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            Introduction

         

         Per aspera ad astra – through suffering to the stars

         
             

         

         Since the earliest civilisations, mankind has known the value of a struggle – for developing our mental and emotional toughness, for enabling us to come back stronger from setbacks and make meaningful progress. We achieve little success without failures along the way and it is through our hardships that we acquire greatness. In these ways, running is a valuable metaphor for life – in both, there is no growth without challenge.

         What is a ‘challenge’, and why is it so important?

         Taking on a challenge means something different to each and every person, but ultimately it involves an effort (often a struggle) which advances us in some way, whether that be physically, emotionally or spiritually. Just as people run for different reasons, we all have different strengths and weaknesses, so choosing or designing a running ‘challenge’ is a very personal process. For some, it is about chasing a record or a personal best, while for others it might be about exploring a new place or understanding themselves. Some of us are curious about our limits, while others crave solitude or a spiritual journey. Some people chase challenges as a way of raising money for charity while others need these experiences for healing, mental health or well-being in a frantic world. In truth, we often get more than we’ve bargained for with running challenges, ending up with much of the above rolled into one.

         In my experience, I’ve found that the more you invest personally in a challenge, the more you get out of it – which is a great reason to dream big and push hard! Challenges are important because they involve self-learning and provide a way for us to expand our life experience. Only by doing things that stretch us beyond our familiar comfort zone are we able to push back against our limitations. The more we do this, the bigger our comfort zones become. And who knows what is possible. You simply don’t know what you can do – until you give it a try.  

         The ethos of this book

         If somebody gives you an idea for a running challenge, shows you the way and gives you all the important advice you need to complete it, is it a challenge any more? Will it still be rewarding? I believe that much of the intrigue and motivation we derive from running challenges (and ultimately the satisfaction we feel on completing them) comes directly from the time and effort we put into their conception. Researching, planning, training for and orchestrating a big personal challenge is in many ways the essence of the challenge itself. With each failure we learn something new and become more determined to reach our goal. For this reason, this book is not an exhaustive ‘how to’ guide but rather a source of inspiration; a compilation of ideas. I have deliberately kept detail to a minimum to allow room for you to find out more and to personalise your adventure.

         Another way to embed yourself in your chosen running challenge is to find out about its origin and history. Understanding how a challenge came to be and how it has developed over the years helps to foster a connection with the route and to create a respect for those who have gone before, as well as for the trail and the landscape through which it passes.

         To get the most out of a running challenge, you need to do the legwork, in more ways than one!

      

   


   
      
         
            Route selection

         

         Whatever your fitness, ability or background, there is a running challenge out there for you. But something that is a challenge for one person may not be challenging at all for another. For this reason, this book includes a range of routes that will stretch runners from beginners to seasoned mountain athletes. Some of the challenges are recognised trails, rounds or routes with established records or fastest known times (FKTs), but others are simply popular routes that might be considered a rite of passage for developing xiirunners. Often these trails are just examples of many such fine routes across Great Britain and should be seen as a benchmark or entryway into a particular type of trail or fell running route.

         The challenges in this book span trail running, fell running and mountain running (with some routes involving easy scrambling sections).

         
	
Trail running follows trails or paths which are visible on the map and on the ground (though there may be some sections where the trail is faint or temporarily absent).

            	
Fell running (aka hill running in Scotland) follows upland, off-road routes which often avoid (marked) trails and often take a direct line through steep terrain. It regularly involves rough, broken or boggy ground.

            	
Mountain running is technical fell running on high-level mountain terrain. Often including rocky summits, exposure and ridge-running. Sometimes including scrambling – previous scrambling or climbing experience is recommended for routes involving this kind of terrain.

         

Where a route follows an established ultra-distance ‘big trail’ (e.g. one of Great Britain’s many National Trails), I have chosen to focus on just one section, with the aim of making this book more accessible. Such sections might be the most scenic, popular, wildest or most difficult stretches of the full trail. Runners with longer aspirations could seek to link multiple sections or tackle the full distance.

         Some routes included are iconic races (where access is restricted outside of the event) and most routes have races somewhere along their length.

         In choosing these 100 routes I have prioritised memorable running over easy logistics. Many of these routes therefore involve personal or public transport to link the start and finish of the challenge – but nothing worth doing ever came easy.

      

   


   
      
         
            How to use this book

         

         The aim of this book is to provide a loose progression of running challenges which will inspire and direct trail runners towards future possible goals in Great Britain, while helping build the relevant skills and experience along the way.

         Challenges are grouped by country and roughly ordered by ascending difficulty, ranging from short, straightforward trails to bucket-list multi-day challenges. It should be noted, however, that ‘difficulty’ takes many forms and that distance, ascent, terrain and navigational complexity trade off against each other in determining how hard any particular challenge will feel. Difficulty is of course also related to the fitness, experience and skill set of the runner in question. The increasing difficulty in the included routes is therefore not linear and all challenges should be researched fully and appraised with the individual’s abilities in mind.

         Each of the 100 challenges includes the distance (in kilometres) and cumulative total ascent (in metres). The terrain and level of navigational skills required are denoted as follows:

         Terrain

         Trail running

         Fell running

         Mountain running

          

         Navigation

         
            1 Fully waymarked/good waymarking

            2 Partial waymarking/occasional self-navigation required

            3 No waymarking/self-navigation required throughout

            4 Difficult self-navigation/complex terrain

         

         Any safety issues relating to each challenge are identified in the text (for example, technical terrain, major road or river crossings, tides or instability/erosion of sea cliffs).

         Other useful information is provided for every challenge including a basic map, route profile, start and finish points, and details of public transport and parking.

         There are short sections detailing other nearby options which might interest you, any races which use this route and some suggestions for what to tackle next xiii– these point towards similar challenges elsewhere in Great Britain and can be used to consolidate experience before progressing further down the list or simply to replicate the fun if you find something you really enjoy.

         To use this book, simply pick your battle and get researching. Go longer, higher or more technical than you ever have before, or try something new. Make sure you refer to the Mountain safety section to ensure you have the relevant skills and experience necessary to stay safe.

         If you like the sound of a particular challenge but are uncomfortable with an unsupported format, consider the races referenced for each route. These may provide a challenge of similar difficulty but within the structure of an organised event.

      

   


   
      
         
            Etiquette and style

         

         For some of the more long-standing running challenges there is sometimes an unwritten ‘code of conduct’ for contenders. Consequently, it is all too easy, especially in this era of social media, to fall foul of criticism about the way a respected challenge is undertaken or the style in which it was completed. For example, many of the oldest fell running challenges have very particular rules about start location, direction of travel or order of summits/checkpoints visited. Some require registration, prohibit professionally guided attempts or have rules about the presence of supporters for verification.

         For example, anyone who has previously benefited from the support of their peers in completing one of Great Britain’s Big Three mountain rounds (the Bob Graham Round, the Paddy Buckley Round or the Charlie Ramsay Round), is generally expected to reciprocate by offering their support for other runners attempting the challenge in the future. It is also common for the current record holder to form part of the support team for contenders attempting to break their record.

         There are also a number of considerations around seasons. Some summer running challenges have winter counterparts with distinct FKTs. ‘Winter’ is usually defined by the calendar dates December to March but for fell running (especially in Scotland) the presence of ‘winter conditions’ is often considered a prerequisite.

         Time-honoured traditions such as these are part of the rich tapestry of a historic British sport, but ultimately each individual should decide for themselves what their challenge will look like, depending on what they plan to ‘claim’ and how much ‘validation’ they seek from their fellow runners. In the end, honesty and transparency are more important than style.

         
            Different styles of undertaking a running challenge:

            Supported – undertaken with the assistance of others for pacing, carrying gear, motivation or navigation.

            Solo-Supported – undertaken alone but with the assistance of others at a number of support points (for example, for resupply or to change footwear).

            Solo-self-supported – undertaken alone but with the benefit of self-arranged stashes or food-drops on route.

            Solo-unsupported – undertaken without any assistance (and in purist terms, without making contact with any persons).

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Make it your own

         

         I would urge readers to treat this book as a platform from which a personalised adventure can be created. Would you like to take a challenge and make it shorter? Make it longer? Start from elsewhere? Split it over several days or add cafe stops? Maybe you would like to add some swimming, cycling, climbing or simply link things and places that you love.

         There are lots of ways to design your own personal running challenge from scratch. Can you run the length of a meaningful boundary-line or traverse an interesting geographical or historical feature? How about linking existing challenges or collecting trig points, tops, beaches, lakes or castles? A personalised running challenge can be more rewarding than simply following in others’ footsteps. Who knows, maybe somebody will decide to follow in yours!

      

   


   
      
         
xiv
            Mountain safety

         

         In order to stay safe on running challenges in remote or mountainous terrain, it is essential that you have the right kit and experience for your route. While it might seem laudable to ‘jump in’ and take on something much longer or bigger than you have ever tried before, this is simply not the case if it involves venturing ill-equipped and inexperienced into locations where Mountain Rescue would need to be called if things went wrong. A good level of autonomy and an understanding of your own abilities is essential for choosing the right running challenge for you.  

         Weather

         Make sure you carry more than enough suitable clothing/layers and anticipate the worst-case scenario in terms of forecasted weather. British mountain weather is notoriously unpredictable and should not be underestimated. It is essential that you know what weather to expect at height on your run (by referring to mountain weather forecasts/charts instead of regular weather forecasts – see page 171 for details).

         Be aware of regional differences in weather and seasons across the various mountainous areas in Great Britain. For example, the Scottish Highlands are much colder and snowier in winter than elsewhere and see fewer hours of daylight. Winter conditions in Scotland are severe and often dangerous/unsuitable for standard running equipment and attire. The same can of course be said of all mountainous areas in Great Britain in the winter months, but there is a higher likelihood of ‘full winter’ conditions further north. For more information on mountain safety in the Scottish winter, visit: www.mountaineering.scot/safety-and-skills/thinkwinter It’s worth doing a winter skills course with a qualified instructor if you want to run in the mountains in winter – see page 171 for details.  

         Navigation

         Runners should always carry a map and compass, and know how to use them. A smartwatch or handheld GPS device can be useful time-saving tools but overreliance on them is a risk to your safety. There have been many cases of battery or device failures and also human error in their use. Mountain navigation is a very particular skill and needs to be learned and practised ahead of any mountain running challenge, whether independently or on an instructed course (see page 171 for details).

         It is important not to just ‘blindly follow’ a GPX track or other electronic navigational aid in the mountains. Direct lines or unsubstantiated routes may not take steep or technical terrain into account and may lead you into difficulty. Plan and revise (maybe even recce) your routes meticulously ahead of time to make sure you understand the full nature of the challenge. Always have one or two escape routes in mind to shorten your day if things don’t go as planned.  

         Food and drink

         Make sure you carry enough food and water with you or have access to drinking water on the route. It is possible to refill your water bottle safely from streams and rivers in high and remote locations. The higher the water source, the safer it will be. Check on the map that there is no human habitation, farmland, bothy, popular wild camping site or other source of anthropogenic pollution upstream of your location. Do not drink from non-running water sources such as tarns or lochans unless you have the facility to boil or purify that water. When filling your bottle or soft flask, look for clear, aerated (i.e. tumbling) running water.  

         Midges and ticks

         Midges can be an annoyance in the summer across Great Britain. The tiny insects don’t like any kind of breeze, so you’ll generally be OK up in the hills, but you might need repellent if stopping in sheltered or boggy areas, or in very still weather. Midges are most prevalent in Scotland, where it is usual to carry a midge net and repellent in summer.

         Ticks, which can spread Lyme disease, are found across Great Britain in the summer months. Be aware of the risks, carry a tick remover and check yourself at the end of the day. Seek medical advice if you are bitten and then develop a ‘bullseye’ reaction at the bite spot. www.lymediseaseaction.org.uk xv

         River crossings

         Think ahead and identify any large river crossings on your route. River levels can change rapidly in the mountains following heavy rainfall, snow thaw and – occasionally – dam release. Know how to identify when a river is acceptable to cross and how to do this safely. Make sure you plan an alternative route in advance, and if at all in doubt, use it.  

         Technical terrain

         It is important to know what to expect of the graded technical terrain which features in some of the routes included in this book (grade 1–3 scrambling – for explanations of the different scrambling grades, see: www.thebmc.co.uk/understanding-scrambling-grades). The ability to move safety and confidently on this kind of ground is essential and should be gained through progressive experience and/or professional instruction outside any running challenge. Previous experience, a head for heights and an aptitude for exposed terrain is necessary for any of the mountain running challenges in this book. If you are at all unsure, consider hiring a professional guide to recce the technical sections or to try your hand at a similar objective without the more technical terrain.  

         Rescue

         Always notify someone of your plans and expected schedule before you start. In the event of an accident or emergency call 999 (or 112) and ask for POLICE and then MOUNTAIN RESCUE.

         In locations where your phone signal is poor or absent it is sometimes possible to send an emergency SMS if you have pre-registered your phone with www.emergencysms.net

         In the absence of any phone signal, you should blow a whistle to attract attention, using six consecutive blasts, repeated once a minute. If running solo, you might also consider carrying a personal locator beacon for its emergency SOS function or using a tracker to keep friends or family updated on your progress.

         Mountain Rescue teams in Great Britain are comprised of unpaid volunteers, so self-rescue should be attempted if at all possible. You are more likely to be able to do this if you carry running poles (useful for hobbling back to safety following a strain or sprain) and a suitable first aid kit. Always protect your mobile phone and conserve battery life wherever possible.

      

   


   
      
         
            Environment and access

         

         As responsible outdoor enthusiasts it is important that we minimise our impact on the environment we run through. Best practice includes sticking to the main trail where possible and avoiding shortcuts in popular areas where maintained trails are provided (for example, don’t cut the corners off a zigzagging trail). This is to reduce surrounding soil erosion and prevent the gradual formation of duplicate trails across the landscape. Consider limiting the number of pacers/supporters running with you on popular mountain routes such as the Bob Graham Round where the footfall of runners contributes to significant erosion of the trails. Along coastal paths, follow signed diversions and stick to the main trails to reduce further erosion.

         Leave only footprints wherever you run. Take all litter home with you and remember that even some biodegradable waste (such as banana skins or orange peel) takes a very long time to decompose in a mountain environment and is unsightly for others. Pay particular attention when pulling kit out of vest pockets or using energy gels on the go – it is all too easy to lose wrappers to the wind without realising it. Store used gel wrappers securely in your vest where they won’t escape. You might even consider ‘plogging’ on your training runs (collecting litter as you go) and leaving the trails better than you found them.

         If your running challenge involves overnighting in refuges, howfs or bothies, make sure you follow the Bothy Code: www.mountainbothies.org.uk If bivvying or wild camping, leave no trace. Do not make or cause any fires anywhere in the landscape (avoid moving rocks for fire-pits, damaging trees for firewood or burning fragile upland soils and vegetation). Burned logs and fire debris xviare unsightly and scorched ground takes years to recover. Instead use a camping stove which does not transfer heat to the ground. Only wild camp where permitted to do so.

         In remote locations, where there is no access to toilet facilities, make sure that you find somewhere away from the trail and dig a hole 15 centimetres deep. This should be somewhere at least 30 metres away from water and not in a place that others might use (for example, climbers, wild campers or exploring children). If you use toilet paper, burn it or take it away with you – don’t bury it or leave it under rocks. In popular areas where such a location is not available, double-bag your waste and carry it out with you. The same applies for all sanitary products.

         The regulations around land access vary across Great Britain – the following tips and resources should help:

         
	Respect access restrictions and understand which areas are Open Access Land in England and Wales: www.gov.uk/right-of-way-open-access-land www.naturalresources.wales/days-out/places-to-visit


            	Always follow the Countryside Code: www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-countryside-code


            	In Scotland, where runners have a right to responsible access, ensure you follow the Scottish Outdoor Access Code: www.outdooraccess-scotland.scot


         

Close gates behind you and do not climb drystone walls or bend wire fences. If you run with a dog, be mindful of livestock and wildlife. You might even consider supporting the organisations and charities that maintain the trails and who lobby for access on your behalf in the areas that you use.

         In Scotland, minimise disturbance during the stag stalking season (1 July to 20 October) and the hind stalking season (21 October to 15 February) by seeking information on where stalking might be taking place. In the central and eastern Highlands, the grouse shooting season runs from 12 August to 10 December. Find out if a shoot is happening anywhere along your route and plan a diversion or wait until after the shoot has taken place and it is safe to cross. Details about stalking and shooting practices are available at: www.outdooraccess-scotland.scot

         As runners we should also play our part in addressing the wider global climate crisis. Where possible take public transport, lift-share or use another form of human-powered transport such as a bike to link the start and finish of linear challenges. Reduce waste and purchase from sustainable brands where possible. It also helps to ‘shop local’ and generally support the local rural economy in the places that you visit.

         This book focuses on running challenges in Great Britain to encourage runners to look closer to home for their next adventure or bucket-list aspiration. Our landscape is highly varied, with a rich diversity of natural and cultural heritage – it’s simply a brilliant playground! Limiting global air travel will help reduce carbon emissions and contribute towards a more environmentally responsible running community.
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