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    Introduction




    Two personally memorable things happened in 1981 – I ran my first (and only) road marathon, and I started a band. For the following five years the band built up an audience, recorded several albums and began touring around the world. And the running? I gave it up (city-centre running failed – and still fails – to spark my imagination). Until, that is, one evening in 1986 when my dad convinced me to go and watch a local hill race taking place on the fells of northern England. I’d seen photographs, but nothing prepared me for the compelling thrill of watching 200 runners, spattered in mud, spit and sweat, tumbling down the steep, rocky descent of a small mountainside towards the finish, smiling and gasping in equal measure. The route they’d taken would have been a good half-day’s walk; they’d burned up and down the fellside in less than forty-five minutes. I was hooked.




    Ever since then I’ve balanced a life of late-night concert halls, tour buses, airports and hotel lobbies against the unquenchable urge to get out of the cities and onto the trails, heading anywhere that leads upwards and outwards. The contrast between the two sides of life couldn’t be greater – but it works for me, because the extremes are complementary, each a counterpart to the other. Touring around Europe or the United States for a month in close confines with seven other people, watching Alpine or Californian mountain skylines through the windows of a bus, leaving clubs and concert halls at 3 a.m. to catch a few hours’ sleep before setting off again the following morning – how could it possibly dovetail into the everyday discipline required of a dedicated trail runner? In truth, I never asked myself that question. Being in a band was my life, my work; but once I’d discovered the ensnaring power of off-road running, there was no option other than to make both work for me.




    The band is called Chumbawamba and, to most people, we had just one ‘hit’ song, called ‘Tubthumping’, that was built around a chorus of: I get knocked down, but I get up again. Which, funnily enough, is incredibly apt as a description of trail running. Self-determination. Falling, pulling yourself up, carrying on. Optimism and confidence. Tree roots, loose rocks, mud and bloody scrapes. And always, despite every fall and trip, every lung-bursting climb that brings you to your knees, getting up again.




    And in those thirty years of being in a band, I’ve learnt to grab running opportunities when I can. Sometimes it means missing meals or sleep (or both) but that dash towards the wildness is always worth it. City parks, riverbanks, canals, woods, fields, anything green, muddy, wet, natural and alive. Some venues make it easy. In Switzerland, Germany, Austria and Italy there are venues within easy running distance of mountain ranges. Scotland’s twin cities Glasgow and Edinburgh both boast short bus rides to magnificent mountains. Eastern Europe, North America and Canada, Mediterranean Europe, Scandinavia – everywhere there are accessible, runnable trails to seek out.




    On a tour of Japan in 1990, I filled a day off by running up (and down) Mount Fuji. Before a concert in Hebden Bridge, nestled below the English Pennine hills, I bailed out of the tour bus and ran the last fifteen miles to the venue over the winter fells. Playing in Lucerne, Switzerland, meant being able to run up the 6,000-feet Mount Pilatus that towers over the city – with its incredible summit views of the Eiger and the Jungfrau. The adrenalin surge of descending from a mountain in time to shower, sound-check and perform undoubtedly feeds into the rush of playing live; the running enriches the whole experience of touring, adding a dimension of adventure and exploration that can become drained by long journeys and windowless dressing rooms.




    This book is, somehow, the slow-burning result of a quarter of a century of adrenalin-fuelled runs and races. It’s a book born from the realization that there is a gap, at the heart of our experience as runners, between our feet and the earth. A disconnection between our natural self-propelling motion and the dirt, water, grass and rock we move over. Being in a band (an occupation drawn in straight asphalt lines between urban centres) has meant having to fight to keep that feet-earth connection – but it’s a fight I still enjoy. What this book isn’t is a how-to guide or a training plan. This book isn’t like other books about running. It isn’t full of motivational stories to get you lacing up your shoes and heading for the door. It doesn’t contain any exercises, tactics or secrets on how to be a better runner. It’s a puzzle of a book; it doesn’t go where you might expect it to go. This is what I believe running can be – unpredictable and surprising.




    It offers encouragement but not advice; as someone who has made my living from travelling all day to play in smoke-filled concert halls, I’m decidedly unqualified to be giving runners advice. What I can offer is hope and optimism. Wild running – on trails, paths, fells and mountains – is gradually becoming more popular, not least because of our increasing understanding of the fragile ecology of the planet. We’re relearning our history, rediscovering our roots. Replanting our feet in the soil.




    And I can offer, too, some of the snotty belligerence that comes from being in a band like Chumbawamba – a kick aimed at the arse of the big city marathon, that Goliath of modern running. Wild running is the perfect antidote to that mammoth, and is additionally (by a twisting, higgledy-piggledy route crossing paths with back-to-nature evangelists Thoreau, Wordsworth and Muir among others) a way back to the simple love affair between our running feet and the twisting, higgledy-piggledy world we live in.




    If this book goes off at tangents, gets lost, slows, quickens and loops back around to a place it left several chapters earlier – then that’s because it’s a book about that kind of running. Off-road, wild running; running as adventure, as play, and as a way of getting back to that simplest of relationships – the one between our feet and the earth.




    People want to run. And apparently more and more of them, despite the current recession, are buying running shoes, paying inflated race fees, reading those how-to books and joining gyms, all in order to get in training to race their demons – and specifically the demon of a comfortable, twenty-first-century indolence – to prove to themselves that they’re winners. And isn’t that a good thing? Isn’t that a change for the better in this age of the supersized beefburger, the airport travelator and the remote control? Well, yes and no. Of course it’s good to see people being motivated and enthused, great to see people getting off the couch and into a pair of running shorts. But let’s suppose that instead of jogging off down the street (keep turning left at every road junction and you’ll eventually get back home) people headed for the grass and woods, for the trails and paths. Let’s suppose that people replaced the easy, all-pervasive lure of the city marathon with the world of birdsong, cloudbursts and mud. Replaced the structure of the training plan with the freedom of following their nose. The taped, marked, marshalled roads with the adventure of not knowing exactly where they were going to go. That, to my mind, would be winning. No demons, just you and the world, working it out together.




    We all of us run for health, fitness and wellbeing. To give our bodies a general sense of purpose – creating, in this hurly-burly world, space to think, space to breathe. But don’t we also want our running to reclaim a connection with the earth beneath our running-shoe soles, a renewed awareness of the natural world and a link to our physiological history? We evolved to run. To move over our earth quickly, for long distances, in order to hunt, to eat and to communicate. It’s good for our bodies, and good for our heads; historically and physiologically, it’s part of what we are.




    The sense of achievement which marathon runners are so eager to pursue is real, it’s tangible. But running 26 miles and 385 yards along claustrophobic, smog-fast, paved city streets achieves little of that ‘health, fitness and wellbeing’. It dislocates us from our natural link to both the earth and to why we run. It blinds us to the fact that just beyond the traffic-coned, orange-taped city ring roads is an enriched and enhanced version of running. Running without the glamour, the ease and the carnival; running as something personal, brave and unfamiliar.




    So, in short, this is a plea. A plea to any would-be marathon runner to stop for a minute and think about what you’re about to embark upon. You want a racing challenge? There are vast networks of countryside trail and pathway (with recognized and specific races and challenges for any distance from 5 kilometres to 100 miles) both inside and outside every city. Want to lose weight? Nature’s rough and rolling floors will burn fat much faster than any super-smooth sidewalk, and will preserve your bones and joints better than the inelastic and unforgiving asphalt. Space and time to think, to breathe? Be alone on a hilltop, beside a river, in the dense heart of a forest. Stop and listen.




    What you’ll forfeit by deprogramming yourself from the cult of the marathon is simple: you’ll lose the chance to tell your neighbours and friends that you ‘ran a marathon’. That’s all. What you’ll gain is a connection to the planet that you couldn’t dream of. A way of running that exercises your entire body, not just the identical stretch and pull of the same few muscles. A new look at the world, at the way seasons and years change your surroundings. A freedom from the dead weight of fixed measurements (the joy of liberation from the ubiquitous 26.2 miles!) and a gloriously gut-wrenching separation from the clock, from the tick tick tick which paces that sidewalk-jarring left, right, left, right, left, right, left . . .




    In writing this book, I escaped from the band for a year to the USA and set myself the task of transferring the enthusiasm and excitement I have for wild running onto the page. I ran trails, ran races, ran back into my own history and beyond – past the words of poets and philosophers that continue to inspire and nourish my love of off-road running – and then I wrote it all down, wanting nothing more than to make that enthusiasm infectious. In short, here’s me, tugging at the sleeve of your running top, saying, come and look at this, over here. Try it! Run wild!
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    It’s mid-December and Britain is shivering beneath two feet of snow. It seems that the British aren’t prepared for snowfall, ever – the newspapers and radio phone-in shows are piled high with worried talk of icy roads, stricken and abandoned cars, grounded aeroplanes and postponed sporting events. The Great British pluck – the Spirit of the Blitz and all that – has been cold-shouldered in favour of a nationwide, collective, worried moan. Me, I’m escaping into the heart of it, heading up to the Lake District to pull on some thermals and run up into the mountains. It’s an early Christmas present; I’ve spent months writing and rewriting this book and I’ve missed the dramatic and sometimes spectacular scenery up in this north-west corner of England.




    The drive to the Lake District takes me along the A65, on what I’ve jokingly called ‘Joggers’ Lane’ ever since I first drove along it – its urban stretch, weaving westwards along the valley from industrial Leeds, is a favourite road for runners. On both sides of the road are fields, a river valley, woods, and miles and miles of paths, but for some reason people stick to this ten-mile urban stretch of busy road, even in the snow, choked up by the commuting cars and two-ton goods lorries thundering past – see, there they are as I drive, reflective jackets and woolly hats, up and down and up and down the fume-choked pavements. The road eventually snakes out and across the Pennine hills and into the Lake District, and by the time I’m in the wintry heart of the Lakes it’s already after 4 p.m. and the winter sun is sinking lazily into the Irish Sea.




    A quick change and I’m off, running straight out of the town of Ambleside and onto small lanes winding outwards and upwards, lanes becoming tracks becoming trails becoming the vaguest of paths, all under snow. The sunlight grows redder behind me and it begins to get cooler and darker. Up, up, up towards the skyline hanging like a starched apron between Dove Crag and Red Screes until, after an hour, I crest the top at its lowest point. It’s getting dark now, properly dark, the cloudless sky losing the last thin thread of an orange glow, but fortunately I can see well enough to follow the route, to watch my own feet in the deepening snow, and it’s easy to see the summit of Red Screes off to the east, where I’m headed. As I top one more low, false summit there’s a sudden blast of light, bright and shocking. I stop. It’s the moon, right in front of me, a huge glow-in-the-dark disc, big as a planet. I reach the ridge and stand with the last of the sunlight behind me and the fierce glow of the moon in front; I have two shadows.




    On up to the mountain’s peak, only 6 p.m. and the stars coming out. Puffing and panting through the snowdrifts and jogging, heavy footed, into the understated drama of the mountain’s high point, a plateau with two small tarns hemmed in by tumbledown rocks. I stop for a few minutes, turning to follow the circumference, an unbroken circle of uneven, spectacular horizon. The snow is sparkling in tiny random twinkles in the moonlight, and the lights of small Lakeland villages gather and cluster far below. It’s almost Christmas, and I’m the only person in the world with this view. I haven’t got a camera, but I have a memory now, a memory I can carry around forever. And this, all of it, the dark sky and white mountains, the moonlight, the sparkling, untrodden snow, and my two studded feet planted into the landscape – this is what I call running.
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        It’s a golden, fresh November evening in a quiet outpost of the past on the northern tip of New York’s Staten Island, grass brittle and yellowing at the end of a long, hot summer. Birds chase and call, insects buzz drunkenly on the last of the summer’s pollen and squirrels race each other up and down and around the trees, scattering fallen leaves. There’s a chill in the air, a gentle briskness that drifts in from the sea and up to the old Fort Wadsworth, its stone arches empty, tall and silent – a lingering dusk and the sun just a pale imitation of itself, heading down, down, down to the Atlantic’s stretched ribbon of a horizon. I sit on the white stone wall overlooking this incredible view of ocean and sky and the jagged skylines of Manhattan and Brooklyn. There’s an old gun, part of the fort’s defences, now set in position and coated with anti-rust paint. It points directly up towards the Verrazano-Narrows Bridge, a two-tiered arc spanning the water. There’s a hum of distant traffic, the chug-chug-chug of small boats, and little else.




        Tomorrow morning will be different. Fort Wadsworth will wake – beating the sunrise by an hour – to a barrage of music, cars, voices, buses and megaphones, along with the sizzle, whoosh and pop of a hundred food stalls; hot dogs, burgers, eggs and sausages, a light cloud of fat hanging between sky and earth, clinging to the pre-dawn trees. People in expensive running shoes will tumble out of vehicles, gradually filling the park with Lycra tops and leg-stretches, rock music and off-the-cuff motivational speeches disguised as small talk. Bloated on tonight’s carbo-loading, they’ll join the growing queues for the lines of green and blue plastic Portaloos, tie and re-tie their laces, rub their thighs with Vaseline and check their watches, and check their watches, and check their watches again. Outside broadcasting wagons prickly with antennae will buzz and drone as gloved and earmuffed presenters under TV lights will talk about the weather and clutch microphones and grip coffee cups. Eventually, approaching 9 a.m., 45,000 people will be herded and directed and hurried and harried by several hundred volunteers into vast waiting areas, their possessions – several changes of clothing, fistfuls of energy bars, asthma inhalers, post-race lotions and potions – piled into a fleet of UPS trucks that will drive off in convoy under police escort towards Central Park, Manhattan. It’s the annual New York City Marathon.
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    I’ve been in America now for three months, waiting eagerly for this morning, for this legendary race. But I’m not among this gathering mass of leg-stretches and nipple cream to do the marathon – I’m here to watch. To try to understand why people do this. Actually, that’s a lie – I’ve long since given up trying to understand this religious communion with the pavement, this Sunday Service at the shrine of concrete, feed-stations and chafing thighs. I’ve given up trying to rationalize the marathon’s obsessive straight-line repetitiveness, its car-mounted digital clocks and its utter dislocation from the natural world around us. No, I’m here to watch because I have a more sinister agenda than either participating in the race or standing at the roadside shouting ‘Good job!’ at passing relatives: I want to breathe in the sheer madness of the marathon in order to spew it back out, half digested onto the pages of this book. To examine how we’ve got to this, here in New York on a Sunday in November, this carnival of barely disguised personal motivation plans and loudly branded, overpriced athletics wear. This version of running that has become, to all intents and purposes, a multi-national industry. Moreover, I’m here to put this regimented march of a race into a context; a context of the running that could, and can, happen in all those places that aren’t the smog-bound, hemmed-in carnival of the city marathon – places within reach of almost all of us, places thick with woodland, meadow, mountain; path, track, trail; grass, mud, rock; and space, both inside and outside of us.




    This book isn’t a snipe at the 45,000 people running along New York’s streets today, or the many thousands of spectators who’ll line the route whooping and ringing their ASICS-sponsored bells and holding up placards urging on their loved ones. Neither is this a book whose sole aim is to take cheap shots at the city marathon. Rather, it’s an attempt to see the marathon as cultural colossus, as corporate Leviathan obsessed above all else with size, and set it against an overlooked version of running that exists in the long, long shadow of its overbearing bigger cousin. A version of running as a relatively simple and natural sport. Inexpensive, life-affirming and unquestionably good for our heads, legs and hearts.




    I’m approaching my fiftieth birthday and I feel the urge to be fit and healthy now more than ever before. I have a new baby boy and a year’s sabbatical from what I loosely call my day job – writing songs, playing guitar – determined to spend my fiftieth year running through new places, new experiences. I want to discover what it is about running that has sustained me for the past twenty-five years; I want to explore the culture, history and politics of running, and by default, why I’ve chosen to reject the compelling lure of the city road marathon.




    The marathon is currently without doubt the major attraction in running. It presents itself as the perfect modern-day challenge; combining three to five hours of running with accessibility, audience participation, TV coverage, and plenty of toilets, sponges and cups of free Gatorade. In a word (actually three words combined into a catchphrase), the marathon gives us ease of use. Webster’s Dictionary says: ‘ “Ease of use” refers to the property of a product or thing that a user can operate without having to overcome a steep learning curve. Things with high ease of use will be intuitive to the average user in the target market for the product.’




    We’re surrounded by ease of use. Some of it good, some of it bad. Good in the sense that some things are (forgive me) easier to use. Bad in the sense that ‘ease of use’ can kill our imagination, limit our sense of wonder, stifle our creativity and fence off the unknown. This book is a plea for runners – and I include those who haven’t run yet – to see that there are options outside the ubiquitous city marathon; that somewhere away from that world of ease-of-use target marketing there’s a real world of discovery and adventure.




    I’ve been running now for over a quarter of a century – longer if I include the running I did without realizing I was ‘a runner’ – and in that time I’ve gradually, step by step, managed to jettison both the desperate tyranny of the clock and the repetitive grind of the pavement. Somewhere along the way – in that chaotic storeroom of my head labelled ‘things I think about while running trails’ – I decided to write this book; to try to make sense of (as Primo Levi puts it) this ‘labyrinthine tangle of yeses and nos’.




    Having arrived on America’s East Coast in a humid mid-August (over 95°F) from northern England (you’ll be lucky if it reaches 65°F, mate), I head straight for the air-conditioned bookshop. Actually I hunt out the nearest woodland trail first, but this story begins in earnest at Barnes & Noble, a huge redbrick cube flanked by super-sized clothes stores by the side of a six-lane road along the Delaware–Pennsylvania border. This is mall country; four-wheel-drives park in clusters as close as possible to the main mall entrances. Nobody wants to walk (or run) far, if they can help it. Through the bookstore’s doors a woman behind a counter smiles and greets me as I walk in; she’s demonstrating digital book readers with scary enthusiasm. I return the smile and quickly carry on to a sports section that would cover half a baseball field. Past the shelves full of pictures of men in body armour and tights, past the gun manuals and the ghost-written autobiographies, and here we are – running. Three shelves’ worth, big fat books oozing sweat and stretches, glossy well-heeled athletes on every cover, all brand-new shoes, sunny smiles and light vests. Running porn, down to the shoddy proofreading and the badly reproduced photographs of ‘I-just-finished’ agonized, sweating bodies. Rows and rows of spines to run your finger along . . .




    Let’s see.




    From Around the Block to Marathon Running.




    Starting Marathon Training.




    How to Run Your First Marathon.




    Run a Marathon in Three Months.




    Essential Marathon Running.




    A Marathon Runner’s Handbook.




    Nutrition for Marathon Running.




    Idiot’s Guide to Marathon Running.




    Marathon Running for Mortals.




    Marathon Running from Beginner to Elite.




    (etc., etc., etc.)




    The titles alone reek of body odour, pain and the joyless humdrum of miles and miles of accumulated city streets. I pick them out one at a time, flicking through the pages, my fascination wilting beneath an onslaught of twenty-week training programmes and motivational coaching; self-help with shorts on.




    At this point – we’re barely over the starting line – I need to explain something. I’m not a negative person. I’m not an example of what those bubbly, smiley self-motivators call a ‘whiner’. I don’t hang around marathon race start lines muttering darkly to myself, or harangue stray road runners about the demon blacktop and the evil of city smog. I’m a positive enough thinker. Often annoyingly so. I wake up every morning wondering how I got so lucky with life, with friends, family and health, and – as someone who makes a living writing and playing music – I’m still startled when I read interviews with million-selling musicians who whinge about their working lives, who don’t see the irony in detailing the distress and drudgery of making another million-selling album or the angst and agony of playing in front of an adoring audience.




    I’m a positive person. From my perspective, that’s very different from being a positive thinker. For what runs through the entire gamut of those shelves and shelves of books about running – or, more accurately, books about running a marathon – is the sentimentalized, smiley-faced glow of the Positive Thinking industry with its defiantly upbeat sense of success and achievement. There’s a belief in these books that the main goal of running is to achieve, to convince yourself that you’re a winner, that you’ve set goals and reached them. Not to broaden your experience of the world, or of your place in it; not – and this is my worry – to enjoy yourself.




    The rise and continued rise of the big city marathon, that gargantuan of the athletics world, is threatening to make running – or at least how I perceive running – into something utterly predictable. But somewhere beyond the straight-line repetition of fixed-distance tarmac racing, beyond the billboards and TV screens and websites, there’s a smudge of a dirt path leading off, outwards, into a world beyond that city marathon. And that’s where this book stakes its claim – on that path heading outwards, heading towards the mud, rock, forest and tree-root tangle of surprise and unpredictability.
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    The first serious race I ever ran was a marathon. Bolton, 1981, – northern England’s first ‘mass marathon’, right at the start of the boom in road running, the grim and ordinary streets full of bunting, well-wishers and sponsored giveaways. Locally famous DJ Jimmy Savile officially started the race wearing a gold lamé tracksuit and then ran the whole 26.2 miles smoking huge cigars. I know because I ran with him for a while, until the unremitting servility of the DJ-loving spectators lining the streets (I barely noticed the cigar smoke, strangely enough) scared me into running fast enough to leave him behind. (In fairness he was probably three times my age and likely as not raising money for a local hospital.)




    My friend Dan and me, we’d decided on a whim to enter the marathon. It was a novelty; a conversation point. It was the same sense of wanting to experience the peculiar that had led us to hitch to London to see Prince Charles and Lady Diana’s wedding just one month earlier. We’d lately discovered hitch-hiking and for a while spent our time heading off to concerts, to cities, to events, catching up on the world as it opened up to us. Staying in people’s flats, sleeping in bus shelters, in churches, anywhere we could climb into after dark. We once spent a month sleeping up on the highest tier of seating in an athletics stadium in Paris, sneaking out each morning as the first tracksuited athletes began their stretches on the track far below. We filled up with experiences, living on the little money we had and on the time borrowed from lack of responsibilities – as long as we could eat, we were happy, buzzing around with our sleeping bags and bad haircuts. So when we heard about this ‘marathon’ (in inverted commas, of course) we entered it straight away – more in a spirit of adventure than anything else.




    The royal wedding and the Bolton Marathon had their similarities – huge crowds of well-wishers, a long hot day spent on inhospitable city streets and at least two of the participants (me and Diana) later left wondering whether this was really such a good idea in the first place. On marathon day, Bolton, all stone civic buildings and concrete supermarkets, burst into life. Shopkeepers gave away free ice lollies en route, groups of men sat outside pubs drinking pints of beer and shouting that we ‘must be daft!’ and runners vomited openly as they ran. I got round in a few minutes over four hours. I’d done very little training and wore a pair of worn Hi-Tec Silver Shadow running shoes, boasting a collapsing mid-sole and a raised heel-counter, bought for less than £20 and in use far beyond their natural lifespan. Dan finished not far behind me and we put the whole affair down to ‘experience’. Neither of us would ever run a city marathon again.




    It isn’t that I didn’t enjoy the race – I did, in a peculiar and cursory way – but I wasn’t left with any sense of what running was, and is, and could be. Before this I’d run at school, but again without any sense of why I was doing it.




    Earlier, in the fading Polaroid blur of the mid-1970s, with the northern English rain falling like a bad mood onto our skinny white schoolboy frames, we’d huddle against the school changing-room doors as teachers ticked boxes and smoked cigs before waving us off on our weekly Wednesday cross-country run. We jogged dutifully out of the front gate, round the local housing estate and down the track to the old stone canal bridge, where we stopped abruptly; too far for teachers to bother finding us, we threw stones into the water for twenty minutes before jogging back feigning tiredness. It was a game we played, a game based on the understanding that, somehow, running was more a punishment than a games lesson; it’s what you had to do when the teacher wanted to put his feet up and read the local paper or catch up on some marking. It was uninspired and uninspiring; the ultimate misnomer of physical education – not particularly physical and of no educational value. Off you go, lads, don’t forget your cigarettes.




    Running the Bolton Marathon confirmed my lack of interest in the Olympian ideal of those hallowed 26 miles and 385 yards. I wanted the spectacle, the experience; for those four or five hours. But I didn’t want it for life. What I wanted for life – and, I think, what I still want – is for it all to be one big, marvellous adventure. A sweat-soaked, exhausting, exciting, helped-along-the-way adventure. And if my running could somehow be like that, too, then all the better.
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    The sun crept up behind me, nipped first at my ankles and calves, and then flooded across the incredible mountaintop landscape of the Langdale Pikes. I was halfway between Harrison Stickle and Pike o’Stickle, 2,000 feet up among the rocks and crags of the English Lake District. In spite of a steady intake of bananas and chocolate, my blood sugar level was so low I felt emptied out, vacant and weak. Still, I could fix my eyes on the horizon and manage a smile; my fingers were wrapped around an Ordnance Survey map sprinkled with pikes, gables, knotts, dodds, fells and sandals and I was roughly halfway (with more than ten hours completed) round a twenty-four-hour mountain challenge that boasts the following statistics: 42 mountain peaks, 70 miles of running and 28,000 feet of climbing, all in under twenty-four hours.




    Despite the number-crunching, the route planning and all the logistical paraphernalia of attempting what’s known as ‘the Bob Graham Round’ (named after its legendary initiator), at that point it was impossible – in the here and now of a spectacular breaking dawn and a high-level panorama of summits and ridges – to forget what a stunningly perfect day this was, a day (and a night) trotting around the roof of England. The Round was first completed in 1932 by Bob Graham, wearing a pyjama top, baggy shorts and tennis plimsolls and fortifying himself with bread, butter and boiled eggs. A keen fell walker and runner, he traced a route across those forty-two peaks and set a record that held for almost thirty years; and in so doing he plotted the definitive Lakeland challenge. In visiting all the major peaks in the area, the Round draws a high-level circle around all of England’s highest mountains – a one-lap loop balanced at the point where the land rises to meet the sky.




    For my attempt on the Bob Graham Round I was joined along the way by supporters and route finders, runners willing to spend several hours each carrying water, sandwiches and sugary sweets up and down the harshest corner of England. The sun was climbing now and our shadows were shortening. Every so often I looked across to the mountains stretched like huge grey curtains around me, mountains I’d run over earlier in the day, climbs that seemed so long ago, so far away. Exhausting as all this was, the sense of relief began to grow; and gradually the scope of the challenge gave way to the idea that all of this was really just an excuse for what my grandad would call ‘a right good day out’.




    Two weeks earlier, setting off after dark from the traditional starting point in Keswick, I’d ploughed up the first 3,000-foot climb and into low cloud so dense it completely blanketed me from the outside world and from all the sense and reason I take for granted; even the clearest of paths to the summit was difficult to follow and the light from my headlamp bounced back at me from a million specks of thick, wet mist. The stuff clung to me and didn’t let go. The rain switched from drizzle to stair rods as I careered off Skiddaw’s summit following a compass bearing, disorientated and hesitant. I crossed swollen becks and trogged through moss-soaked wasteland, unable to see any shape or feature worth the Ordnance Survey’s bother. I finally reached the first checkpoint – a road crossing in the tiny grey-slate hamlet of Threlkeld – around five hours later, an hour and forty minutes behind schedule. The rain intensified; the lowlands were turning into treacly quagmires, rivers into torrents. Knowing I would never have made it round in under twenty-four hours I had to abandon the attempt, stripped off my drenched clothing and decided to have another go two weeks later.




    The second time, stomping uneasily down to Honister with around four hours more running to go, muscles cramping and sweat pouring out of me as fast as I could force water down my throat, I realized that the deed was as good as done: in a few more hours I’d be shuffling up the main street in Keswick. My time, aside from finishing under twenty-four hours, was of no interest to me. I’d decided a year ago to do the Bob Graham Round not only because of the challenge and the achievement but for its history and its tradition; and for a chance to experience something utterly memorable and notoriously wild. A connection down through the years, a string of mountain tops which haven’t changed since the first attempts at this Round, and a sport with its feet rooted in a deeply felt sense of being able to mesh with the natural world towering above us. And who can resist a challenge set by a man wearing a pyjama top?




    Pyjamas aside, it would be naïve of me to describe the Bob Graham Round as just ‘a right good day out’. The surviving photograph of Bob himself on the Round, broad grin and baggy socks, belies (as do any photographs of myself during the same challenge, thumbs up and smiling) both the sheer effort of will on the day and the many years of training and mountain craft which go into attempting something like this. (Anyone in any doubt should read Richard Askwith’s account of the pain and effort of years of attempts on the Bob Graham Round in his book Feet in the Clouds). As well as the chance to experience a day-and-night panorama of dawn-pink peaks and dusk-grey valleys, it tests the fabric of your body, stretching and pulling at every muscle, bone and blister, while at the same time bombarding your imagination with the temptation of stopping, giving up, pulling out, sitting down and going to sleep.




    During the night-time hours, mountains appeared as if from nowhere, looming and taunting. Bogs clutched, puddles sucked, heather grabbed and stones bit and snapped. My feet wouldn’t work properly. My maps were redrawn as meaningless squiggles and symbols. My food supplies consisted of everything I couldn’t stomach. But then . . . drinking ice-cold water from a stream below the vast natural pyramid of Great Gable, I found my feet again, tripping easily across loose rock 3,000 feet high and feeling closer to sky than to sea. And then this body wasn’t stretching and pulling any more, it was singing its place on the earth. Look at me, Ma! Top of the world!




    At the end of the Round, as the reddest of red suns slid away to my left, a million stars came out with a vengeance, pinpointing the last few miles to the Moot Hall just three minutes over twenty-three hours. The achievement wasn’t in the finishing but in the doing, the intense thrill of a long, long day’s reacquaintance with (as Eric Dezenhall puts it), ‘life’s friction’. That’s what I strive for, that’s what running means to me – the utterly human quest for the wild, natural, joyful rub of life’s friction.
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    Early October and up in New York the sun’s still out with a vengeance. It’s 9 a.m. in Wolfe’s Pond Park, Staten Island, seven miles down Hylan Boulevard from Fort Wadsworth and the Verrazano-Narrows Bridge into Brooklyn, the official start of the New York City Marathon. It’s just a month before Staten Island will swarm with upwards of 45,000 nervous and expectant runners and I’m here to do a trail race around the woods and beaches of Wolfe’s Pond, almost 200 acres of woodland surrounding a former tidal inlet, now a freshwater lake. New York City once contained 224,000 acres of freshwater wetland. The wetland ecosystem can slow erosion, prevent flooding, filter pollutants and slow global warming by converting carbon dioxide into oxygen. Nevertheless, over the past 200 years most of this land has been destroyed and given over to more buildings and roads, until now only 2,000 acres of freshwater wetland remain in the city – and along with the loss of a valued ecosystem, many species that once called the wetland home have been lost forever. Almost lost now, marooned in the city’s concrete ocean, the remaining natural spaces like Wolfe’s Pond Park are places to treasure. Places to play, to run, to escape.




    I’m here to try to understand why those tens of thousands of runners will congregate a few miles up the road (always the road) and pay between $200 and $300 to run along the Five Boroughs’ asphalt when there are places like Wolfe’s Pond offering something more fundamentally powerfully seductive and captivating. You want carnival atmosphere, too? The race organizer today has thoughtfully brought along not only his own public address system to belt out a variety of fist-pumping, motivational rock classics, he’s also hired a small band to play live Beatles cover versions. There’s the static, boom and crackle of connecting wires before the band lurch into ‘I’ve Got a Feeling’. You want razzamatazz? Three American flags flutter beside a gazebo, and a few minutes before the race we’re instructed to ‘doff our headwear’ and stand proudly through a hideous R&B version of ‘The Star-Spangled Banner’. Some put their hands to their hearts and everyone faces the flags, perhaps thinking hard about the song’s composer, Francis Scott Key, a lifelong slave owner. Behind me are trestle tables piled with snacks, bagels, spreads, fruit and drinks; after the race there’ll be a picnic and get-together and perhaps some dancing to the Beatles covers. The course is stringently marked, the organizer has an electric megaphone and there are volunteers, sponsors, free shirts in with the entry fee and supporters dawdling in the sun waiting for the start; and, to top it all off, the accurately measured race route has four drinks’ stations, digital timing and computerized results.




    Thus being stuffed with carnival-style peripherals I’d expected a few more runners than the forty or so who turn up on a gloriously sunny autumn morning, those seven easy miles down Hylan Boulevard from next month’s New York City Marathon start. Forty! Three flags and a live band for forty runners. I’m tempted to claim that this race provides everything the marathon runner could want – apart from distance (today’s race is six miles), the lure of the throng and the attendant carnival. In reality, I know what’s really missing here: the culture of recognition, of the safe-in-what-you-know rules of engagement, of prearrangement, plan, security and caution. Trails go up and down, they twist and they turn. No amount of public address, megaphone and R&B warbling can disguise the sheer unpredictability of leaving the road. It’s dark in there. What happened to the crowds? To the music? To the big clock with the green flashing LED numerals? What happened to the straight, straight road ahead?




    We love what we know. The marathon is what we all know. Any runner will testify to the fact that the question most asked of runners by non-runners is ‘Have you ever done a marathon?’ Why? Because everyone knows it. Because the bookshelves in the bookstores are buckling under the weight of books about running the marathon. It’s an institution, a benchmark: but a lazy, overplayed and tame one. That’s not the fault of the people who run them, it’s the end result of overweight, size-obsessed organizations, bloated with sponsorship and media coverage. When people ask me if I’ve ever run a marathon, I want to tell them about races that reduce the city marathon to little more than an ease-of-use experience – races without traffic cones and straight lines. Races that shock and surprise. That don’t go where you think they might go. The descent you didn’t expect, loose soil falling away, having to grasp at tree trunks. The storm cloud suddenly bursting with a ferocity your clothing can’t understand. The mountain path narrowing to a ridge, no wider than your two feet, the ground on both sides of you disappearing into cloud, the sudden fear that forces you to stoop and clutch the rock as you move. The snow drifting deeper, deeper, coyly inviting, hiding peat bogs and stream gullies and twist-your-ankle ditches. The moorland, barren and bleak, throwing up treasure – the remains of a crashed aeroplane, scattered and half buried, a wing here, a fuselage there. Five white hares put to flight by your stumble, unidentifiable animals everywhere, in the air (being dive-bombed high on England’s Howgills mountains by a bird of prey), deep in the forest, leaping from rivers as you cross.
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