The research was over, the training was done, the team was ready, but was I?

There was no turning back with Sue, James and Michael to cheer me off and Clive to run the first leg with me, up over Skiddaw and on to Great Calva and Blencathra. It was 11pm, it was clear and dry.  The Moot Hall loomed up over the square in Keswick. I hoped that Friday 13th June would be lucky for me. Tomorrow was the anniversary of Bob Graham's original Round. This was the only Friday 13th in 2003. The long range weather forecast had predicted a sunny and hot weekend. There was due to be a full moon. 

The compulsory "before" pictures were arranged. I felt that success rested with the team, failure on the other hand would be mine alone. So much is on luck, but can you make your own luck? I didn't know that the footbridge out of Keswick was due to be closed the following weekend, which was lucky because so much of the game is in the mind. The full moon was hidden by scudding clouds, the outlook remained dry and the winds light. 

Clive and I enjoyed the early running, with me leading as Clive had not been over the road bit to get out of Keswick and onto Skiddaw itself. I had done it on my recce weekend which had also included my only run up Great Calva and Blencathra. We made good time, although I had said from the off that all I wanted was to hang onto the schedule until Wasdale and then see how I went up Yewbarrow. It all seemed a long way off. As we climbed up from the car park on the wide rocky path the lights of Keswick twinkled below. Ahead we were looking out for other teams convinced that there would be others out on the route. We were somewhat surprised to pass a couple of people pushing mountain bikes up the path. Whether this was some drunken challenge or not wasn't entirely clear. They were dressed in jeans had no kit and no lights! I think they may have had similar views about Clive and I, although we both had daysacks and headtorches, we passed as quickly as we could. We made good time to the top taking 3 minutes off the schedule. 

At the summit I remembered someone telling me that the radio mast was a good guide for the right direct to run from Skiddaw to Calva. We used a compass but the mast was looking good and became our guide until we were a fair way down and it dropped out of sight. The dark, the heather and our uncertainty over the route showed as we slowed and lost 6 minutes to Calva. We had discussed the options from Calva to Blencathra on a number of occasions prior to the day. I had only recced the route across Mungrisdale Common but was not very happy with it. Even on the night we debated the route. We decided to run past Skiddaw House and use paths to assault Blencathra. It turned out to be one of the better decisions, certainly from Clive's point of view as he struggled on the final climb and decided to contour around to meet me at the road in Threkeld. Just before the final climb we looked up at the black mass of Blencathra and spotted a very bright light on the summit. It was Ian Lancaster with a very powerful bike light to guide me in and off Halls Fell Ridge. It was a welcome sight and in looking up we could also see a number off pin prick lights of people crossing Mungrisdale Common. There was a team ahead of us!

Having seen Ian's light and the lights across the Common I became more conscious of my decision to use paths and not the straight line route across the Common. It was also virgin territory as I had not recced the new route at all. Time appeared to be ticking away so I tried to climb faster. The result was that Clive dropped back, the solitude and quiet closed in as Clive's light fell away. I looked back and wondered if he would catch up or if I should slow down. This had not been part of the plan. I decided to press on, luckily I still had food and drink left in my daysack and so continued to move to the RV with Ian. 

Ian reported on the party travelling across the Common and lit up the route down to the first road cross over. Having Ian as a guide gave me added confidence, a boost at the right time. We got off the fell in good order although I did wonder how Clive would fare without Ian's arc light! As we approached the tarmac there was another road support team there in a big van. Someone cheered me on by name, initially I thought my fame had spread but it turned out to be Clive! He had contoured around rather than going over the top. The leg ended on a high all runners accounted for and the descent in the darkness done. I knew that by the time I got on to the top of Clough Head I would be in early light of dawn.

Sue looked a bit concerned at the changeover.  I was down on my schedule but felt fine, the difficult darkness leg was over. A new leg and a chance to pull back some time. Ian had a word with the next leg runners, Mark Bradbury and Phil Matthews, neither had run as support runners before, he said not to try and pull back the time too quickly. After a good rest we set off. Although we didn't appear to moving that fast we pulled half the time back on the way up to Clough Head and that was the story of the leg. Despite not feeling too pressed we continued to chip away at the times. We saw the Mungrisdale team and passed them over the top of Clough Head. They had started an hour ahead of me and this gave me a real boost. The second boost was the sun rise. It was a magical moment, the Lakes were laid out around us in the clear and cool morning light. If only I had taken a camera! A glorious ridge run followed steadily making up time as we went along. It was up lifting moving along and looking over the peaks to come!

We continued to make time and I tried to eat my food and drink allocation for the leg. I started to have stomach cramps though and was looking forward to porridge at the Dunmail Raise Crossing. I started to think more and more about the porridge. As we were running confidently, Mark ran on down the track to Dunmail Raise rather than going over Seat Sandal in order to make sure the porridge was ready and allow him to prepare for the next leg, as he was also running as support on leg 3. I had felt confident with the navigation on leg 2. It was light the weather remained fine and I had recced the route and also run it as support for Ian on his Round in 1998. It was great to arrive feeling fresh and still smiling, and to be up on the schedule without pulling out all the stops. Sue's picture of the road crossing says it all, at least Phil was looking out for traffic as we crossed!

The porridge was fantastic. Once again Ian was in support and Mark was continuing on. After another decent rest we set off. Ian diagnosed the cramps to the High 5 and suggested that I switched to water and upped the power bars to compensate. It was a good suggestion and the problem went away by the time we were by Sergeant Man, not that it had been anything other than mild discomfort. Ian's plan did however have one major bonus for the support runners over the rest of the Round: I couldn't talk and eat a power bar at the same time. As soon as he wanted some peace he gave me a power bar! Ian and Mark were great company and hearing of Ian's winter antics on the Cuillen Ridge and other climbing extravaganzas whiled away the hours with ease. 

The added bonus was that we also continued to make up time on the schedule. Another great boost was the route up to Bowfell. I just hope that I could find the same route again, Ian found the little cairns and we popped out to run in to the summit. Sue Lancaster was going to try and meet us at Esk Hause and she was due to bring loads of water with her. As we crossed over Esk Pike Ian ran on to make arrangements whilst Mark and I continued to chat and make good time over the ground. Mark had won an off road marathon the previous weekend and had given a lift to, he thought, Ron Hill after the race had finished. As we closed in on Esk Hause we could see Sue and Ian making arrangements and stopped for a chat. There was someone there supporting another BG attempt as well. He took a photo of Mark and I and asked why we were still smiling. I didn't have the heart to say that Sue had just given us 3 litres of water, I think he just had a camera! Replenished we set off for the rocky bit. This time it was Ian who ran on from Ill Crag to go direct to Broad Stand to warn off the rope team that we were early, as Mark guided me over the route. 

Mark and Alison Smith were working the rope trick on Broad Stand, together with at least three other support teams. The trick would be getting me up the little ledge! Mark Bradbury ran me to the bottom of Broad Stand and then turned to go direct to Wasdale to warn the next team off that we were early. 

Mark Smith subsequently commented that if all the support teams had coiled their ropes I could have climbed the ropes to get over the step! The reward for getting up the rocky bit was the offer of more power bars from Mark and Alison's supply and more water. Mark noted that even at that stage I was becoming somewhat belligerent about power bar consumption. I Wencslassed up the rest of the route following Ian's steps and concentrating on his feet rather than any possible drops rocks or ledges. It seemed to work as we got onto the plateau at the top in no time. There was a cruel satisfaction in looking across to Yewbarrow and knowing that it would be next, but only after 3000 foot of descent. I was beginning to feel relaxed, following Ian towards the screes off Scafell when I went over on my left ankle. It was only a flick, but it made me screech. My initial concern was dispelled, as the scree descent was ideal for getting the ankle moving in all directions. No damage done but a warning not to relax too much. 

It was lunchtime, or thereabouts and the risotto that Sue had made and Steve and Sarah had cooked up was just the thing. It was great relaxing in a deck chair in the National Trust car park at Wasdale, sipping tea and being fed! Each leg felt like a new start, a new race, a new target. I was in no great rush as I was quite a long way ahead of schedule, which was not really part of the plan. The plan had been to run to the schedule and then assess how I was, by pushing on for the ascent of Yewbarrow. 

Feeling very well rested and with Steve and Sarah supporting for this leg, Ian continuing on for leg 4 and Phil Matthews rejoining having driven round from Dunmail Raise. My seemingly ever-increasing support team was due in no small measure to the heat. They were carrying a vast quantity of water (and power bars) together with the compulsory bag of food that Sue had pre-prepared for each leg. Daylight supporting was a special reward for Steve and Sarah who always appear to end up doing night time support legs.

In my mind Yewbarrow was the crux. I was determined to try and go hard at the climb and see how I felt. After over 20 minutes rest at Wasdale I felt keyed up. The beauty of having an altimeter watch was proved for me on Yewbarrow, steadily watching the height increasing, knowing what was still to do. When I got to the top I felt good and had sliced over 10 minutes from the Schedule. I felt confident. I was already making a note to eat more of Sue's special risotto before racing!  The peaks rolled by and the power bars and water were consumed. 

This leg really put me into new territory in terms of time out running. I did not feel tired but I did have a "tired and emotional" moment. It was just going towards the summit of Kirk Fell or therebouts. Luckily Ian pulled me out of it in one easy phrase. I thought we might be going too fast and my feet were starting to be sore and suddenly I didn't feel like things were going my way. I thought that we had descended off Pillar too fast hence my difficulties on the Kirk Fell climb. Ian had a simple explanation "You're just knackered!" It's amazing how such a simple explanation had not occurred to me! It was as good a time as any to have a down patch, and practically the only one I had on the Round. I partly recovered on the climb up Great Gable. The bag of salt and vinegar crisps on the summit of Great Gable and the sit down and chat ensured my full recovery. Looking back across the summits crossed since dawn, with the knowledge that there was not much left to do were just the thing to aid recovery. The view was like the reverse of the view Mark, Phil and I had from Clough Head and along the Dodds. Once again I kicked myself for not having a camera. I set off for Green Gable, relishing the views and relishing the thought of more risotto at Honister.

Chatting as a group as we moved down to Honister I could see the cars, and the risotto continued to call me. We were quite a long way up on the schedule and I still felt good. I knew that Frank would keep me talking on the next leg and perhaps more importantly Jim Walker had thoroughly recced the route when he and Ian had travelled up to the Lakes a few weekends before. On the recce Jim had dropped Ian to run from Dunmail Raise and then driven around to Honister. He then ran in to Keswick to recce the route and to buy a paper. He then ran back to Honister, where he read the paper until Ian ran across from looking at leg 3. Ian had linked up with a group on a BG and run with them to Wasdale and then cut back up to Honister direct. I was confident Jim knew the route and could gauge my running. He was just the character to have running a final leg. Calm, reliable and oozing knowledge of the route. 

He talked me through the route as we went and allowed me to miss power bars in favour of fruit, tangarines were my favourite. What a star, no power bars! We still made reasonable time on Dale Head but it felt slow. Luckily the risotto kick worked again but I was also wary of any mistakes that could trip me up in sight of my goal. Frank thought we could go faster! Jim cajoled me along, checking on food and drink at regular intervals. Finally we got to the run off the Fell, the last steep grassy slope, Jim pointing out where Sue would be with our road shoes. Moving along the track along the valley Jim and I talked about times. I confirmed that times didn't really matter as much to me as finishing within the time, I didn’t really think that I could run hard enough on the road to get a time under 22 hours anyway.  As we hit the tarmac Frank turned to ask about times, he pointed out that if I ran hard I could make it under 22 hours. Frank hadn't heard Jim and I chatting a few minutes before! When I said I really didn't mind he said he thought I was more competitive than that! It was enough to goad me on and so when we changed into road shoes I thought that I would try and run in rather than dawdle and enjoy. 

At the time I thought that I was bowling along at a cracking pace, which just shows how you feel after 21 hours on your feet! The schedule shows that I wasn't really that fast but it was enough, finishing in 21hours 57 minutes. The team was waiting for me at the Moot Hall the boys ran out to meet me and ran in with me, whilst Jim and Frank hung back to allow me my moment of glory! The post BG pictures were taken, and having had a lie down on the stone pavement for a short while to recover and relish the last 24 hours it was over. 

We were off back to the cottage for baths, drinks and food in the place Sue had hired in Threlkeld. The team came back too and they talked as I drifted off to sleep on the floor. The team had got me through, a great day made possible through training and the teamwork organised by Sue.  

THANK YOU TEAM.

Simon Ellis
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