95 Mile West Highland Way Race 21st June 2008
“It is not the goal but the way there that matters, and the harder the way the more worthwhile the journey” -
Wilfred Thesiger
The West Highland Way Race. It’s a bit hard. 95 miles, very rugged terrain, very arduous conditions, very unpredictable weather. Midges, sleep deprivation, the list goes on and on! I’ve done it once, and did very well, why did I want to go back?
Though I had completed this race before, I never really felt I had reached my full potential. I knew if I got everything right I could really make my mark on this race and feel that business was done here and move onto pastures new.

I trained well, but as the training for an event of this magnitude involves some quite intensive training then the chances of getting injured on the run up to the event are quite high. Unfortunately I picked up an injury to my hip five weeks before the event when I was taking part in the two marathons in two days challenge. I wasn’t too concerned when I picked up the injury, it is a hazard of the long distance runner and something I have gotten used to dealing with. This one just wouldn’t go away though so I sought the help of a physiotherapist, something I was trying to avoid doing as their treatments are usually ten times more painful than the injuries! Chris the physio reckoned I had a fair chance of being recovered in time, did some very painful deep tissue muscle massage and gave me a list of stretches, exercises and treatments to carry on with.

My support crew for this event consisted of Gary, long time friend and co-conspirator in crazy ideas, Caroline, the very lucky and privileged girl who would be taking care of me physically, mainly looking after my feet, luckily she is not squeamish, and Andree, another crazy ultra distance running friend, completely insane, but very lovable. My support crew were very unusual in that they were all runners, and two of the three were also fellow ultra runners, most crews consisted of family, gullible friends and obliged partners who got roped into this to form a ramshackle band of helpers. My crew should be really useful as they will have some inside knowledge on just what I’m going through and what I should need.
After treatment from the physio for my hip injury, followed by my exercises and treatment at home, my hip eased, but never really freed off completely and fully recovered, I just knew something wasn’t right, but I had got through all of the training, and invested a lot of time, money and effort to get to the start line, so I was going to be very British, stiff upper lip and carry on regardless!

In the final week before the event I received a phone call from Caroline, I could tell all was not well straight away from the tone of her voice. She asked a couple of questions about me and how I was doing, then started to tell me how her Mom had been taken very ill and rushed into hospital. She was really worried and would be taking time off work to go and see her mother, and would be unable to make it to the race that weekend.
This would significantly alter the dynamic of the support crew. We would be unable to replace Caroline at such short notice, even though we tried, the third person on the support crew makes a big difference to the times you stay at the checkpoints. I was sure we would get by though and was more concerned with how Caroline’s mother was than the few minutes we would save at each meeting point. I still had a high pedigree support crew, now entirely consisting of ultra runners, I was still in a very fortunate position.

This years race had an entry limit of 150 competitors, raised slightly from last years 120. This made for another very congested pre race briefing, where all of the rules are detailed, and it was explained how the weighing of the athletes would take place during the race. This was a new measure introduced this year to try and monitor the runner’s physical conditions a little closer. For the last few years there have been several runners ending up in intensive care with multiple organ failure, with exercise induced hyponatraemia, a very serious life threatening condition that is not always easy to spot without monitoring body weight. In practice this did not hinder progress through the race to any great extent, and if it saves somebody’s life is worthwhile.
The race start was once again another very surreal experience. 127 athletes made it to the start line, drunks stumbling out of the pubs very noisily. 127 runners, nervous and focused. The race they had been training so long for finally upon them.
I was very aware that a too enthusiastic start would certainly knock me out of the race, and that I should make a very concerted effort to hold back my pace and run very conservatively. Even with this very cautious start I was very surprised to find myself right at the front of the entire field. A little shocked I decided to slow down even more. Jody Young went tearing off into the lead and I was quite happy to let him disappear into the distance. I was wearing my GPS watch which measures the distance I have run and tells me how quickly I have run each mile. When my watch bleeped to signal I had covered a mile I checked my watch; 9 minutes and ten seconds. This was a positively pedestrian pace for myself, even slower than I had planned. I stopped and looked back, I could not even see the headtorches of the other runners behind me they were that far behind. Normally in a race of this magnitude everybody would be going for a slow and steady start, but this was silly, normally there would be plenty of runners in front of me. This race was becoming even more surreal!
During the early hours of the morning navigation can be very tricky as there are quite a few turns in the early miles of the race that are easy to miss, so I concentrated on getting my navigation spot on and tried to keep a nice steady pace. The injury to my hip wasn’t giving me any trouble, but the meal I had eaten the night before was not sitting well on my stomach at all. My support crew also reported stomach problems, not a great situation all round.

As I approached Conic Hill, the first real test of the race, daylight began to break through which makes a huge difference to morale and navigation. Jody Young, the leader was visible about 400 yards ahead and slowly this distance diminished to nothing by the time we got to the top of the hill. We had a little chat, but though I was trying to hold back I had to keep stopping to let him catch up so we could maintain a conversation. I decided this was a bit daft, so pushed on down the hill at my own natural pace.

At the bottom of the hill my support crew laughed as I entered the Balmaha car park in first place. ‘Taking it easy are we Paul?’ they joked. Yes, I really was, where the hell was everybody? I decided I felt pretty good physically apart from my stomach issues, so ate some rice pudding and pushed on up the trail. I would see my crew in another seven miles at Rowardennan for a full pit stop.
At Rowardennan, 27 miles into the race I met with the crew again and stopped for a full pit stop. This is where having only two people on the support crew really showed. I had to sort out my own feet which was very painful, as every time I bent my legs up to treat my feet in an effort to keep them blister free, my legs would cramp up, and once I had sorted that out then I would still have to eat before I could make progress again. When moving back up the trail again, I tried to run all the flat sections from the car park for about a mile before a long climb began which I planned to mostly walk. As soon as I started walking a couple of runners came past me which was actually a massive relief as the pressure of being in first place had been removed from me. My stomach felt awful, but more worryingly my hip injury was beginning to surface again and this was causing me to run differently, compensating more weight and driving force to my left leg. I was still making forward progress though, so hoped the pain would begin to ease up later in the race.
At 34 miles into the race my stomach issues reached their worst, I darted into the trees at the side of the track and was violently ill. I hoped this would ease my stomach problems, but when I tried to carry on I felt just as bad, and not far up the trail I was back at the side of the track emptying my stomach again. This was a pretty desperate place to be in an Ultramarathon. To cover so many miles you have to put a lot of calories into your body or you run out of energy and grind to a halt. Not only had the calories stopped coming into my body a long time ago, all those I had put in had just ended up on the side of the track.

From this point onwards my pace dropped drastically and many people began to pass me, I really didn’t care. I had hit rock bottom, I felt terrible physically and mentally I had slumped into a deep dark hole. I had lost all motivation, I couldn’t see how I could get through the race to the finish line which was still over sixty miles away. When I was feeling pulled apart and emotionally very raw, a very touching text message came through on my phone that had the tears welling up in my eyes. I had no choice but to carry on moving forwards at whatever pace I could manage until I got to my crew at the forty mile point. My injury continued to worsen, and as my body tried to compensate for the pain in my right hip, more pressure was being put onto my left knee which was getting very sore. The lack of calories meant my body could only propel me along at a walking pace or a slow shuffling hobbling jog.
There is a golden rule that is often quoted by runners that says ‘never try anything new on race day that you have not tried in training’, and it is usually very sound advice to follow. I however believe that ultras can go on for so long, and so many things can go drastically wrong that one new thing that you try on race day may be the one thing that saves you from dropping out. On this basis I have re-written this rule to ‘always bring something new to try on race day’. If your race is going well and to plan then obviously it would be foolish to tamper with best laid plans, but my race was really far from going well.
Just before the race I had read that Indian tonic water could cure muscle cramps due to it containing quinine. My muscle cramping began to ease and an added benefit, my stomach began to settle a little. This one move would get me from wanting to drop out of the race and get me moving again, admittedly nowhere near the pace I am capable of but moving ever closer towards the finish line again.
At the 50 mile checkpoint I went through the compulsory weight check and was not that surprised to find I had lost 4Kg since the start. I was right on the threshold of where they would allow me to continue or withdraw me medically, but I was just on the right side of the threshold so was allowed to continue. I was offered a baked potato from one of the race sponsors, I could not face that but was able to get some calories into my body with a little rice pudding and was able to start running a little more from here onwards again.

At about 62 mile the crew began to relax a little more, they had become very serious and concerned about me. I was running down a hill towards the support crew and Andree was running up the hill towards me so she could accompany me down the hill. As soon as I saw her I yelled and turned around and started running back up the hill in the direction I had just come from. My race plan had been ripped up and thrown out of the window, there was no way I could achieve my 20 hour target, but by working together there was still a possibility we could get to the finish line, and still have some fun while doing it.

As Andree I ran down the road towards the start of the ascent onto Rannoch Moor, Gary drove the car just in front of us. He wound down all the windows and started blasting out Road To Nowhere by Talking Heads. The West Highland Way footpath is very popular with walkers, and during the daytime I would cross paths with many of them. A lot of them have heard of the Race and give applause and praise to the runners. On this section of road We came across three groups of American walkers and as the car led the way with us running behind, they lined the side of the road and began dancing, shouting, singing, cheering and clapping in a typically super enthusiastic American style. It is really hard to run when you are laughing hard!
Andree accompanied me all the way across Rannoch Moor, but by the time I got across the moor I was a little bit worse for wear. Gary was getting worried about my condition, there was no life left in me. When I got into the 72 mile checkpoint a girl approached me and asked if I would like a massage. Well when a girl asks me that question, I find it almost impossible to say no, and as much as I tried to fight her off, the only word that would come out of my mouth was yes. This proved to be just the tonic I was after, after climbing off the massage table I felt re-energised. I think Gary was on the verge of throwing the towel in and pulling me out of the race, but after the massage he could see straight away the transformation that had taken place. At my weight check I had put a Kilo back on which was a little more reassuring as regards my physical wellbeing. I collected my support runner and away we went again.
We next headed over the Devil’s Staircase mountain, quite a tiring climb, but we managed to run very well on the very brutal and torturous four mile descent into Kinlochleven. We had been warned of an approaching weather front at the pre race briefing with heavy rain expected at about 6pm. It was 5.15 and the weather forecast looked spot on. It was starting to spit with rain and the sky looked very ominous and the wind was picking up. Andree and I decided it would be wise to put our waterproof jackets on here. It proved to be a wise move as after we had climbed about 1000 foot out of Kinlochleven and started along the very long path down the valley of the Lairig Moor the rain and wind got heavier. 
The final checkpoint was at Llundavra at about 89 miles. I didn’t want to stick around long here, by now I just wanted the race to be over so the pain would stop. I knew this last section of the course through the forest was incredibly demanding. There are some killer gradients up and down, it is like being on a very slow painful rollercoaster. By the time I emerged onto the long 3 mile descent on the Nevis forest track, the race had taken its toll. My body was breaking down. The pain in my hip had been causing me to run in a way that put most of the strain onto my ‘good’ leg, but over sixty miles of doing this meant the leg wasn’t good any more. When I tried to run my left knee had a really sharp pain in it, and there was a prominent swelling on the inside of the kneecap. This meant I was unable to run much of the last few miles as the pain was just too much with the impact of running. I power walked as fast as I could towards the finish. I knew I looked ridiculous doing this, but I just didn’t care, the sooner I could stop moving the better.
The last few hundred yards of the run as we approached the leisure centre the relief was so great that I decided I could tackle them at a slow run, and I got to the finish line in 21 hours and 25 minutes after setting off from the start. Even with all of the setbacks that had affected me this was still a new personal best time for this distance. Being able to finally stop running was pure bliss. I knew my body had taken a lot of punishment, but I was about to find out that I was far from alone. I went to make some hot drinks for me and my crew. A couple of minutes later Gary walks in and said Andree had collapsed and was being looked at by the doctor. It seems a lack of fuel going into her body was to blame, and when we finally stopped she fainted. After establishing that in my current condition I was about as much use to Andree as a one legged man at an arse kicking competition, I hobbled off and put my body into the hands of a massage therapist. She gently eased some of the tension out of my poor overworked legs, and looked bewildered and puzzled as she poked and prodded at the strange lump sticking out of the inside of my left knee. After I had got the massage everybody helped to get Andree out of the leisure centre and into the car. We were told to get some food down her neck and monitor her condition. We went back to the hotel and drank tea and force fed Andree, then I got showered and slept the deep sleep that only children seem to be able to achieve which overwhelms you at the end of such a day of pushing your physical limits.
On waking the next day, as soon as I tried to move, the pain in my legs was enormous and one of the first things I did was to swallow pain killers. Within an hour they had taken the edge off and I was able to move reasonably well. One of the best things about this race, and a highlight that is very popular with all of the runners and support crews is the awards ceremony. I was presented with my second crystal goblet for completing this race. Again many stories were told by Dario the race organiser, and if I thought my body had taken a beating, some of the walks to collect the goblets showed that some of the competitors had had a much tougher time than I did. Out of 127 starters 97 mentally unsound individuals crossed the finish line, and quite a few tears were shed around the audience at all the tales of the achievements.
I have understated the superb job the support crew did in helping me to get to the finish. Without Gary and Andree my race would have been over a long way from the finish line, I am proud to have had them on my team! This was going to be my last time at attempting the West Highland Way Race, and I was hoping to be able to run much closer to my potential, but after all of the problems I suffered it now feels like there is some unfinished business, so I guess I’ll be immersing myself into the Scottish wilderness at some point in the future again. Do you want to go for a little run with me?
