Bob Graham Round

These notes are designed to provide information to help prospective BG contenders and are based on my own experiences leading up to a successful BG round in June 2005.
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Who should make an attempt?

The aura that surrounds the BG probably discourages a lot of people from making an attempt. Having completed the round, I would say that it’s very difficult, but by no means out-of-reach for many experienced fell runners.

Anyone who’s done a few of the long Lakeland races (Wasdale, Ennerdale, Borrowdale etc.) and a couple of KIMM’s and who is willing to put in the training and reconnaissance required is in with a good chance of success. I would recommend pacing an attempt before you try the BG for yourself. 

There are certainly people at Totley A.C. who fall into this category…you know who you are!

Clockwise or anticlockwise?

I decided to attempt an anti-clockwise round, based on the following factors:

· I felt that if I fell behind schedule I was more likely to make up time descending off Skiddaw than I would on the long road section which one encounters at the end of a clockwise attempt.

· An anticlockwise circuit exchanges the very tiring, loose and rocky ascent of Yewbarrow, for the admittedly longer but much steadier climb up Scafell. 

· Mentally I felt that once I reached the top of Scafell Pike I would be running downhill all the way to Dunmail. The 2 sections either side of Wasdale are the hardest of the round, so getting these over with at an early stage improved the chances of success.

· Anticlockwise all the climbing on the Helvellyn leg is packed into the first half of the section, leaving a very steady run along the Dodds ridge to Threlkeld. 

· For some reason I always get blisters climbing Skiddaw from Keswick. Additionally, the descent of Blencathra via Hall’s Fell Ridge is slow in wet conditions especially if encountered in the dark.

· Having said all this, Billy Bland ran clockwise when setting the current record of 13 hours 53 mins.

When to attempt?

Most people try the BG around the longest day (June 21st) to ensure maximum daylight. My round was completed the weekend after, but if I had another go I would plump for the end of May or early June because:

· It will be slightly cooler.

· The bracken will be a little lower, making running easier.

· There will be almost as much daylight.

Good weather will significantly improve the chances of success. I suggest ‘booking’ 2 consecutive weekends with your pacers. If the weather spoils the first scheduled date you can move your attempt back a week. I changed my start time from midnight to 7am to avoid rain-showers which were blowing through, and was rewarded with good weather the next day.

Checking the route:

It is essential that, as a contender, you are intimately acquainted with the entire route. Do not assume your pacers know the way!

You should be able to move fast over every section, even in cloud or mist. Apart from the obvious danger of losing valuable minutes by taking a wrong turn or having to stop to consult a map, it’s tiring psychologically to be worrying whether you’re off-route.

Make sure you know where the BG route veers off well-worn paths (e.g. Billy Bland’s Rake & the route down Yewbarrow).

We found a GPS invaluable on the night section over the Dodds. It probably saved 10 minutes because it led us straight to each checkpoint. 

I checked-out each section at least once. If nothing else, these runs are great days out on the hills and you’re likely to meet other BG contenders along the way.

Here are details of my training routes; I’ve only mentioned a few of the peaks to indicate the route taken, but on each run I covered all the ground & tops taken by the BG:

· Keswick / Robinson / Hindscarth / Dalehead dropping back into Keswick over High Spy & Catbells. This makes a really good, relatively short circular run which only takes a few hours, leaving time to enjoy coffee & cakes in Keswick.

· Honister / Gable / Steeple / Yewbarrow / Wasdale / Sty Head and back via Base Brown & Grey Knotts.

· Langdale (ODG) / Angle Tarn / Sty Head / Wasdale / Scafell / Great End / Bowfell / Angle Tarn and back.

· Langdale (ODG) / Angle Tarn / Rossett Pike / Langdale Pikes / High Raise / Dunmail.

· Dunmail / Seat Sandal / Fairfield / Helvellyn / Clough Head / Threlkeld. 

· Keswick / Threlkeld (along the old railway) / Blencathra / Calva / Skiddaw / Keswick.

I have detailed notes regarding the actual BG route, which are too lengthy to document here. I am happy to go through these with anyone who is thinking of having an attempt.

Training:

The main requirements for the BG are: 

a) lots of hill work 

b) long runs / walks.

A brief summary of my preparation:

Oct:

KIMM (2-day mountain marathon)

Nov:

A few long runs in the Peak (2-6 hours)

Dec:

Bradfield Boundary Run (12 hours)

Jan / Feb:
Long training runs in the Peak (e.g. Totley to Edale and back via Stanage & Win Hill)

March / April:
High Peak Marathon (11 hours), Grindleford Gallop, long runs in the Peak with lots of hills (Kinder Dozen, Super Skyline etc), GL3-Day

May:

Long runs over 4 legs of BG plus an 8 hour run around Kentmere & Helvellyn 

June:

2 legs of BG followed by a couple of week’s rest before my Bob Graham attempt

I was running on most weekends between Feb & June, trying to combine lots of hill-work with long days out. All hills are walked on the BG so practise this…it uses different muscles! In addition I was doing regular Tuesday & Thursday running club sessions plus the local mid-week fell races. 

Food, pacers and equipment:

To make things as easy as possible, the contender carries little or no equipment. I took a bum bag with a waterproof top, a section-map, a little food, hat & gloves. My pacers, who were fantastic, carried everything else:

· 2 bottles of water (minimum) plus whatever the pacers need themselves 

· Food (cocktail sausages & new potatoes dipped in marmite, apple slices, jelly babies & frubes)

· Waterproof map of each section with each peak marked, compass & whistle

· Spare clothing

· Torches for the night section (plus spare batteries)

The pacers’ other job is to record the times at each road-crossing and summit, so a good watch with loads of ‘splits’ is essential.

I ran in tights & thermal top, and put on a windproof top, hat & gloves for the night section. I ran the first stage in road shoes before changing to ‘Walshes’ at Honister.

The team at the road crossings must be well prepared; a contender who has fallen behind schedule may need to be fed & watered and back running within a couple of minutes, so everything should be ready on their arrival. Warm (not hot) mugs of tea, cans of coke and a choice of easily digestible food need to be available. My favourites were cold rice-pudding, semolina & soup. Don’t forget to make enough for the pacers too!

Where to stay?

We based ourselves at Castlerigg Farm campsite outside Keswick, which is well located to give easy access to all but one of the checkpoints and sympathetic to the comings-and-goings of BG pacers. The exception is the Wasdale road-crossing. Here it makes sense for the support team to stay overnight in the National Trust campsite at Wasdale.

Schedule:

There are numerous BG schedules available on the internet, designed to get contenders round in anything between 16 hours and 23 hours 59 minutes!

If you fall a little behind your target times don’t worry, most of the schedules take this into account and leave a bit of ‘slack’ towards the end of the round.

I based my run on a 23½ hour schedule, but by reducing the resting time at each road-crossing was able to get round comfortably quicker than this. I started running at 7am which ensured that I was running the easy Dodds section during the night, although I would have been just as happy to begin at midnight and cover the first leg, which is also reasonably easy to navigate, during the hours of darkness.

Go for it!
