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  To Joanna, Olivia and Alexander.




  And to my second family, the running community.




  





  




  

    

      

        

          

            

              ‘Sport has the power to unite people in a way that little else does. It speaks to youth in a language they understand. It can create hope where once there was

              only despair.’




              NELSON MANDELA




              ‘If you’re going through hell, keep going’




              WINSTON CHURCHILL
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  Prologue




  Dad punched me again and I could hear my heart beating fast. Then I slipped and fell onto my knees and his foot came up fast as lightning into my stomach. The force of it

  flipped me onto my back. He had blood on his knuckles which he noticed for the first time now. I think it came from my cheek.




  The sweat was pouring off him, but he looked energised, not tired. He rolled up his sleeves and came back for more, punching and kicking wildly. I stayed down. This had been going on ever since

  I could remember, an almost daily occurrence. I’d learnt the best thing was to not to put up a fight. Just to wait it out.




  Then he started shouting at me, telling me what a useless good-for-nothing I was. ‘You’re no good, boy. You’re no good!’ he screamed. ‘You can’t even defend

  yourself!’ I could see his face so angry and creased, I remember thinking he looked more like a monster than a human being.




  Crazy as it sounds now, this was all pretty normal for me. It was just a part of life, the only one I’d known anyway. And scary as it was, it was bearable, unless he was really drunk and

  then he didn’t know exactly what he was doing. Then he’d hit me too hard and I’d be a wreck for days and have to stay in my bedroom.




  Usually the beatings took place in the living room and when we were alone in the house. Or my little sister would be up in her room doing God knows what. She never came out when Dad was beating

  on me, though. I imagine she just kept quiet and prayed he wouldn’t get bored with me and come visit her.




  He grabbed me by the ankle and dragged me to the bottom of the stairs. I knew what that meant. The panic rose up in me. My heart was beating fast and I felt really hot by now. I grasped the

  stair rail, desperately trying to get away, but his fist came down hard across my arms, breaking my grip.




  What was coming next was the thing I hated the most. So I got ready, going deep inside myself to a place that was all mine. The volume would go down on his shouting, like it was a TV turned down

  low. Inside I was preparing to endure something. It needed all my focus to do it right or I’d be in trouble. I had to get control of myself and not be overcome by my fear. I couldn’t

  afford to get dragged in. By now I was in a state I call ‘locked-in’.




  He pulled me by my feet to the top of the stairs, my head hitting each stair on the way up. It didn’t matter too much because I was ready now. I was ready for his sick little game. It was

  going to start very soon and I was prepared.




  I was only five years old.




  





  CHAPTER ONE




  All for Twenty Pence




  13–14 April 2014




  I woke up at about 9.30am in Isleworth, south-west London, a bright blue sky peeking through the crack in the curtains. I could hear my missus, Joanna, next door playing with

  Alexander, our son. Now she was telling him off. He was only a year old, but he was always getting into trouble with her, almost as much as I was. I stumbled next door to join them. Alexander

  looked upset as he didn’t like getting told off, then his face broke into a great big smile and he rushed over to me.




  ‘Put the telly on, Joanna,’ I said. ‘The marathon’s on.’




  ‘We were trying to eat breakfast,’ she said, her hands on her hips, as I switched on the TV.




  ‘I’d love some toast,’ I said, smiling at her. She looked exasperated: two naughty boys to look after, it wasn’t easy for her.




  The wheelchair marathon was already underway. David Weir was in the leading group, a real competitor. I’d met him a couple of years earlier at a school fundraiser and he seemed like a

  really nice guy, but tough with it. He’ll take some beating, I thought.




  I played with Buddy (the nickname we have for Alexander) but kept my eye on the marathon in the background. Mo Farah was running his first marathon, and all eyes were on him: the double Olympic

  gold medallist from two years earlier, at the 5,000 and 10,000 metres. Mo was class, a world champion, but could he handle the marathon?




  Joanna came over and stood in front of the telly and tried to talk to Buddy and me, as she wanted to go out somewhere. ‘We can’t stay in all day,’ she said. I wanted to watch

  the marathon, though.




  ‘Buddy and I want to watch the race,’ I replied. ‘Come on, join us. We can go out later on.’




  Unimpressed, Joanna disappeared to do some chores, leaving me with Buddy and the race. I’d find a way to make it up to her later. It was almost 10am now and the runners were gathered at

  the start of the race. It was a warm and beautiful day, uncommon for April in London. You could see the professional runners, all skinny and fit-looking at the start line. The indefatigable Kenyans

  looked serious, as though nothing in the world mattered more than this race.




  Behind them was the sea of club and park runners that make up most of the 40,000 entrants. Wearing their colourful charity vests or fancy dress, they were the marathon to me. Most had a

  heart-rending tale to tell of someone they knew who’d had cancer or dementia, and they were the reason they were running. Every year Joanna and I would cry a few tears hearing someone’s

  story. All these people putting themselves through something tough to help someone less fortunate, it made you feel good to be part of the human race (no pun intended).




  I’d find out later that £53 million was raised on that day. A big pile of money that would keep charities going, buy life-saving medical equipment, fund research, pay for nurses and

  more. Money that would give people hope and change lives, save lives even. It’s pretty awesome when you think about it!




  Joanna marched in from the other room. She’d clearly finished the ironing and was ready to do something. Anything. ‘Why are you watching this, Rob, when we could be doing something?

  Buddy needs to get out to get some fresh air. Let’s get some exercise, not watch other people getting some.’




  ‘I’m going to run a marathon,’ I said. ‘So I need to watch this a bit more, get some advice.’ That wasn’t exactly true. I had no plans to run a marathon any

  time soon, but I did want to watch the race.




  She relaxed and smiled. ‘You’ll never run a marathon,’ she said with such certainty.




  ‘I will,’ I said, standing up. ‘You just watch me.’




  She shook her head. ‘You’re too lazy to run one, Rob. You can’t even take your family to the park.’ She was baiting me, but I didn’t care.




  ‘I could run fifty marathons,’ I said. I have no idea where that number came from.




  ‘Fifty marathons!?’ Joanna laughed, shaking her head as though it was the most ridiculous idea she’d ever heard.




  ‘I’ll bet you twenty pence I can,’ I said, offering her my hand to shake. We were always doing 20p bets back then, usually over silly things. She took my hand without

  hesitation.




  ‘You’re on,’ she said. And then she stared at me, her beautiful blue eyes becoming more serious now. I think it was dawning on her that I might not be joking.




  And that was how it all began: no huge forethought or preparation, no great intentions. Just a little bit of banter and a girl laughing at her fiancé’s plans. Ladies, be warned!




  That bet quickly turned into my attempt to run more marathons in a year than anyone had ever done before. The year that followed would be tough on our family and there’d be times Joanna

  would deeply regret having challenged me. Marathon running would turn me into an absent boyfriend and father, our money would dry up and eventually we’d be forced to leave our home. But we

  got into this together and we’d come out the other side together, too. Happier, wiser, richer even.




  Well, two out of three isn’t bad.




  The rest of the day is a bit of a blur, to be honest. We did get out the house and to the park, but my mind was elsewhere: something had clicked in me, since that conversation.

  A light had switched on in my brain and rusty cogs had started to turn. I was motivated. The idea of running 50 marathons had turned into a bigger idea. How many marathons could I do in a month?

  How many in a year? What are the world records for these kinds of things? Looking back, this all seems quite ridiculous when you consider I was just a 31-year-old office worker who hadn’t run

  his first marathon yet.




  Though that’s not strictly true. I had been in the Army in my twenties and I was always the one who could march the furthest and the quickest with a heavy pack. Then I was a pro cyclist

  for a while and represented Britain as a junior triathlete, so I knew I had some sporting ability and a talent for endurance. That kind of thing doesn’t just disappear – even if it had

  been lying dormant in me for the last seven years. Add to that a dream that had been dancing around in the back of my mind for ages now, a vague idea, entirely without focus. I had always wanted to

  do something inspirational, involving sport, to raise money for underprivileged kids. I didn’t know what exactly, or how, but still the idea kept nagging away at me.




  So that evening was spent online, learning about those who’d gone furthest, discovering the world-record holders and those who claimed to be the record holders. The crazy ones. It turned

  out to be a little complicated. The Guinness World Records held American Larry Macon’s 157 marathons to be the most run in a single calendar year (2012), and he went on to complete

  239 marathons in 365 days in 2012–13. It was impressive in its own right, but doubly so when you realise he was in his sixties at the time. They were all official organised marathons, the

  kind that are usually just held at the weekends. He must have had to do a lot of flying around the US to make it work (think of the airmiles!).




  Then there were other, unofficial marathon records. Ricardo Abad from Spain ran 366 consecutive marathons in a year in 2011, which meant running at least one every day for a year, with no days

  off. They weren’t all official, sanctioned marathons, so Guinness wasn’t interested. But I was – it was a real challenge, and one you didn’t need to be rich to take on.




  I also looked into the history of the marathon: why was it 26.2 miles long, for example? Everyone knows the first marathon was run in Greece, but it wasn’t originally 26.2 miles, as it is

  today. In 490BC, Pheidippides, a Greek soldier, ran approximately 25 miles, from the battlefield in Marathon to Athens, to report victory over the Persians. Then he keeled over and died.




  Some 2,400 years later, in 1896, the organisers of the first modern Olympic Games decided to celebrate the story by recreating the race, this time with a 40km (24.85 miles) course from Marathon

  Bridge to the Olympic Stadium in Athens. Twelve years later, in 1908, at the Olympics in London, the length of the course became extended to 26 miles and 385 yards (or 42.195km), so that the race

  from Windsor Castle could finish in front of the Royal Box in the White City Stadium in Shepherd’s Bush. In 1921, this distance was determined by the International Amateur Athletic Federation

  to be the official distance of a marathon. And it has stuck ever since.




  So, now I knew the history and the records, my next problem was how to get started? And where? It was 8pm by then. I was tempted to head off into the night there and then, to find a signpost to

  a place 26 miles away and set off there, but I figured I’d wait until the morning and run my first marathon before work. That kind of thinking is what counts as patience and restraint in my

  world.




  To be taken seriously, I knew I needed to run official marathon courses, even if they weren’t being marshalled at the time. The only local marathon I knew about was one held in Richmond

  Park each year. This leafy royal park in southwest London had an official course you could follow, and I used to do the occasional 5k park run there at weekends. After a bit of digging around

  online, I found a map of the course and printed it off.




  My next concern was getting verification for my achievements. How would anyone know that I’d actually done the marathons? I needed witnesses to verify my story and, as soon as I could, GPS

  tracking. I read different versions of this online, but most said I needed at least two people to sign off as witnesses of my runs. I asked Joanna to come down and then called a friend, Eva, and

  asked if she could come out to witness me running.




  ‘Why are you running a marathon on your own?’ she asked.




  ‘I won’t be alone,’ I said. ‘You’re coming.’




  No doubt she thought I was crazy, but that was something I’d just have to get used to. I packed a rucksack with a towel, my work clothes for afterwards and some fruit, then I set my alarm

  and got into bed beside Joanna who was already fast asleep.




  My alarm went off at 3.30am and I was up. Joanna stirred but didn’t fully awaken. My head had been whizzing all night with a hundred thoughts, mainly about charities, as

  I wanted to raise money if I was going to take on this challenge – I wasn’t just doing it for 20p. I had been trying to remember an advert I kept seeing on the tube on the way to work,

  with a picture of a child crying. Disturbing and motivating, it had stuck in my head, though what charity it was for I still couldn’t remember. I’d decided I was going to make a

  difference to kids and running was going to be my passport. It was all clear now, before I had even set foot on a marathon course. It’s funny how life can give you that kind of clarity

  sometimes. The rest of the time we just muddle around in the dark. I realised then that I had been looking for this sort of opportunity for years.




  I crept out of the bedroom and peeked inside Alexander’s room. He was sleeping serenely as children do. I never get tired of seeing him sleep. Then I pulled on my running gear and my

  worn-out trainers. I had a good look at the map of the Richmond Park marathon route I’d printed off the night before. It was complicated, but I knew where every point was. I tucked it in my

  shorts just in case.




  It took only about 20 minutes to cycle to the park, so it was about 4.15 when I got there. If you don’t know Richmond Park, then you should visit when you have the chance. It’s full

  of wildlife, including deer, as well as kite flyers, dog walkers, runners and the like. There’s nowhere more beautiful in the world.




  And right now I had it all to myself. I realised I’d have to be careful running in the pitch darkness, with only the moon and stars to light the way ahead, as the path was strewn with

  roots, rocks and deer poo. I put my bag down at the start of the route, took a deep breath and set off. I knew what I wanted to achieve over the coming months, but I had no idea what to expect, or

  whether I’d get anywhere near the targets I had started to set myself. I was literally heading out into the darkness.




  I don’t remember any problems during that first run, which wouldn’t always be the case. I’d come to run this route more than any other and have all kinds of mishaps and

  mini-adventures. The 750 deer in the park don’t always behave themselves, I’ll tell you that. It’s particularly unnerving when there’s a thick early morning mist and you

  can’t see more than a couple of metres away. Then the sound of the deer braying all around you can be a little intimidating. They like to pop up out of nowhere and surprise you just when you

  least expect it. Many a time I’d almost literally run into an angry stag on the path who looked ready to charge. But I would never actually be harmed by them and we’d grow to know each

  other like old friends over the coming months




  The route is almost all on a path called the Tamsin trail, which circles the park’s perimeter. It’s a complicated route: a 3.1 mile loop, followed by a 9.1 mile loop, then lastly two

  7.2 mile laps of the perimeter. There’s not too much overall elevation, 340 metres in total, including a couple of small hills. You’ve got to watch your footing in parts, especially on

  the downhills (and in the dark). There are four or five water fountains on the course, all of which I’d need today. The route comes back past the start point at Sheen Gate four times, so

  leaving my bag there, full of snacks and drinks, would become my routine.




  After a couple of hours, the sun came up but I still felt pretty good. My breathing was heavy and the mileage was a shock to my system, and my feet in particular, but I was bearing up. I was so

  focused that my body just followed my intention. It was one of those moments when I knew I was in the right place, doing the right thing. I fitted. I hadn’t felt like that since I was cycling

  and even then only intermittently. The ease was only temporary, though, I can assure you. It wouldn’t last and soon I would find that pretty much everything hurt.




  As I ran that morning, I realised how bizarre the whole thing was. The idea of Rob Young the runner is hilarious to me. Let me explain why: when I was 17 years old I was a triathlete for Great

  Britain. I’m a decent swimmer, so I could hold my own in that, splash around with the best of them and finish up there with the leaders at the end of that first stage of the triathlon. Then

  we’d get on the bikes and I was in my element. I was born to cycle. Ever since I was a teenager, racing banged-up, broken-down old bikes against men on their expensive road bikes, and beating

  them, I had a way on two wheels. I was fast and I had the lungs to push.




  So the second stage of the triathlon was a breeze. Well, it would have been, only I couldn’t afford to just be fast – I had to be super fast. I had to bomb off and build up a big

  lead, come in in first place (and by some way) to have a chance in the race overall, because my running was awful. I was slow: Mr Plod, Dr Dawdle. Which meant coming off the bike was the beginning

  of my race. It was only a matter of time before I could hear someone breathing down my neck and then, more times than not, going past me. I couldn’t hold them off. So running was always

  associated with defeat and failure for me. And now here I was running around the park with dreams of world records and helping charities. You couldn’t make it up.




  The second half of the marathon was tough going; I was red-faced, sweating and struggling. I walked for some bits but soon began running again. I saw Eva at Sheen Gate, just as I was about to

  start my final lap and I stopped to tell her about the bet and how it was all Joanna’s fault for getting me going. The last lap was difficult. There was no ‘wall’ (the moment some

  runners discover when it becomes almost impossible to continue) to get over, but it wasn’t easy as I finished in 4 hours 7 minutes. Hurray! I had lost my virginity. Now I just needed more

  practice. A lot more.




  Joanna and Buddy turned up at the end to see me (and feed the ducks). She looked at me as if to say, ‘What are you doing?’ I’m sure she really didn’t believe I would do

  this, but by now it was too late to go back. I was a marathon runner, though I didn’t have the medal to prove it yet. And I needed to complete only 49 more marathons to win that 20p.




  I changed into my work clothes in the park before cycling off to Richmond to get the train to work. I was tired and hungry but still felt fresh. This wasn’t going to be

  too bad, I thought, though I might have to run quicker or get up earlier in future as I was going to be late.




  I worked up in Hampstead as a manager for a car parts company. My boss was a gentleman called Ken who has been something of a father figure to me. Over the years, he’d taken me under his

  wing and showed me a few things about life. In return, I’d helped make his business considerably more profitable. We got on, but we didn’t always see eye to eye.




  I decided not to let Ken know about my running plans yet. He’s old-fashioned and I sensed he wouldn’t want me taking my eye off the day job too much. I was pretty sure he

  wouldn’t understand why I was doing it. Through the day at work I felt fine – empowered, really. I think I probably grinned a fair amount, alone with my secret: I ran a marathon this

  morning while the world slept.




  In fact, I felt so happy about what I’d done that morning that I began to develop a new plan: maybe I should run another one after work? I knew I had to run more than a marathon a day to

  beat Abad’s 366 in a year, and I thought it was probably best to get ahead early, while I’m fresh. So I rang Joanna and told her my plan, saying I’d be back late that night if

  that was OK? There was quite a long pause before she laughed.




  ‘Rob, what are you doing?’ she asked.




  ‘It’s OK,’ I answered. ‘It’s just a bit of running.’




  At about 5.30, I left work and took the train back to Richmond. Then it was off to the park and into Richmond Gate where I’d arranged to meet up with Eva again. We cycled down to Sheen

  Gate together. I locked my bike, dropped off my rucksack at the log by the start point, and chatted to Eva. She’d agreed to cycle to various gates at various times in the next four hours to

  see me run past (I was ever mindful from the beginning of the need to be witnessed by third parties in order to verify my runs). I necked a bottle of Lucozade followed by a can of Red Bull and off

  I went again.




  I wanted to get a shift on so I could get home before it was too late, so I pushed it a bit. My body knew how far it had to go now and there was no mystery left. I enjoyed the early part of that

  run and initially it wasn’t as tough as I thought it would be. I could barely hear my muscles complaining, as my head was spinning with so many related ideas: I needed a fundraising page, a

  Facebook page, a website. And what would I call the website? Towards the end of my second ever marathon, some 18 hours after I’d begun my first, my muscles screamed for rest – it was

  the only way they could draw me back from my dreams. I felt a bit sick at one point and I thought I was going to throw up. But I got through it and finished in 3 hours 28 minutes – a personal

  best and still there was no ‘wall’ to climb over.




  It was nearly 11pm by the time I got home, exhausted. I came in and lay down on the carpet in the living room in front of Joanna. I was playing it up a bit, but of course I was knackered for

  real. She laughed and took a picture of me. We chatted for a bit and I reminded her it was all her fault. She told me what she and Buddy had done that day, while I lay on the floor, unable to move.

  Then I got up, went into the kitchen and ate everything I could find before crawling into a hot shower. I set the alarm for 3.30am and slid into bed. I was exhausted. Physically, I was in a state

  of shock, but in my mind as clear and focused as I’ve ever been.




  Tomorrow couldn’t come around quickly enough.




  





  CHAPTER TWO




  Marathon Man UK Is Born




  15–26 April 2014




  Marathon Man. That’s a good name: easy to remember and does what it says on the tin. That was my first thought as the alarm dragged me to my senses at 3.30am. I’d

  be lying if I said I felt fully rested. I had a couple of small blisters on my right foot, but thought they were nothing to worry about. My legs felt tired but that was the new normal. They’d

  get used to things soon enough – I just needed to show them what to expect and who was boss.




  I ran the marathon quickly, finishing in 3 hours 19 minutes. In fact, I had been too quick and I was hobbling around all that day. I realised that if I was going to take on this challenge, I had

  to pace myself better; it was an early lesson for me.




  I know that for many this isn’t the case, but I should state that running times aren’t very important to me. I’m never going to be that fast and it’s not that interesting

  to me. I’ve described myself plenty of times as a plodder, which is what I am. OK, I have some athletic pedigree, but I’d never consider myself a good runner. I know others think

  that’s funny, but I think my times show I’m no greyhound. It’s the endurance element of long-distance running that interests me, taking the body to the limits, going further for

  longer and without much rest. When you do that, it becomes a test of the mind and that’s where I think I have the edge.




  That first week carried on like that. I ran two marathons on the Thursday, before and after work, and two on the Sunday, too. Joanna, Eva and other friends came out to watch me when they could.

  I was trying to get as much corroboration for what I was doing as possible, though I knew I was falling short. The thing about me is I like to dive into things. If I get an idea, I like to just do

  it and try to piece it all together as I go along. Other people have to keep up if they want to come along. I’ve always been like that.




  As the year progressed and a team eventually built up around me, necessary and appreciated, it became harder to be spontaneous like that, which made things a bit of a struggle for me. I’m

  not one to worry about the details too much, which has its good and bad sides. It’s hard to fight with your nature, though.




  Having realised that I was able to cope with the demands of running at least one marathon a day, I knew I had to spread the word about what I was doing and did some research into which charities

  I wanted to help. I began to use my spare time to start working on my website. Part of my job is to design and set up websites for the business, so I was at home with code though my initial effort

  was a bit basic. I liked how it looked: it had a chimp logo with the words ‘Beat the Beast’ on it, which is still part of my new brand, Run Wild. I love to play around with Photoshop so

  I enjoyed designing the logo. However, later on, we got a bit grander and a company called Terra Ferma Medi@ offered to build me a more professional site.




  When I was looking into the charities, I stumbled across Dreams Come True. I love children and still feel like a bit of a child myself. I knew I wanted to do something to help kids who needed a

  break, so DCT sounded perfect. It is a small UK charity that makes wishes come true for children with life-threatening illnesses. I love that idea of bringing happiness into a child’s life

  who would otherwise face so much difficulty. They may not have long to live, but we can make their lives better while they are here. Reading the stories on their website and seeing all the smiling

  faces made it an easy choice for me.




  I had it in my head that I would represent three charities, and Great Ormond Street Hospital was the next obvious choice. A friend of mine, Damo Creed, had a child who’d been in there and

  everyone knows what amazing work they do for children. Now I was on the lookout for a third.




  I bought the web name marathonmanuk.com and started a Facebook page. Then I started a Just Giving page and registered Dreams Come True and Great Ormond Street as my charities. Things were taking

  shape, offline and online. I was committing to the crazy idea I’d had, putting things in motion. There was no going back now.




  As my plans grew more concrete, I realised that up until that point something had always been missing from my life – the great adventure, I guess you’d call it. I couldn’t be

  that office worker any more, or at least not just that office worker. I needed to find out what else I could do, what challenges I could overcome.




  Marathon Man UK was officially born on 16 April 2014 when I started the Facebook page in his name, but he was naked to begin with. Not literally – the world’s not

  ready for that yet. Marathon Man UK was missing something because he didn’t yet have his kilt.




  In those early days I was trying to get noticed. I’m naturally very shy and I don’t much like meeting famous people, and I certainly wasn’t doing this to try to become one

  myself. But Marathon Man does. He knows you don’t raise a lot of money for charity hiding behind the sofa. You have to stand out, be seen, be recognised. Which brings us to the kilt.




  As I’ve mentioned, I’d done the occasional 5k park run in Old Deer Park and Richmond Park for quite a while before my challenge. They’re always a good experience – the

  social side of running is what I love, the shared experience, the fooling around and the encouraging one another. Parkrun.org.uk is an organisation that puts on free, weekly, timed 5k park runs all

  around the world. They aim to get regular people of all ages to take a bit of exercise together at the weekend. It’s a great concept and I love running in their events.




  A few months earlier, I got chatting to some kids and asked them what I should wear to the next run. They all said different things – fairy wings, a scuba mask, a kilt. You know kids; I

  think one suggested an Incredible Hulk outfit, which I am still trying to track down. Anyway, the next week I turned up in the kilt, scuba mask and fairy wings and the kids went nuts.




  ‘You can’t wear your trainers, though,’ one of them said. The rest of them shook their head in agreement.




  ‘But I have to wear the shoes. I need them to run in,’ I said.




  They continued to shake their heads.




  ‘OK, let’s negotiate here,’ I said. ‘If I give you each fifty pence then can I wear them?’




  No deal. Damn, those kids were tough. Obviously 50p isn’t what it used to be. We ended up settling at £2.06 each and I got to wear the trainers (an expensive arrangement on my side,

  but fun for the kids). With my eye-catching outfit, everyone wanted to talk to me. I became a celebrity in an instant and I loved seeing the smiles on everyone’s faces.




  So I remembered this and dug out my kilt on the first Saturday of my challenge, for my eighth marathon, just six days into my running. That kilt was one I’d bought and worn to the wedding

  of a Scottish friend of mine, Chris. It’s a big old woollen one, not exactly designed for ultra-running, but it got me noticed – as well as refreshing you in parts other running shorts

  can’t reach. (Truth be told, I wear shorts under my kilt when I run. I’d be arrested otherwise.)




  It’s amazing how much attention I got wearing the kilt that first time, which made me a bit uncomfortable. But it also prompted a few discussions with other runners, broke the ice so I

  could tell people what I was up to and why. I wore a t-shirt which I’d had printed at a local print shop to promote my world-record attempt, but it was the kilt that got tongues wagging.




  Since then I’ve had dozens of conversations about the kilt, most of which revolve around whether I’m Scottish or not, and if not what’s an Englishman doing in a kilt. I’m

  English as far as I know, which isn’t very far. There could be some Macintosh in me for all I know.




  I sometimes tell interested parties, or vociferous Scots, that the kilt was originally invented by an Englishman. According to Wikipedia, we can thank Thomas Rawlinson for it. Sometimes I

  don’t share this information, mind you. It depends on the height and build (and state of inebriation) of the Scot I’m about to educate. Anyway, I think it’s served its purpose

  getting people’s attention and making me stand out.




  The other thing I wore to draw attention to myself was Wacky Sox, a brand of very colourful, knee-length sports socks favoured by rugby players. They aren’t ideal for marathon performance,

  but I love the way they look and go for the orange ones or the green ones (as originally picked out for me by some kids in the shop, to match my running vests).




  Since starting to wear my kilt, I’ve tried wearing an ‘athletic kilt’, but they just don’t feel right, flapping about in the wind like a lettuce leaf. I like the

  heaviness of the woollen one and the way it feels as I run. However, I was soon to discover that my chosen piece of identifying equipment had a serious design flaw. The kilt buckle quickly began to

  dig into me and that, along with the rotation of the coarse material against my skin, gave rise to some painful cuts on my midriff. They got really bad at times and gave me some deep cuts and a

  couple of infections in the first few weeks. Nothing too terrible, though. If I wasn’t game for a little discomfort then I’d have been feeding the ducks instead of running multiple

  marathons. A little discomfort I can deal with. After all, I’d had worse.




  I was born on 18 October 1982 in the seaside town of Portsmouth, England. My parents were there on holiday so I can only assume I arrived ahead of schedule. To most new parents

  their first baby, a healthy baby boy, would be a cause for celebration. But I don’t think any champagne got drunk that night. Maybe a little whisky, though.




  I later learned my dad didn’t want a son, he wanted a daughter. So I was in his bad books from day one. According to my mum, he tried to push my pram in front of a car on one occasion in

  those first few weeks. Anyway, they named me Robert, after my dad: Robert Harvey Paul Young.




  We soon returned home to our detached three-bedroom house in a small village somewhere between Wakefield and Barnsley, Yorkshire. I don’t know the name of the place, and I don’t have

  any photos to remind me of my childhood, but I do have a few vivid memories.




  The Young family was comprised of my dad, my mum, me and, a year after I turned up, my sister, D. Oh, and the family dog, while he lasted. Unfortunately, I can’t tell you any stories of

  birthday parties and holidays, or time spent at the park flying kites. I don’t think I can remember anything really nice happening at all. I don’t recall ever getting a birthday or

  Christmas present, except once when my dad bought me a colouring book, though I didn’t have any pencils to colour it in with. So in effect, it was just a very dull picture book. Still, that

  was the best gift I’d ever had and I enjoyed flicking through it and having something to look at. My sister, however, always got presents. So many a day I would sit in the living room,

  feeling sad and lonely, watching her playing with her new toys.




  Instead, my earliest and most vivid memories from that time are of getting beaten by my dad or waiting for a beating to begin.




  Anticipating a beating was the worst thing. I remember Dad would come home from work and I’d be upstairs in my room. He worked as a fundraiser for a children’s charity, I think.

  I’d hear him at the door fumbling around for his keys, swearing and muttering to himself. Usually he was drunk, which meant I was pretty much guaranteed a beating unless he fell asleep first.

  So I’d sit in my room waiting, hoping he wouldn’t come looking for me.




  I got beaten almost daily, as I remember it, and it was just something I got used to, as much as you can get used to that kind of thing. He’d punch and kick me, or hit me with whatever

  came easiest to hand. Often he’d shout things at me. I was young so I didn’t understand some of the things he said, but his anger was terrifying. His raised voice would instantly send

  chills down my back and give me a lumpy feeling in my throat. We had an outhouse in the back garden and sometimes he’d go in there to get a big stick. And I mean a really big stick. I knew I

  was in for a very nasty beating then.




  There were many terrible things that happened back then and I don’t see the point in going into every last detail. But at the same time I think maybe what I experienced then is part of the

  reason I’m able to do what I do now. So I think it’s helpful for others to know why I am how I am and to understand my story.




  Some of you might feel I’m being overly frank or sharing too much here. I respect that but I don’t agree. I think it’s my responsibility to talk about this stuff, unpleasant as

  it is to hear. Kids are being abused right now and they need to know they aren’t alone and, more importantly, that there is a future for them. I’ve talked about my abuse throughout my

  year’s running and countless individuals have told me how much it has meant to them, and how my story has given them hope. I want children and recovering adults to know they don’t need

  to be ashamed. I’m not ashamed. And they don’t need to be silent. I think we should talk about this stuff more and do more to stop it. I don’t know what exactly, but getting

  things out in the open has to be a good start.




  Thirteen days into my running and I’d done 17 Richmond Park marathons, including two double marathons. My feet were pretty blistered, my stomach was cut and the wound had

  become infected, and my muscles, tendons and bones were tired and probably a little shocked. But I was as determined as ever. All that time I had been spreading the word about what I was doing

  through social media, but I’m not sure anyone was taking me very seriously yet. I think I’d asked for that, calling myself Marathon Man after I’d run only a handful of

  marathons.




  On the fundraising front, I’d had only a small trickle of money into my Just Giving account, so I knew I needed help. I needed someone with a big mouth who wasn’t afraid to use it.

  Lucky for me, I knew just the guy.




  Ali Parkes is an ex-England Colleges prop forward, 6 feet 4 inches tall, built like a barn door, and with a smile like a Cheshire cat’s. I’d first come across him in April 2012, when

  Joanna told me about an event he was organising at the local school that summer (she was nannying for children at the school at the time). A few weeks shy of the London Olympics, Ali and Vivienne

  Alexander, two parents at Sheen Mount primary school, were planning a fundraising event. With a team of parents around them, and a whole lot of work and effort, they invited Olympians and top

  sports people to a day of sporting fun and games to inspire the kids and raise vital funds to build a new playground.




  Raising money to help kids? Inspiring people to exercise? Count me in, twice over. So I arranged through Jo to meet Ali in late spring of 2012 to see how I could help with the event. Five

  minutes after meeting Ali, I got swept up by his infectious enthusiasm. He’s a sentimental, massive-hearted gentle lion of a man who talks like it’s a national sport and gets people

  around him fired up. He’d also do anything you asked him to, if he could, or he’d find someone to help you if he couldn’t.




  That year I helped Ali with the fundraiser by using some of my pro-cycling connections at the time. I drove a couple of road bikes, donated by a local cycling shop, up to the Manchester

  Velodrome, where I got them signed by Chris Hoy, Jason Kenny and other members of the GB cycling team. The bikes proved to be prized auction items at the fundraiser and they raised a pretty

  penny.




  On the day of the fundraiser, I helped at the school running a competition. I had a stall in the playground with a static bike. People had to guess how far I would cycle in two minutes on it,

  with the one who came the closest winning the bike. It was a great day, with David Weir, James Cracknell and several other Olympic stars turning up to show their support and engage with the kids.

  The day ended up raising a staggering £50,000 for the school’s new playground, which is some kind of record for a primary school fundraiser.




  I felt I could do with some of that muscle in my corner.




  Since that first meeting, Ali and I had become friends. We’d played junior rugby together, for the third team at the Bank of England Sports Club. Somehow, Ali had persuaded me to join in,

  even though I’d never played rugby before. It turned out I wasn’t the luckiest player in the world. In the space of a year I ended up breaking my finger in one game and my collarbone in

  another (we had no substitutes that day so I played the remaining 60 minutes of the game with a broken collar bone. At least I got some kudos for that – Ali couldn’t believe it).

  Something told me rugby wasn’t for me. However, Ali and I had become friends, and he was someone I could trust to help me with my running goals.




  So, two weeks into my challenge, I went down to the Bank of England Sports Ground to find him. I hadn’t seen him in a couple of months and when I finally caught up with him he hadn’t

  heard about my running at all. His chin almost hit the floor when I told him what I was up to in the park.




  ‘A marathon a day?’ he said incredulously. ‘For a year?’




  ‘At least one, sometimes two. It depends. I’m trying to beat the record, like I said.’




  ‘But you hate running. You always said you were slow.’




  ‘I like it a bit more now. It’s growing on me.’




  He was surprised and disbelieving, but also impressed by what I was taking on. I could tell he was interested in helping me; it was his kind of project. He said he’d try to help however he

  could. Like me, he was a big kid and loved the idea of doing something extraordinary. Something inspirational.




  I think if he’d known then that his involvement would become an obsession that would take him away from his family for most of the year, he would have made a hasty retreat, told me it

  sounded great but he really didn’t have the time, and wished me good luck. But he didn’t know, of course. So Team MMUK had its first recruit after Buddy and Joanna. Now it was time to

  take on the next part of my challenge.
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  Having run nothing but Richmond Park marathons for almost three weeks, I was looking forward to a change in surroundings. So I started looking at the UK marathon calendar and

  began booking myself onto official marathons at the weekends (with one eye on breaking Larry Macon’s world record of 259 official marathons in a year). In the beginning I signed up to a

  couple and paid the race entry fee, but I couldn’t afford to keep paying for marathons every weekend. So I started calling and emailing the race organisers, telling them what I was doing and

  asking if I could get any help with the fee. Thankfully, the majority of them were happy to help me out and I ended up saving about 20 per cent on entrance fees throughout the year.




  The first official marathon I ran was the Milton Keynes marathon on the Bank Holiday Monday, 5 May. I stayed the night before in a hotel with Joanna and Buddy, which was really good fun. There

  wouldn’t be too many more occasions when I’d get a good night’s rest on a soft bed with my family by my side, but it was nice while it lasted. I couldn’t have been happier

  or more excited, except for the pain in my right knee, which had become really sore. I realised I would probably have to get it looked at by someone.




  Registering at the start, getting my race number and being around all the runners for my first bona fide marathon was amazing. This was like the park runs I’d been to, only bigger

  and better. I’d run 25 marathons in the three weeks since I’d started, and though people had come out to cycle and run with me, there’d been a lot of unaccompanied miles, too.

  I’m not a loner by nature, as I love being around people, chatting, hearing their stories, so this was a welcome change of atmosphere. I was in my element.




  I love the moments before and after a race: the chat and the build-up, the story-sharing and the nerves, and finally the camaraderie, celebration and joy of the finish line. The running

  community is made up of some of the best people you could ever meet. Over the next few months, they’d come to feel like a second family to me, giving me lifts, advice and lots of help when I

  needed it. I’d meet up with so many of the same people again and again throughout my year, the hardcore fanatics, as well as occasional marathoners and first timers, all running for a variety

  of reasons but with a shared spirit of ‘let’s get through this together’.




  That’s what running is about for me, and it’s very important. There’s an unwritten code: you help each other to cross that line, sometimes sacrificing your best time to help

  another to finish in any way you can. And the more you help others, the more you become a part of the running community. Until eventually, over time, it feels almost like they are a part of your

  family.




  That first race in Milton Keynes was fairly straightforward and, after a sluggish start, my knee started to behave and I felt pretty good. The arches in my feet, particularly my right foot, were

  starting to bother me in the second half of the race, though. It wasn’t anything too serious, but it wasn’t ideal. I got to the finish and hung around to share a few jokes with other

  runners. When I can and I don’t have to dash off to another event, I like to stay around at the finish to cheer people in.




  After completing the race in just over 3 hours 50 minutes, I stood at the top of the Stadium MK and watched the streams of people finishing their race. I was happy; the empty spot inside

  that’s been there for as long as I can remember was filled. I have a beautiful family and great friends – all that I ever wanted really – but still it’s always felt like

  something was missing. That feeling has lingered and I’ve never been able to shake it. I wondered if maybe this shared experience of marathon running could be what was missing.




  That day in Milton Keynes is a good memory. The newness of the experience and having Joanna and Buddy with me to share the moment were special. But, as I said earlier, travelling to and from

  events with my family and staying in hotels was not going to be an option going forward, and most of my weekends away would be solo missions.




  The money side of things would become a bit of an issue for us throughout the year. I made a decent income in my job, but all the running gear, the train journeys, the hotels, the registration

  fees and food began to take a big bite out my wallet, and pretty soon we were surviving off savings. Getting some sponsorship to help me out was going to be essential if I wanted to continue, and I

  was sure Ali would be able to help out on that front, as he’s always happy to ask for things, but in the meantime I had to do what I could myself.




  The next morning, after running a marathon in Richmond Park and getting to work, I phoned Virgin Trains. I was going to Halstead in Essex the following weekend to run their marathon and I wanted

  to get some help with the journey. Eventually I got through to someone there and told her what I was doing and asked if Virgin Trains would help me get to and from races. To my surprise she issued

  me with two passes there and then for any Virgin route for the whole year. I couldn’t believe it. They were my first sponsor and I was so glad for their support.




  Although I’d use those passes several times in coming months, I ended up getting a series of coaches to the Halstead marathon in the end (it worked out quicker that way). I was beginning

  to find out that getting to and from marathons around the country would be almost as much of a challenge as running the races themselves. I’ve been late to a few, stranded at a few and run

  through the night to get to others, but I made it to the start of every marathon I set out for, which is something of a miracle. I always said from the start that I’d need a whole lot of luck

  for my challenge to be successful. And for the most part, I’ve had it.




  On Saturday 10 May, I slept in. And I needed it. For the last 26 nights I’d been averaging about three or four hours of sleep and it was taking some getting used to. More

  than once I’d fallen asleep on the train to or from work and missed my stop. My body was taking a hammering, too, and in particular my knee was bothering me. But that wasn’t all: the

  cuts on my midriff, caused by my kilt belt buckle digging in while running, had become infected and looked pretty bad, and my feet were pretty blistered by now, too.




  Anyone who has done much running will know the problem of suffering from blisters. However, if you’ve got a blister, don’t get down about it. Blisters, and blister management, are a

  normal part of the marathon runner’s journey. When you discover you have a blister, you need to think about what might have caused the blister in the first place. Do your shoes fit properly?

  Is there a hole in your shoe letting in stones and other debris? What can you do to avoid this happening in that spot again?




  You might find that lubricating your skin with Vaseline or skin cream will help you avoid blisters. Some people recommend wearing two pairs of socks, so the rubbing occurs between the socks

  rather than the sock and your skin. However, I’ve never bothered much with either of these methods. Blisters are more of a problem for the occasional runner – my feet are so used to

  running now that I rarely get any blisters and if I do, they’re the least of my problems. If you do get a blister on the foot it can be tricky. Sometimes you get a blister under a blister,

  which is difficult to pop, but the most annoying ones are those you can get under your toenail. In my experience you’ll usually lose your nail with those.




  Once you have a blister, I have found the best thing to do is pop it. It’s important you use a sterilised needle to do this and I usually lance the blister in up to three places. I then

  squeeze out as much fluid as possible and apply antiseptic cream to the area (I use a hydrogen peroxide based product). Then leave my foot to dry in the open air. It’s important to do all

  that you can to make sure your popped blister doesn’t get infected.




  With all these various niggles building up, I started to think that I’d need some medical attention and advice on how to look after myself a bit better. Ali had told me

  he’d asked his friend and top physiotherapist Pippa Rollitt to have a look at me and I was set to meet her the following week. I had also spoken to Dominika Brooks, a sports masseuse I knew

  and a friend of Joanna’s, about whether she could give me some massages to help keep me going.




  I felt good in spirits, though. In my experience the body will adapt and find a way to get through most things. I like to think if the mind is strong the body will follow. But it is certainly

  worth getting yourself checked out if you are suffering from a persistent problem – I know that I respond to these sorts of problems in a different way to most people.




  While everyone assumed my legs and feet would be my biggest problem areas, actually one of the most annoying things I had to contend with was my nipples. If you’d seen me finishing a

  marathon in those first few weeks, you’d have seen my shirt covered in blood. It all came from little cuts in my nipples, opened up by the constant movement of my shirt while running. They

  hurt pretty bad. It’s a common runner’s ailment and I tried putting Vaseline and tape on them, but still they bled. After a month or two, they hardened up and I didn’t have too

  many problems with them after that.




  On that Saturday, having slept in, I went to the Sheen Mount School 5K Fun Run. I love kids, as I’ve said already, and encouraging them to exercise and be healthy is part of what motivates

  me. So I decided to run with them before doing my marathon. The parents at the school knew me from the Olympic fundraiser, so it was a good chance to let them know about what I was doing and ask

  for their support.




  At the end of the run, a friend of mine, Dustin, who Ali had roped in to help with copywriting for my website, got on the tannoy and told everyone what I was doing. I’m pretty

  uncomfortable with that kind of attention, but it was something I knew I’d have to get used to or at least put up with for the time being. I stood there like a lemon while everyone turned to

  look at me. I could feel them collectively wondering, ‘How on earth are you going to run a marathon every day for a year?’ I chatted to a few people who were all amazed at what I was

  trying to do. A few generous donations went into my Just Giving page that night, so those moments squirming under the spotlight were worth it.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
MARATHON MAN

One Man, One Year,
370 Marathons

Rob Young

with Dustin Brooks

Ki
SIMON &
SCHUSTER

London - New York - Sydney - Toronto - New Delhi

A CBS COMPANY





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
®
@ Paper from

responsible sources

wasscg FSC® C020471






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
MARATHON MAN

One Man, One Year,
370 Marathons

Rab Young

with Dustin Brooks

SIMON &
SCHUSTER
London - New York - Sydney - Toronto - New Delhi

A CBS COMPANY





