snow). His tragic stubbornness was both a strength and a weakness, and his four-month, 1,800-mile Antarctic saga in unseasonably bad weather ended fatally, less than a half marathon from help. It’s still the greatest known endurance accomplishment of all time. (Endurance, semi-coincidentally, was Sir Ernest Shackleton’s ship for his most famous southbound epic from 1914–1917, and carried twenty-seven men and one cat.)

         I cried as I read Scott’s diaries, soaked in Edwardian restraint and pathos: ‘We took risks, we knew we took them; things have come out against us, and therefore we have no cause for complaint, but bow to the will of Providence, determined still to do our best to the last … Had we 26lived, I should have had a tale to tell of the hardihood, endurance, and courage of my companions which would have stirred the heart of every Englishman.’

         My favourite scene from all the Star Wars films is Luke Skywalker wandering lost and barely alive in the epic snows of Hoth in The Empire Strikes Back. It’s a bit like Scott. And a lot like the Spine Race.

         I’ve always been really inspired by endurance: continuing when things get really difficult, when not continuing is much more appealing. Scott is a hero to me. Yes, in hindsight not every decision he made in a place almost no one else had ever been before was the best one. But he kept going, in impossible conditions, despite so much working against him.

         The irony is that now I have a more rounded view of what a hero is, I can see I had one right in front of me: my mum. She worked incredibly hard teaching young adults with complex needs including autism and disabilities, and producing stirring Shakespearean plays. She is devoted to her three children, patient and forgiving beyond reason, making sacrifices to keep the family together. She fought off serious bowel cancer with a dignity that protected me from the worst fears, though they were very real. She once quit a job in solidarity with another worker and only ever answers enquiries about a long-term health issue with ‘Oh, not bad, thanks.’ Luke Skywalker, in contrast, repeatedly attacked his chronically asthmatic father.

         Anyway, there’s not a great deal of cold adventuring or mountaineering to be done in Australia, but there’s some world-class trekking: around World-Heritage-listed Fraser Island; through Tasmania’s gothic landscapes on the six-day Overland Track; in the oily Blue Mountains and other national parks next to Sydney, where I lived for six years. I loved the feeling of setting off on a multi-day micro-adventure. There’s something about chasing a horizon, reaching a summit … You knew it’d be tiring, you’d get blisters, sore shoulders, feel hungry (because you’d forgotten the can opener). But those minor sufferings always seemed to coincide with feeling very happy. It was also about simplicity – you just had to eat, drink and keep moving forward. My wardrobe reversed. Now I was wearing baggy trousers with zips on.

         27 I worked on a travel magazine for scandalous wages but amazing perks, including several trips to New Zealand. They have proper mountains in the Land of the Long White Cloud, and designated Great Walks (like our National Trails, but better). I remember feeling chuffed with hiking the sixty-kilometre Kepler Track over three days, with a requisite soaking, blisters and back chafes, but a huge sense of contentment; only to learn some people ran it in one go, on the Kepler Challenge. I was dumbfounded. But a little bit intrigued too. It was the first time the concept of ultramarathons piqued my consciousness.

         I did as much tramping in New Zealand as I could: the Rees-Dart trek over six days, the three-day Tongariro Northern Circuit and the two-day Ball Pass Crossing in Aoraki/Mount Cook National Park. On the latter I arrogantly removed my crampons too early and took a slide on some ice, getting intimate with some rocks and bloodying myself up quite a bit. I could have died, like Alexander Supertramp. But I felt so alive (partly because I was close to not being). It was a moment of life-changing, found-God-like intensity. I also got lost in mist on top of a mountain for a couple of panicky hours, er, searching for a Fellowship of the Ring filming location. But let’s keep that to ourselves.

         I left Sydney with my girlfriend, Amy, in 2006 and travelled for eleven months through Latin America. I would run sometimes to keep fit, we trekked and I climbed some mountains. Fantasying about Joe Simpson’s near-fatal adventure in Touching The Void, I summited Tocllaraju (6,034 metres/19,797 feet), also in northern Peru. Albeit with a guide. Although it was spectacular, there was a disappointing amount of just hanging around.

         Live Ecuadorian volcano Chimborazo (6,263 metres/20,548 feet), the highest point on Earth because of the equatorial bulge, was more of an adventure. Temperatures of -10 °C hurt my hands, the altitude hurt my head, and the relentless steepness in the soft snow filled my legs with lactate. My group finally made both summits in the midday heat, one of which I semi-collapsed on. The descent pushed me into new areas of endurance. As laptop-sized rocks, released from the softening snow, whizzed past us, I was falling asleep on my feet and stuffing snow in my 28mouth to rehydrate. I begged ‘Uno momento, por favor!’, but the mountain was unsafe. We had to keep going. I was sure some of my friends were having a picnic on a nearby mound and felt annoyed they hadn’t invited me. A first hallucination. It was the hardest physical thing I’d done.

         Only two of the six guided groups made the summit that day and when I finally stumbled back into the refugio thirteen hours after I’d left it, I was buzzing with a sweet sense of exhaustion mixed with euphoria. It was the same feeling I would later get from ultra-distance challenges, a profound high, better than any drugs I’d tried, or even the buzz from scrogging apples. It was like some new physiological and metaphysical threshold had been breached. I wanted more. Amy says when I was reunited with her I acted ‘very weirdly’, ate a burger and promptly fell asleep.

         Latin America was amazing, but back in the UK I was still searching for something, perhaps to do with physical adventure. Partly with that idea in mind and partly to rediscover my country of birth, I trekked Alfred Wainwright’s Coast to Coast route, 180 miles from one side of England to the other, wild camping. I loved the sense of independence, self-reliance and empowerment as I tramped up and down fells in the Lake District, spying eagles and stags. According to my guidebook the trek took most walkers upwards of twelve days. I was determined to do it in ten.

         It got a bit hurty, doing twelve-hour days, totally unnecessarily. Towards the end some pub lunches ended in a shot of whisky to dull foot pain. But it’s easy to forget all that in the midst of the North York Moors swishing in a mesmerising sea of purple. I went through every emotion: pain, despair, gratitude (strangers shared food and offered lifts), euphoria, and deep satisfaction. In some ways it had been a better adventure than anything I’d done abroad. I hadn’t run a step – the idea was still alien to me – but it was my first personal best on a recognised route.

         There was something else too. In the Yorkshire Dales, near the tiny village of Keld, I saw a wooden waymarker pointing north to more moody landscapes. Something about that direction, those atmospheric if forbidding moors, the slightly less-well-trodden path stayed in my mind, nagging me. The waymarker said ‘Pennine Way’ …
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