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Reflections of a WHW First-Timer 

 

 

When I was asked to write a short biography for the WHW web site before the 2013 race I said that I 

would like to finish in under 20 hours. To my relief (now) I added that I lacked the experience to 

know whether that was realistic. Well now I do have the experience and it wasn’t. I took 26 hours 

and 41 minutes including an epically painful 6 hours 22 minutes for the final 14 miles. And I couldn’t 

be prouder of the mere fact that I finished. Here, for anyone interested, are the reflections of a 

relative ultra-marathon novice and first time WHW competitor.  

 

Running background 

 

I was 17 when I started running. A 1.37 half marathon after 6 weeks of training. Those days are long 

gone. Since then running is something I have done for roughly 6 months out of every 2 or 3 years. I 

have gone through cycles of being lazy, losing fitness and, latterly, putting on weight. Then when I 

have sufficiently sickened myself I start running again, occasionally entering a race and getting back 

into shape. Then the cycle starts over. I have never been a consistent runner though I have always 

enjoyed it and can never remember why I keep letting myself give it up.  

 

Anyway, at 41 I had gone for a record 6 years without any regular running and had max’ed out at 14 

½ stone which is a lot of excess weight for someone of my build. My personal turning points were 

twofold. First, taking my son for breakfast one Saturday and ordering a slice of toast whilst he 

ordered the full English. When he asked me why I was eating so little I told him that I was 

determined to lose some weight. He looked me up and down, eyes lingering on my corporation, and 

said ‘Can’t wait to see how that turns out’, with an unnecessary degree of cynicism for an 8 year old. 

(Coincidentally – or not – the thought of making my son proud was one of the things that kept me 

going in the final gruelling section of the WHW. You know how kids are – there would be no glory in 

the playground telling his mates that his Dad did the first 81 miles of a 95 mile race). The second 

turning point for me was picking up a copy of Dean Karnazes ‘Ultramarathon Man’ when I was bored 

at a railway station. So it was that in June 2012 I pulled on my old running shoes and sweated my 

way through 4 miles. Within a week I had entered my first ultramararthon: the Jedburgh 3 peaks 

challenge – 38 miles on the 31
st

 of October 2012, just over 4 months away.  

 

I was not a ‘non-runner’ in June 2012 and I have always found that I recover a certain level of fitness 

relatively quickly. However, most running books/websites that I have read would not recommend 

doing a first ultra after only 4 months training. And most really wouldn’t advise doing an ultra like 

the WHW after less than a year’s training (the WHW was and is only my second ultra). What my own 

experience has taught me is that with a reasonable degree of commitment it is possible for an 

average runner to train for and complete these races in the timescales that I completed them in. But 

as every running book says – listen to your body: every individual will know for themselves when 

they are ready.  
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Doing my first Ultra 

 

The reason I entered Jedburgh was that as ultras go it is relatively short. Also, it was sufficiently far 

off to be achievable and the training process would keep me running for at least 4 months during 

which I was bound to lose plenty of weight even if I didn’t complete the race itself. Whilst I had read 

Dean Karnazes book (and a few others) I clearly paid scant regard to anything they had to say about 

training for ultras because from recollection my training was pretty clueless. Up to 2012, the furthest 

distance I had run was a half marathon (I’ve still never done a marathon) and for some reason I 

thought training for a 38 miler would be just the same, only longer and slower. Accordingly, I 

calculated that I should be doing about 9 minute miles and set about increasing my weekly mileage. I 

must have read somewhere about doing back to back long runs because I did some glorious 

consecutive days running in the Dordogne where we were lucky to have a summer holiday. But 

things like eating and walking breaks were completely alien to me. In fact, walking was close to 

cheating in my mind. I didn’t keep a log of my runs through that summer and autumn so can’t now 

say what my weekly mileage was. I am pretty sure I would have been running 4-5 times per weeks 

and know that my longest runs were 4 ½ hours (with a 3 hour run the next day for my back to back 

runs).    

 

So with great anticipation I set off for Jedburgh, accompanied by my support team of wife and eldest 

daughter. It was a long drive and they got sick of my motivational tune – We Will be Strong by Thin 

Lizzy – a long time before I did. As with every race I had ever run, I set off too fast. At the 20 mile 

point I was coming about tenth. Needless to say I faded badly in the second half and had to walk 

parts of the course (which felt like failure and made me demoralised). I still did well (for me), 

finishing 18
th

 overall in a time of 7 hours 8 minutes. However, the final 8 miles I found really tough 

and I have a clear recollection of promising myself that under no circumstances was I ever doing 

anything like this again.  

 

Within 24 hours I had put my name down for the WHW. 

 

Later that year I got talking to a lovely guy who runs an independent running shop in Hull, where I 

was working for the week. He told me about his experiences running 24 hour track races and I told 

him about how hard I had found the final sections of Jedburgh. He gave me one of the best bits of 

advice I have yet received for running ultra-distances: if you plan your walk breaks then it won’t feel 

like failure when you take them – it will feel like part of your strategy. Also you will find it easier to 

start running again. Most of my subsequent training for the WHW race was done with 50 minutes 

running and 10 minutes walking, alternated. I also did some training with a ‘walk the uphills’ and 

‘run the flats and downhills’ strategy. In the WHW race itself I soon realised that this was the more 

sensible plan given how frequently the uphills arrive.  

 

 

Training for the WHW 

 

My training for the WHW race was much more focussed than for Jedburgh. As well as practicing walk 

breaks I practiced eating during my walk breaks. The foods that have worked for me are malt loaf, 

Toffee Crisps (the puffed rice gives them a lighter texture than other chocolate bars and I find them 
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easier to chew as a result) and mini cheddars (a pleasant savoury and salty alternative to all the 

sweet stuff). I also practiced running on a full stomach and, with some of my long runs, coming 

home at the half way point to eat porridge and drink coffee, replicating what I imagined some of the 

WHW check points would be like.  

 

I bought myself a GPS watch which meant that I was better able to pace myself and practiced 

running at 10-12 minute mile pace.  

 

I also started running on a 3 week cycle of easy-medium-hard to allow for recovery after the hard 

week’s running. A typical 3 week pattern might look like this.  

 

 Mon Tues Weds Thurs Fri Sat Sun 

Easy Rest 4 miles 

fast 

8 miles 

slow 

6 miles 

intervals 

Rest Rest 15 miles 

slow 

Medium Rest 8 miles 

medium 

10 miles 

slow 

6 miles 

intervals 

Rest Rest  20 miles 

slow 

Hard  Rest 8 miles 

fast 

12 miles 

slow 

10 miles 

medium 

Rest 30 miles 

slow 

15 miles 

slow 

 

I am lucky to live in Sheffield which means I have accessible trails close by. I would definitely 

recommend doing as much training off road as possible to replicate conditions of the WHW. For 

first-time competitors who haven’t been able to recce the WHW, it is a combination of woodland 

paths, farm trails, mud and short sections of road in the early part. The later parts of the race are 

mainly rocky paths with significant climbs. If I was training for the race again I would build in much 

more hill work (up and down) because even the Peak district didn’t prepare me for the thigh-

shredding descents beyond Glencoe ski centre.   

 

I also did several runs where, for example, I got up at 3am and ran through to daylight. I found my 

first few runs in the wee hours slightly disconcerting so I am glad that I had practiced in advance of 

the WHW. 

 

I should add that I didn’t plan for the WHW to be my second ultra. I entered the Hardmoors 55 in 

March which I thought would be a good intermediary race between Jedburgh and the WHW. In 

January, whilst running in the snow I felt a very slight ache in my lower back. By the next day I had 

forgotten about it so set off for a 15 mile Sunday run. As soon as I set off the slight ache returned 

but, convincing myself it would go away, I pressed on. By the 10 mile point it had turned into a 

shooting pain going down the back of my right leg with every footfall. That afternoon I couldn’t get 

off the settee. What followed was 8 weeks, right through to late March, with no running at all. A 

physiotherapist told me I had injured the joint between my hip and pelvis and gave me various 

exercises to try to sort it out. I was not back in regular training by the time the Hardmoors race came 

and went. Luckily for me, by April I was able to start running again and decided that if I could get 

back up to 30 miles by the end of the month I would still give the WHW a crack.  

 

In my view if my injury had persisted any longer I would not have been able to get back into shape 

for the WHW. What I take from the experience is that the underlying fitness I had built up through 

the second half of 2012 did not simply vanish with 8 weeks of enforced rest. I found it relatively easy 



4 

 

to get back up to 30 mile training runs and did one 40 and one 50 mile training run in May before 

beginning my taper in early June. The injury was not the end of the world that it felt like at the time 

and it was definitely worth waiting till I was fully recovered before putting my running shoes back 

on. 

 

The West Highland Way race 

 

On Sunday 23
rd

 June 2013 when I woke up I couldn’t get out of bed. My wife had to lift me into a 

sitting position then rock me forwards till I was up on my swollen feet. Even then I couldn’t walk 

unaided. The pain as I lowered my badly chafed self into the hotel bath was excruciating. 

Somewhere on the dressing table was a small scrap of paper with the print out of my split times, 

confirming that I had completed the West Highland Way race. Worth it? Definitely.  

 

Here are a few things I wish I’d known before trying the WHW and a few things I tried that worked 

for me.  

 

I did not get the chance to recce any of the WHW race in advance. The 2 sections I was least 

prepared for were the path along Loch Lomond and the 24 miles from Glencoe to Fortwilliam. The 

Loch Lomond section (especially after Rowardennan I think, but my memory is already a little hazy) 

involved quite a bit of mud, some (straightforward enough) scrambling and billions of midgies. The 

insects were foreseeable but the path had some very changeable sections where you could go from 

walking up a hill, running a few yards, climbing over a boulder, running for a few more yards, 

descending some steps and so forth. A practice run to familiarise yourself would be helpful for first 

time WHW’ers. The stage between Glencoe and Kinlocheven contains the Devil’s staircase which at 

least has an appropriately forbidding name to alert those consulting maps. However, I had fooled 

myself into thinking that once that was out of the way I would be skipping through the poppy fields 

all the way home. First, the climb up the Devil’s staircase really took it out of me for the long, 

gradual but rocky descent into Kinlocheven. Second, none of my training had prepared me for how 

difficult and dangerous running on boulder strewn paths feels with extremely tired legs, especially as 

the light fades. Finally, I had not realised that the climb out of Kinlocheven at the start of the final 

stage is, if anything, even tougher than the Devil’s staircase. Given that this is the section you will be 

doing when you are at your most tired it would definitely be worth recce’ing if you get the chance.  

 

Having travelled up from Sheffield on Friday the 21
st

 June (for the 1am start on Saturday) I had 

booked a cheap but very nice room in a Glasgow airport hotel. We arrived at about 6.30pm, had a 

large meal and then went up to the room. As I lay down on the bed at about 8.00pm it occurred to 

me that I had been awake since about 6am on Friday morning and was not likely to get to bed 

before 1am on Sunday morning (4am as it turned out). The best part of 48 hours without sleep. This 

was something that I had completely failed to factor into my planning. If I was doing it again I would 

travel up much earlier on the Friday so that I could be in bed during the afternoon and maybe try to 

get a couple of hours’ kip. 

 

Registration for the race is open between 9 pm and 11.30 pm. I registered at around 11 pm and 

waited in the car with my wife and brother (aka ‘The Crew’) till the race started. I note that a lot of 

competitors registered at 9 pm and then returned to their hotel rooms (or camper vans) presumably 
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to try for a few hours’ sleep before the race starts. I am not sure if the adrenaline would have let me 

get to sleep at that time anyway but it is an option for those planning their own first WHW. 

 

It is a compulsory requirement of the WHW race that you carry a mobile phone with various 

numbers programmed into it. In my longer training runs my wife likes me to text her every hour or 

so to reassure her that I haven’t fallen off one of the Peak district’s famous Edges. One thing I had 

noticed is that I find it very difficult to get my touch screen phone to work if I get any sweat on it and 

nearly impossible in the rain. As a result I dug out an old press-button mobile phone for the WHW 

race. This worked perfectly for me and also has a much longer battery life than my newer phone. As 

the website says, reception is generally fine for the duration of the course. There was only one point 

where I had wanted to phone my crew about something and couldn’t get through.  

 

On the issue of phones, one idea I stumbled across that worked really well for me was this. Many of 

my work colleagues knew I was doing the race and in the week beforehand I sent them the link to 

check my progress during the race and said that if any of them wanted to send me encouraging text 

messages from about 11 am on the Saturday, when I anticipated I might be beginning to flag, it 

might help me through. I could not have anticipated the level of support I received. The texts started 

at around 5 am on the Saturday and continued till after 2 am on the Sunday. In all I received over 

100 supportive texts from colleagues urging me on. I didn’t read all of them during the race but just 

hearing the ‘incoming text’ alert going off in my back pack was a source of continued 

encouragement. There is nothing quite like the thought of other people rooting for you to keep you 

going.  

 

Despite the training I had done with respect to nutrition I found that after the 50 mile point of the 

race I wasn’t really hungry. The things that I could face and that kept me relatively nourished were 

my mother in law’s brilliant lentil soup, some sport’s recovery milk shakes and flat coke.  

 

I run in size 11 trail running shoes (Brookes Cascadia). I am a size 9 in a shoe. I have not suffered 

hammer toe since moving up to a size 11. Also, my feet swelled pretty spectacularly during the race 

but the big shoes meant I didn’t suffer too much.  

 

Like anyone completing the WHW race I am immensely grateful to my support crew who were well-

prepared and unfailingly patient with me. The one tip I would give that I had not gleaned from other 

websites is that your support runner should have plenty of warm clothes. My kid brother who 

accompanied me over the last 2 sections was freezing cold between Kinlocheven and Fortwilliam 

because he was in his running shorts and t-shirt and was, for the most part, going at a slow walking 

pace. Worth remembering that whilst your support runner must be a runner there is every chance 

that s/he will end up doing a lot of walking at night time during the final section.  

 

The atmosphere at the prize giving was phenomenal and I would encourage anyone doing the race 

to stick around for it if they can. 

 

I was able to take the Monday off work to recover but was back in on the Tuesday. My legs 

recovered more quickly than I could have imagined when my wife was helping me to sit up in bed 

the morning after the race. However, I think ideally I should have had a little more time off work to 
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recover. I have experienced a kind of deep physical exhaustion more than painful muscles. I have 

also experienced the massive emotional high and sense of satisfaction from completing the West 

Highland Way Race.   

 

As I finish this little piece, it is half past midnight on Saturday the 29
th

 June 2013. Exactly a week ago I 

was stood in the car park at Milngavie train station, listening to Ian Beattie reading out Fiona 

Rennie’s moving and inspirational words, half an hour before the race started.  I sincerely hope to be 

there again in 2014. Next year I’d like to finish in under 24 hours. I suppose I better add that I still 

lack the experience to know if that is realistic.  

 

 

STEPHEN BROWN 

West Highland Way finisher 2013. 


