WEST HIGHLAND WAY 2008 – MY MONSTER “FUN” RUN
Over the last couple of years I’ve focussed on running 24 hour races on road and track and I was looking forward to being off road again on a journey with a start and a finish and a whole heap of scenery thrown in between the two – this was going to be a monster “fun” run!   I’ve taken a leaf from Fiona’s book, I’m going to relax and enjoy the adventure.   I think also because this was Gail’s first year I spent a lot of time thinking about my own first experience in 1997 and how the Way has changed over the years.

At Milngavie there was the usual bunch of scared faces and a lot of new ones all getting on with the pre-race ritual of signing in and the new procedure of weighing-in as your weight gain/loss was going to be monitored during the race.  The butterflies were fluttering away and we were all keen for the off.  With the photos taken and good wishes extended we set off into the night under the gaze of a big fat moon.  It wasn’t long before we reached Drymen, the first refuelling point, Gail and Lynne have been given their goodies, where were Ken and Sue?  Ah - there they are – all’s well.  Chuntering along  Gail, Lynne and I were together for the 20 or so miles until Conic Hill when Lynne vamoosed off up and down and I didn’t see her again until Fort William!  I think the last thing she said to me was that she was always very slow on this section – aye right!

Next stop, Balmaha and a cup of coffee, now unlike Fiona  I don’t normally drink coffee so  I don’t need to abstain in the weeks leading up to the race to get a caffeine kick, so much so I didn’t notice the miles and couldn’t believe it when I saw Rowardennan – good grief am I here already!

It was difficult to recognise anyone underneath the midgie nets but Sue gave me a wave and escorted me to the car where the first shoe change was planned.  As” first time crew” Ken and Sue were very professional and I was quite relaxed in their care.  Sue was excellent with the foot procedure and Ken saw to my bag change and food requirements, however my only comment would be that it would be more tactful not to sizzle up the sausages whilst I was still there!  Cooked breakfast for the crew – I’ll just make do with my rice cakes then!

I was warm enough to have left my gloves at the last checkpoint, big mistake, the midgies were gorging  themselves on any exposed flesh.  I was glad of my blue glasses and buff scarf up to my nose but without a hat I could feel them in my hair - aargh horrible heebie jeebies, get out!  The midgefest continued until Inversnaid where it did get a little better.  I picked up my drop bag with an Oatie bar and sparkling water which was a refreshing change to sweet stuff.  Along the more challenging terrain of Loch Lomond I felt I hadn’t done enough off road running and was really quite wussy and wished my feet were a bit more nimble along the lumpy bits.

Feeling relaxed and trotting along I spied the pylons in the distance which marked Beinglass farm, not long now until another cup of coffee and some rice pudding.  A few more miles and I’m at Derrydarroch, my pinkie toes are feeling a bit hot so Sue does the necessary with the Body Glide, it certainly does the trick and my feet are happy again.  I’m pulling in the miles and even find myself running up some of the more gentle “uppy” bits where in the past I’ve always walked.  I’m relaxed and feeling good and I take in the roller coaster section by Crianlarich, a chappy kindly watched for traffic as I crossed the busy road towards Auchertyre.  I know I can get a phone signal here so I phone home to say hello and report that all’s well so far.  Lynne is flying and Gail is going well.

I enjoyed the baked potato which went down a treat and once Sue had seen me safely back across the road I made my way towards Tyndrum.   Adrian Davis (and his dog) was doing support this year ran with me out of Tyndrum and chatted for a bit before he headed back down the hill.  Coming into Bridge of Orchy I flagged a little but still kept it moving.  At Bridge of Orchy the reinforcements had arrived with Lesley and she handed me the best cup of hot chocolate I’ve had in a very long time.  Sue came with me over Rannoch Moor I’d actually forgotten that she was coming with me and didn’t think I would have any “minders” until the Devil’s Staircase so it was good to have the blether.

 My quads were now feeling the miles and I was looking forward to getting to Kingshouse where I would get my second and final shoe change, I also sneaked into the loos at the Climbers bar, washed my face and brushed my teeth which helped revive me.  My stomach wasn’t very happy and I didn’t eat very much of my pasta, Sue gave me a Slimfast drink which went down ok and I took a half cheese and ham roll away with me to slowly munch, my stomach may not be wanting anything but it’s going to get fed whether it likes it or not – it took me over 40 minutes to eat that half roll, all the way up the Devil’s Staircase and over the other side, but once I had eaten it I started to feel a bit better.  Ken was with me on this section and we kept an eye out for his hat which he lost earlier in the year on a training run (I think the West Highland Way goblins must hold a huge jumble sale at the end of the season with hundreds of hats and gloves taken from unsuspecting travellers!) Once I’d eaten  my roll Ken fed me some chocolate for “afters” which I enjoyed so much that I changed my order for Kinlochleven from oxo and a roll to coffee and chocolate, Ken phoned in my request so that it would be ready for me.  I also started drinking the flat coke I had with me so by the time I reached Kinlochleven I had “pinged” back to life.  Instead of being nice and relaxed my head had become more aggressive and I thought to myself, right last section stop mucking about and get on with it.  So with a quick weigh in I grabbed my coffee and went straight through and up out of Kinlochleven with Sue who was now “minder” again.

Once up in the open there was a strong wind on your back, I was so grateful that it wasn’t blowing in the other direction.  The path is quite run-able so I pushed on, in 2005 I had reached the trees before darkness caught me, I was ahead of schedule but how far could I get this year?  The gloves were off and I picked up the pace, unlike Cinderella I was going to get home before midnight – Sue was not going to change into a mouse en-route!  (Fortunately she didn’t change into one afterwards either!)  I continued to munch chocolate and drink flat coke and charged along the Lairigmor.  Sue uttered a word of caution – my response “I don’t care” I was going to batter on regardless and if the wheels fell off so be it.   In my chocolate fuelled flurry I went past Gail and Steven and urged her on – we were going to get in this side of midnight!

I reached the sheep pens just after 9pm!  Jings, crivvens an’ help ma’ boab I think I’ve broken the world record for that section.  Sue ran on ahead to warn the crew of my imminent arrival and request additional torches, since getting caught in my first year on Rannoch Moor in the dark I now have a phobia about not having a torch.  I whizzed straight through grabbing more coffee, coke and chocolate.  Lesley would catch us up (eventually) with the torches and collect my coffee mug.  What Sue and I didn’t find out until later was that Ken and Lesley had literally just arrived and it’s to their credit that they reacted very quickly to my requests that to me appeared seamless – well done guys!

Although still light the torches were handy in the spooky woods and were switched on and off in accordance with the murky light within the trees.  There’s a steep section with big steps to descend and once at the bottom my head went a bit funny and my legs kept steering to the right, I occasionally suffer from vertigo but I wasn’t sure if that’s what it was or if I was having a wobble, I didn’t want to worry Sue (or have her stop me) so I suggested she went in front and I would follow her (and she wouldn’t see me stottering about), fortunately my legs sorted themselves out and I was ok.  I only confessed to Sue about this when we all met for lunch on the Monday!

We reached the final stile, a short descent (ignoring the detour sign) and we were onto the big track winding down to Fort William.  I looked at my watch – 10.21pm!  Could I get in before 11.00pm?  Probably not but I was going to try anyway, the quads were done in and I couldn’t go any quicker but I felt I wasn’t hanging about, just maintain the pace and keep going, and going, and going – how long was this track?   A bunch of friendly faces cheered me on, are we at the Braveheart car park?  No, they’ve walked up the hill but we’re nearly there, nearly, nearly, keep it going, nearly there – the car park – right it’s a mile from here – onto the road and suddenly I’m all emotional.  Sue steers me across the roundabout, up a gear, I’m sprinting along the road, feet aren’t even touching the ground, through the car park and into the Leisure Centre.  And Lesley – don’t worry about not opening the door – the way I was flying I reckon Roger Bannister would have had a hard time catching me!  (Well that’s what I’d like to think anyway!)

 Hah! – 22 hours, 1 minute and 42 seconds!  I didn’t make it before 11.00pm but 58 minutes inside my target is pretty much job done and I am sporting the biggest grin this side of a Cheshire moggy convention.  From 1997 to 2008 I’ve cut my time by 12 hours and 11 seconds!  And another thing - in 1997 the distance was 97 miles (according to my certificate) so it must have shrunk in all that rain in recent years then!?

I go outside for a wee walk to keep the circulation going and it’s not long before Gail comes in – yeehaaa! Go for it Gail!  The emotions surface again and I’m struggling with my tonsils and blink like mad as she runs across the car park and through the doors – well done that Lady!

After my shower I reflect on my run and to say “well chuffed” is very much an understatement.  I was happy pretty much all the way (except for grumbly guts at Kingshouse), I didn’t need to sing and even more surprising I never swore!  It’s a little worrying to admit that I really enjoyed the day (am I becoming a nutcase like Fiona?)  And a count back reveals that I ate four bars of Milk Tray from the Devil to Fort Bill, I think it will be Easter before I can eat any chocolate again!

The success of a runner is hugely attributable to the support crew, who selflessly do things above and beyond.  For Ken, Sue and Lesley, who were “crew virgins”, were absolutely marvellous and I think a special mention for Lesley who kindly mopped up my spilt Lucozade on the floor of the tent with her tee-shirt (it was a spare one anyway apparently!) and to Ken and Sue who cheerfully pitched their third tent ready for Fiona and Val in the howling wind and rain whilst Lesley and I were now tucked up inside our sleeping bags.   Ken, Sue and Lesley - thank you so very much, you don’t know how much it means to me that you have given up your weekend to look after my every whim – and you said you enjoyed it!

A week has now passed and as I sit here, looking at the photos, sipping my Glengoyne, there’s another wee lump in my throat (and no it’s not ice) I raise my glass to you all – the class of 2008!

Pauline Walker  
