An Account of My Successful Bob Graham Round Attempt, Saturday 11 July, 2009
A couple of years ago, I decided to have a go at a challenge which fewer than 1,500 people had succeeded at completing: the Bob Graham Round.  The numbers sound daunting: the challenge involves scaling 42 Lake District peaks, covering 66 miles and ascending 27,000 feet, in less than 24 hours.   Here’s why I decided to have a go at it, how it went, and how I prepared for it.

Inspiration
I cannot remember when I first heard about the Bob Graham Round.  However, I began to consider an attempt after hearing about the exploits of some of my friends who had attempted to walk the route in four days.  I then found myself talking to some other acquaintances who expressed their determination to have a go ‘one day’, and finally, I borrowed a friend’s copy of ‘Feet in the Clouds’ by Richard Askwith.  What finally made up my mind was spending a week in the Lakes with my partner Helen in February 2008.  That week was exceptionally warm and sunny, and we walked three small sections of the round, the most spectacular and enjoyable being the Wasdale to Great Gable section.  My first doubt was raised when we chose to ascend and descend Yewbarrow via the awkward crags at either end, rather than taking the most efficient line, resulting in me muttering to Helen that Bob Graham would be turning is his grave if he could see the pace we were going.
The day itself

Having dropped in on my Dad and step-mum Sue in Ambleside, and the helpers’ campsite in Threlkeld on the Friday night, I set off from the Moot Hall in Keswick at 1am on the Saturday with Andy T and Andy D (all names are given in full later on!).  I’d recce-ed the leg with Andy T, but he had done it another time, and we hit Skiddaw just before the target time.  The only setback was a quick visit to the bushes after about ten minutes – this can be blamed both on my nerves and on the reluctance of Keswick landlords to allow a man in tights to use their toilet after closing time.  We progressed smoothly to Great Calva, choosing the fence line down to the beck, gaining the most time for a stage out of the whole attempt (we were ten minutes up on the 22-hour schedule I’d set).  It gradually changed from dark to dim light as we pushed on to Blencathra.  My feet were wet and numb from the cold by the time we reached the summit plateau, but navigationally, it went without a hitch, thanks to Andy T’s accurate bearings.  I kept my head torch on for the rocky descent of Hall’s Fell ridge to alert Chris and Emily, and we reached the changeover twelve minutes ahead of schedule.  Chris and Emily were waiting with a bottle of water I’d given them.  Following a seven-minute brief drink and feed (I wish I’d given them some ‘pit stop’ food as well as ‘on-the-go’ food), we left, nineteen minutes up on schedule.

Leg two was probably the toughest leg for my cardio-vascular system.  My heart rate reached 156bpm (at least) and we never stopped for more than thirty seconds in a four-hour period.  However, not only was it light, but we saw the sun rise just before 5am – wow!  Five of the stages of this leg were less than ten minutes long – a bit of a contrast with the previous leg!  At 6am, we passed a BGR challenger and his pacer – the challenger had started the round an hour earlier than us, so this gave us a confidence boost.  Most of the time, just as in the previous leg, we were able to keep a conversation going.  By now, I had settled in to a good pattern of purposeful walking uphill, jogging on the flatter sections, and letting myself go on the downhills.  The only exception to this was to slide down some of the steep grassy descent from Dollywaggon Pike on my backside!
We came down to the road crossing at Dunmail Raise forty minutes up on schedule, where the first ‘crowd’ of the day gathered.  Not only were the next leg’s pacers, Niall and Chi, there, but so was Mick, and Helen got a lift from Ambleside with Dad to join us mid-way through the break.  I changed all of my kit, including my fell shoes, and ate voraciously, especially rice pudding and pasta!  We set off after the longest break of the day: eighteen minutes.  This was four minutes longer than planned, but I felt well rested, my kit was clean and dry, the sun was shining, and, moreover, I’d had the support of several true friends!  It sounds corny, but it was a pleasure to be alive as we walked up the steep incline to Steel Fell.  Chi and Niall gave me plenty of verbal support, food and drink throughout the leg - this was the first leg that I didn’t wear my ‘Camelbak’ hydration system rucksack, and it felt good!  Niall navigated faultlessly throughout, and he even managed to cope with my occasional pre-emptive comments such as ‘watch out for the marshes’ and ‘keep to the left’ without hitting me!  It was amazing to approach High Raise in such good weather, and we caught sight of Paul from several hundred metres away, giving him time to put his book away and join the group. The bite of flapjack that Paul gave me tasted great, and it would have been good to stop, but one swig of water and some brief introductions later, we were on our way again.  Niall’s route across Martcrag Moor was far superior to that taken by me in two previous visits, and we gained Rossett Pike with ease.  I led us up the cairn-marked route to Bowfell, taking a few minutes fewer than planned.  We then made good progress along the increasingly rocky plateau to Esk Pike, Great End, Ill Crag, Broad Crag, and Scafell Pike, with Paul leaving part-way along the route to descend to his tent at Langdale.  I was feeling good as I rushed downhill, skipping from rock to rock, to Broad Stand, the crag at the edge of Scafell.  Chris took a picture (I look fresher than I felt!), Lucy roped me in, Richard guided me up, and another team’s helper pointed out the best route to the top.  I made it to the summit several minutes quicker than the schedule allowed, then waited until I saw Niall come over the horizon. I then made my way down to the shallow col, and lay down for a few seconds to bask in the sun in my shorts and t-shirt (a rare occurrence on a hill top in the Lakes!).  Niall then gave me the bad news that Chi had become stuck, and to make things worse, on the climb, Niall had dislodged a rock which hit Chi on the leg.  He told me that Chi was fine, so we began the long descent to Wasdale.  This was probably the most painful descent of the round, as my legs were tiring and I was looking forward to more substantial and savoury food after this, the longest leg.  One benefit of my slow pace was that we re-grouped with Chi.  We met Mick mid-way down, and then we picked up the pace on the more gentle lower slopes.  We made it to the changeover point 56 minutes up on the 22hour schedule. The melee at the campsite car park was welcome but a shock to the system!  I sat and ate, greeted Leon Foster, Matt Gilpin and Steve Watkins, plus Steve’s wife Alex, who had driven him there just to help me on the day.  Mick emptied 2 litres of water over me to cool me down, then Helen put on even more sun cream.  I also asked for some Vaseline, to apply later!

I pushed on, with my new team of helpers, up Yewbarrow.  My legs felt fine, but I was letting out astounding amounts of wind at this point – so much that to make light of it, my pacers started to score my emissions out of ten!  We pushed on around most of the Wasdale horseshoe, picking up a minute or two here and there, and dropping a minute at most per summit.  Steve was a great navigator, and Leon and Matt kept me going throughout.  I managed to pick up the pace along one of my favourite Lakeland descents – from Pillar to Kirk Fell.  The climbs were becoming harder though, and my pace slowed to a slow walk: I needed the fast descents to keep up with the punishing schedule!  A couple of Airienteers had mentioned that once I had climbed Great Gable, then the rest was relatively easy.  I had recce-ed the route and knew why this might be the case, but I still was not looking forward to the descent to Honister.  Indeed, this was the only stage of the fourth leg where I lost more than two minutes.  We passed Greg after Green Gable, we jogged along the hummocky ridge, past Brandreth and Grey Knotts, and then I struggled down the final descent, having picked up three more minutes on the 22 hour schedule during the leg.

Some earlier pacers joined us at Honister – I felt like an exotic animal at the zoo as I was fed and observed!  Leon Foster had decided to carry on to Keswick, and he was joined by Leon Ricketts and Pete Branney.  Following a feed (and a substantial caffeine boost – I’d forgotten to take any caffeinated drinks on board at Wasdale), we were off up to Dale Head.  I was initially told that we gained ten minutes on this leg, but it later transpired that we lost one.  However, we did manage to pick up six minutes on the way to Hindscarth, as I felt the end approaching.  The traipse up Robinson took a while – we lost another minute – but then the last full descent was ahead of us.  I decided to take an early exit off the ridge, so we picked our way through some bilberry and heather patches, to reach a valley-bottom track, where we began to jog.  Some figures then approached us – it was Mick and Matt, with my road shoes.  They even took off my fell shoes and put the road ones on, leaving me to ‘bounce’ my way back to Keswick. The pacers changed into theirs a mile later, and then we ran as a newly-enlarged group (with Matt) along the roads to Keswick.  There was some entertaining banter, along with mild worry that we might miss a junction or slow down too much to miss the newly-adopted 21hour target time, but we kept the pace reasonably steady, with the odd walk on steep sections.  We met Mick and Helen in Keswick’s outlying village of Portinscale, where we were told that there was about ten minutes of jogging to go.  Glancing at my watch, I could see that there was a possibility that we might make it before 20 hours and 50 minutes had elapsed, so after having jogged with Helen for a while, I picked up the pace and approached Keswick High Street doing perhaps seven-minute miling.  One final burst of energy and adrenaline gave me a sprint finish: I ran past the Saturday night drinkers, up the steps of the Moot Hall, touched the door and stopped my watch.  It read 20:48:48.  Looking over the balcony, some bemused tourists asked one member of the support party what the occasion was.  Their reaction to being told what had just happened was one step beyond bemusement – perhaps it was concern - who knows?  Anyway, I took the remaining bottle of energy drink, shook it and tried to spray it as if it was Champagne: as Alan Partridge would have said, ‘that didn’t work’.

Following that, I began to feel tired, and could barely manage a hundred metre warm-down walk with Helen.  The beer which Paul bought me was unfortunately almost wasted, although Mick downed it to avoid me feeling bad.  I was driven to the hostel, where I felt a bit ill, extremely tired, and a little anti-social. Helen put me to bed, then she and seven helpers went for a curry.  I miraculously awoke a mere nine hours later, hungry and with stiff legs, but happy.  I was immensely relieved when we all went to the Keswick Pedlar, a vegetarian café, for a great veggie breakfast!  Thankfully, Helen drove home, and even more thankfully, my summer holidays had begun, so I could recover at leisure.

The lead-up to the event – training and preparations
So how did I get from thinking about embarking on the challenge, to training and preparing for it?  In summer 2008, I spent a month in India, mostly in the Himalayan foothills of Ladakh, on a school expedition, and this helped to kick-start the long-distance element of my training.  Whilst I already had certain exercise routines, such as a Monday evening swim, I did not embark upon a formal schedule of training until February 2009.  Then I began to put my physical preparations into some kind of order.  I set myself three subsidiary targets, namely to do as well as I could at these events:
1. The M21Long race at the British Orienteering Championships, 28 February

2. The Manx Mountain Marathon, 11 April

3. The Lowe Alpine Mountain Marathon, 6-7 June

The schedule provided on Bob Wightman’s BGR website was a good basic guide, but I tend to get injured if I run more than twice or three times a week, so I swam and cycled to compensate for the low running mileage.  A typical week’s training from February to June was therefore as follows:

Monday:

Evening: c.40minute (c.1,900m) fairly hard / hard swim (10min warm-up, stretch, then the rest non-stop or in sets, mostly front crawl, some with pool buoy)
Tuesday:

Morning: c.27minutes (5miles) fairly hard / hard hilly bike ride to school

Afternoon: c.22minutes (5miles) fairly hard bike ride back from school

Wednesday:

Evening: short (3km) orienteering or fell race (often including a 30minute-1hour bike ride there and back), or run, or 45mins/1hr circuit training

Thursday:

Morning: c.27minutes (5miles) fairly hard / hard hilly bike ride to school

Afternoon: c.22minutes (5miles) fairly hard bike ride back from school

Evening: c.1mile run to pool, then c.40minute (c.1,900m) fairly hard / hard swim (10min warm-up, stretch, then the rest non-stop or in sets, mostly front crawl, some with pool buoy), then c.1mile run from pool

Friday:

Morning: c.27minutes (5miles) fairly hard / hard hilly bike ride to school

Afternoon: c.22minutes (5miles) fairly hard bike ride back from school

Evening: occasionally, circuit training

Saturday and/or Sunday:

Bike ride (up to 5 hours / 60 miles) / Walk (up to 9hrs 30mins) / Run (up to 7hours) / Orienteering (up to 2hrs).  Often, the walks/runs involved reconnoitring BGR legs.

There were other activities which kept me active, such as ‘green gym’ (gardening) and ‘grey gym’ (housework!), plus I tend to rush around school, which keeps my heartbeat high!  I averaged one rest day a fortnight.  Consistency was the key – I never had more than two consecutive days without exercise in the ten months leading up to the attempt, and I was lucky not to fall ill once.  When I developed a painful ‘runner’s bump’ on my right ankle, I kept swimming and cycling until it cleared up.  I kept my diet fairly healthy, eating meat perhaps four times a week, although I didn’t cut back on alcohol, which won’t be a surprise to most people who know me.
I didn’t perform too well in my first subsidiary target race, the long orienteering race, but I was seventh (and best male newcomer!) in the 32-mile Manx Mountain Marathon, and, running with Leon Ricketts, we were sixth pair out of about ninety in the score category of the two-day LAMM in Scotland (this entailed a seven-hour and a six-hour day in the mountains).

I tapered down my training with two weeks to go, so that my last bike-orienteering-bike session was ten days prior to the attempt, my last short jog was three days prior, and my last (easy) bike ride to school was two days prior.  I took a total of four rest days in the seven days beforehand.  On the Monday before the attempt, I settled on a 22 hour schedule and a 1am start.  I informed the BG Club secretary of my new plans, which altered slightly from my original midnight start – I wanted to descend the rocky Hall’s Fell ridge (off Blencathra) in the half-light of dawn, not in darkness.
In the weeks leading up to the attempt, I gathered a helper team together.  This was in a state of flux even on the day itself, but it finally materialised as follows:

Leg 1: Andy Thompson and Andy Dxieman
Leg 2: Chris Birchall and Emily Klee
Leg 3: Chi Trinh, Niall Bourke, Chris Needham, Lucy Griffiths and her Dad Richard Griffiths (the last three were 'team Broad Stand'), plus Paul Naylor
Leg 4: Leon Foster and his mate Matt Gilpin and Steve Watkins
Leg 5: Leon Ricketts, Pete Branney and Leon Foster (again!), plus various road pacers including Helen and Mick Hill

Mick’s main role was driving kit and shuttling pacers.  He also provided several ‘text updates’ to anyone who was (and perhaps wasn’t!) interested.  Helen helped Mick navigate Lakeland roads, pus she laid out food, drink, clothes and deckchairs, and applied sun cream. Greg Hull provided many energy gels, bars and drinks, and he met us on the fells on stage 4 too.
I started to lay out drinks bottles a fortnight before the event, then organised food and other kit in the days leading up to it.  Of those who are interested, my food intake was as follows:

In the hours leading up to the attempt:

c.150g of pasta with ‘veggie slop’ (a tomato-based sauce containing vegetables, kidney beans and cheese)

Chip butty and half a fried fish

Most of a malt loaf

Most of a can of Netto’s version of ‘Red Bull’
500ml of PSP22 energy drink with Nuun electrolyte salts dissolved in it

At the pit stops:

Two tins of rice pudding, another 150g+ of pasta, a cheese sandwich, and lots of water, Netto Red Bull, some coffee, and PSP22/Nuun
On the go:

About eight Power Bars (four of them with caffeine), three Lucozade energy bars, about eight energy gels (some with caffeine), dozens of jelly babies, some dried fruit, half a banana, about 2.5l of PSP22/Nuun, several litres of water and probably more!

I calculate that I probably took on board at least 800mg of caffeine (two or three cans worth of Netto Red Bull, four caffeinated Power Bars, three or so caffeinated gels, and some coffee).  As far as I am aware, there is no recommended daily maximum for adults, but 800mg exceeds the recommended daily intake for pregnant women (300mg a day), although, as Helen pointed out, few pregnant women will be trying to run the BGR.
Finally…
It is hard to thank people enough for all that they have done to help me in this undertaking.  As I wrote in a short e-mail immediately following the event, it would have been impossible without the support team.  I also believe that it would have taken me much longer, and in fact it may not have been possible at all, if the weather had been less clement.  However, I believe that most reasonably fit people could succeed in a BGR attempt if they have a close, reliable group of friends/helpers, a full training programme (not just written down, but adhered to!), a taste for plenty of food, a willingness to consume great amounts of caffeine, and a good dose of determination.

David Alcock, 22 July 2009

