
WHW Race Report 2012 - Ramblings of a 63-year old ex-virgin

Well you might ask why had I reached the age of 63 and was still a virgin.  In my defence I 
didn't start trying till I was 60.  To lose my virginity by completing the West Highland Way 
Race last weekend and receive the treasured goblet was an unbelievable feeling that I 
shall never forget.  

The following is partly the story of my race but more some of the feelings and thoughts that 
drifted through as I interacted with the variety of people (race organisers, marshals and 
their array of associated helpers, my support team, other runners/supporters from my club 
etc.) that make the West Highland Way family what it is.  The number of people running 
the race each year is not large, but it is a big family.  

Prior to the start we celebrated two birthdays.  Before midnight it was Sue's turn, turning 
50 and celebrating by running the race.  Then it was Adam's, reaching 18 and manhood on 
the stroke of midnight.  Lots of cake consumed by all.  And then the race started – it was 
dry for about 5 minutes.  Switched on my head torch and disaster – it came apart in my 
hand.  No torch and no glasses because of the rain, not a good start.  Got to chat to the 
two sweepers as I stopped to re-assemble it.  I panicked and thought – can these guys pull 
me out already? I don't think they had expected to meet trouble before we were out of 
Milngavie, but I fixed it and headed off as last runner.  They wished me well.

Picked up my drink from Clive and Gillian at the Beech Tree Inn – the first of a number of 
very wet rendezvous points.  It was their first go at supporting and they were great, really 
seeming to enjoy the experience.  Fighting through the wind and rain over Conic Hill and 
Loch Lomond was hard work, but ok.  It was early in the race and I felt strong, even 
comfortable in my little world behind the weather.  The team at Inversnaid offered me water 
– were they joking?  I reckoned my skin was being penetrated by the downpour as I was 
drinking next to nothing.  Thanks to the runner who helped me back on to the track on the 
technical section after I missed a turn and head-butted a solid tree branch.  My excuse 
was the rain and the hood being up, but Helena will tell you I am a bit of a headbanger 
these days.  Enjoyed a good feed at Beinglas in a welcome seat in the gazebo.  One of the 
helpers took a fancy to my plastic pasta container.  Help yourself I said, but warned her 
that Helena might descend on her later to reclaim it.  Don't think she took me seriously, but 
then she doesn't know Helena.

No sign of the cows in Glen Falloch – like nearly all walkers they had abandoned the West 
Highland Way for the day.  Only us runners were daft enough to be out in this stuff.  Up to 
the gate to be met by Ian and Helena with my nutrition – great to meet a support team 
again.  Charlotte was there too, and eager to join me for a run later.  She drove up from 
the borders just to spend a few hours watching my progress, despite the fact she was 
going to a wedding evening reception later, and heading off to India with work the following 
morning.  What a star!  I was over 4 hours behind the leader at Auchtertyre (noted that 
whoever it was must be going well) so Charlotte ran with me to Bridge of Orchy, and 
having someone with me to chat to ensured the time and countryside just flew by.

My new support team of Carnegie Wrinklies (Ken, John and Bill) took over at Bridge of 
Orchy.  They intended to take turns at running with me, but Ken had aggravated an injury a 
couple of days before, so couldn't run.  He came anyway to ferry the others around – 
typical.  At the top of the hill the guy with the flag, jelly babies and shelter animatedly told 
us that the race had just been won in a new record time – wow!  John was with me on this 
section, and swapped over to Bill at Forest Lodge.  I had been dreading Rannoch Moor 



given the weather but the wind had eased a bit and the rain was lighter.  Pauline came 
past over the moor, and I chastised her for running a slight uphill (against her own rules), 
but actually I was beginning to find anything that went upwards a bit tough.  At Glencoe I 
stopped for another feed and Ian provided an old blanket to keep me warm as the rain had 
stopped.  Melanie's photograph of this moment is not too flattering.  

On the section to Kinlochleven I was definitely slowing on the uphills and quite a few folk 
passed on the way up the Devil's staircase.  On the long descent I felt better and started to 
move smoothly and easily under Bill's expert guidance, passing about 10 folk on the way. 
As I passed Adrian he shouted '2nd wind' and I arrived at Kinlochleven on a real high.  It 
didn't last long.  After some food I started to feel faint so lay down with my feet up, and 
remained that way for about an hour and a half, as every time I tried to get up I felt faint 
again.  It gave me time to think though.  So there I was spending Saturday night lying on 
the floor in Kinlochleven with my feet up listening to this guy claiming to be a doctor, 
explaining why my physiology might make me particularly susceptible to keeling over when 
I stop running and ate something.  I listened to all this stuff about one-way valves in my 
legs, with muscles grabbing all the blood, and none left for my brain, and I thought 'So this 
guy's diagnosis is a brain bypass!'.  I thought a bit more and had to concede he had a 
point - probably explains quite a lot really.  In fact the diagnosis could apply to almost 
anyone in the race.  Didn't see why he had to have a medical degree to work it out. 
Seriously though Chris and Steph were absolutely great and with their help I was 
eventually able to stand up without keeling over.  

Set off again with a few folk and got moving up towards the Lairigmor at a good pace to 
get the blood circulating properly.  I got tired very quickly, and the others went ahead. 
From there on I really began to suffer, but was determined to make it to the finish.  Surreal 
encounters followed with the guys of the Wilderness Response Team (enhanced by the 
lines of flaming torches) and the Search and Rescue (I swear the dogs were coiffured 
ready for Crufts), and Fiona came past, going well and in determined mood.  John was 
doing a sterling job of keeping me going, but as dawn broke I began to hallucinate seeing 
chefs in white hats, moving vans, and houses appearing (all of them rocks in the dawn 
light).  I sent John ahead to Lundavra with an order for a double espresso which I duly 
consumed on arrival. Seemingly I sounded very negative at this point, but revived by the 
coffee I set off with Bill, and the trudge to Fort William was slow but uneventful.  Helena, 
Ian, John, and Ken came out to meet us and take some photos as I entered Fort William. 
Helena was grinning, congratulated me, and I remembered to wish her Happy Birthday. 
She had spent the early hours of her birthday following my stuttering progress to the finish, 
and I owe her big time for her unstinting support over the past months – a surprise holiday 
awaits.  Ian, John and Sean were all there at the Leisure Centre, and it was a privilege to 
finish in the company of these guys.  Sue finished not far behind – even she had the grace 
to look a bit tired (she usually looks as if she had been for a stroll in the park at the end of 
an ultra).  Lesley, I gathered, wasn't much further back either.

A quick shower, a few hours sleep, and off to the prizegiving.  Made a point of speaking to 
David and Andy, both of whom had great runs, and I hadn't seen them since Milngavie. 
Being one of the Magnificent Seven from Carnegie who claimed their goblets is a memory 
I shall treasure.   

Will I do it again?  I know that I am capable of a much quicker time, given that I have been 
dogged with an injury all this year, but what the hell.  In this race a finish is a gold medal, 
so for the future, who knows?


