HARDMOORS 110 LIVES UP TO ITS NAME
PROLOGUE – aka The Nasty Nodule bites back

For many weeks leading up to the West Highland Way race in June a Nasty Nodule of pain had been circulating randomly around my body. The most frequented ports of call were the left Achilles and right ankle. It never caused particular grief but just reminded me that it was there and that if I overdid my training or in some way did not treat it with due respect I would be hit hard with a vengeance. Then amazingly, about a week before the race it went away altogether. The race itself passed like a dream ~ better than I could ever have hoped for in terms of my well-being / feel-good factor / time-on-the-clock. All was well. I duly rested and recovered before resuming training in readiness for the next challenge – the Hardmoors 110 race in late September.

Hardmoors would be different to WHW in several respects. Firstly, I’d done WHW several times. I hadn’t done Hardmoors before – indeed, no one had; this is the inaugural race. Secondly, Hardmoors is longer. At 110 miles it is 15 miles longer. This may not seem much in the scale of these things, but I knew that it was a big extra. Indeed, it’s been said that WHW is a race of two halves. The first half is the first 80 miles; the second half is the remaining 15. Another way of looking at it is to imagine a concave slope, with the length of the slope representing the distance covered. The first 15 miles is very gradual. The second 15 gets a little steeper. And each 15 miles is harder than the last one – so this extra 15 miles at Hardmoors is by no means “just another” 15 miles tagged on to the WHW distance. Thirdly, there’s more climbing on Hardmoors than WHW – c. 5,700m (18,700 ft) of ascent compared to c. 4,500m (14,700ft). Fourthly, Hardmoors starts @ 17:00hrs in late September, so after a couple of hours of daylight there’s cool temperature darkness for c 10 hours. WHW starts @ 01:00hrs in late June, so just a couple of hours of darkness (on nice easy terrain) before the new day beckons. So……… plenty of things to think about and get my head round. 

Having rested and recovered from WHW the training for Hardmoors was going well.  Following much of the Cleveland Way long distance footpath in North Yorkshire it was not an area that I knew at all. In late July Jo & I went down there for a few days to go over the route – me running c 25 miles each day while she drove round familiarising herself with the area and our proposed meeting places for the race. This was all hugely successful and very enjoyable; we came away feeling extremely positive and upbeat about the scenery and the whole event. One “Gosh what a small world it is!” incident occurred on day 4. Jo & I had met at Robin Hoods Bay. Our next rendezvous was to be the Ravenscar Hotel car park, 5 miles on down the coast – fairly straightforward for me, a rather circuitous drive for her. Shades of a Man vs. Car race. I got there first! Whilst milling around the car park I thought I heard the word “Murdo?!” Thinking it might be me, I looked around and there was the Hardmoors Race Director Jon Steele – himself reccying the car park for checkpoint purposes. Gosh, indeed, what a small world it is! Jon, Pauline and myself (and Jo when she turned up somewhat frazzled) spent the next half hour putting it to rights.
The training continued to go to plan – running, kit lists drawn up, timing schedules worked on, e-mails from Jon digested, and so on. Then, with exactly four weeks to go ‘til race day, “KERPOW!”. “OUCH!” The Nasty Nodule bites back with a vengeance towards the end of a not-particularly-arduous training run. I grind to a halt, then limp home with a damaged right calf. Misery. I’m out the race. Disaster. For two days I hobble round exuding negativity until constructive advice and treatment start to kick in. A strictly tailored regime of icing, heating, and stretching, follows. I religiously follow all instructions to the letter and in doing so manage to feel a bit more positive; but there’s a nagging thought never far from the front of my mind that I’m meant to be training to do a 110 mile race in an ever-shortening period of time; and that I am spending this time recovering from injury rather than fine-tuning my training in readiness for the big day.
Ten days to go. My first run. 3 miles. The calf tweaks a bit, but is okay. Next day 3 miles. Still okay. Each day thereafter 3 miles, but no further. The tweak sensation gradually recedes on each outing. Final ‘training run’ on Tuesday, then “rest” for the remaining days before embarking on this 110 miler. I’m confident I’ll be okay for 3 miles, probably 6; maybe 9; but 110…….. Best not to think about it. 

En route down to Pippa’s house in Yorkshire on Thursday I pore over the race route map for the final time. Imagine a traditional clock-face. We start at Helmsley in the middle of the North Yorks Moors (middle of the clock). Go west for 8 miles to the edge of the Moors escarpment (‘9’ on the clock). Follow the edge of the clock-face round, going down up down up down etc in a clockwise direction to about the ‘1’ on the clock, where we reach the sea after 55 miles. Navigation is then a bit easier. Keep the sea on my left, and follow the undulating coast for another 55 miles to finish at Filey (‘5’ on the clock). Easy! After the first couple of hours the ups and downs Moors bit will be in darkness. Plenty of opportunity to misnavigate; plenty of opportunity to fall over. There are cut-off time limits along the way, but with a  36 hours overall limit we only have one hour longer than is allowed on the 15 mile shorter WHW; and 10 hours less time than on the seven miles shorter Tour du Mont Blanc race ~ though that does have considerably more up ‘n down on it (9,400m; 30,800ft). And so to race day…..

THE RACE
Registration at Helmsley Town Hall is low key and informal. Today is market day in the town. The weather is fabulous and is forecast to continue fabulous. We gather by the historic market cross surrounded by stalls selling everything from Union Jack knickers to organic potatoes. Different stalls, I hasten to add……… Race Director Jon says a few words; I do some token stretching; the 26 runners walk nervously via the ruins of Helmsley castle to the official race start. Plenty of photos and nervous (that word again) banter; “Ready…. Steady….. ,” a clap of the hands, and we’re off. Uphill to start.  

Gentle uphill; I decide to run. Two guys immediately take off at the front. Too fast for me; I resist the urge to go with them; very soon I am a lonely third. Occasionally on long straight sections I catch a glimpse of the two front runners far ahead; ditto when I glance back to those following. I’m conscious of the vulnerable calf but it’s not causing any particular problem. Sharon Gayter – very knowledgeable on such things – has told me that other aches and pains will inevitably kick in to take my mind off it, so I shouldn’t worry too much about the twitchy calf. 

Sutton Bank checkpoint (‘9’on the proverbial clock face); all is well, and I pass through briskly. Running along the top edge of the escarpment the views to the west are incredible. Gradually the sun drops and appears to implode into a skyscape cauldron of pinky orange flames. A pheasant flaps across the path a few yards ahead; an owl hoots; I pass quietly by the seriously remote and (today) very appropriately named ‘High Paradise Farm’. How privileged indeed I am to be part of it all ~ albeit a very small part, or so I think. Dark now. Torch on. Approach Osmotherly checkpoint (20 miles). One torch is close behind; another far back. Dropping down the steep uneven steps I am passed at speed by a.n. other runner. Never mind. My shoe is giving me some grief; it feels like a stone is in there, but I can’t shake it loose by wriggling my foot. Meet up with Jo & Pippa. Remove shoe. No stone. Replace shoe; still feels uncomfortable; change shoes; Julien passes me. 

I trot on a bit behind Julien before we are due to leave the road and head into the woods. Julien has taken a wrong turn. By the time he has floundered through the bracken and brambles on to the correct route he is quite a bit behind, and quite a bit bloodied on his legs. A fast downhill section follows. Here, later, Tomo will roll over on his ankle – heralding the imminent end of his race. It could happen to any of us on pretty much any step we take. A dreadfully unfortunate and somewhat ignominious end to his adventure. 

c. 28 miles. The first serious steep uphill climb. I enjoy the walk up, but there’s a cold breeze on top, and it’s definitely night now. The climbs and the descents come and go with faster flat sections on the high ground. It’s uncomfortably cool not to run on these, and progress is good – while the descents are actually slower than the ascents. Most of the underfoot terrain consists of uneven flagstone steps varying hugely in width. All well secure, but impossible to get up any kind of rhythm, and each footfall has to be judged as it comes along. The torch is on full beam to assist; I’m happy to proceed cautiously – no sign of anyone ahead or behind; any torches would be visible for a huge distance. Eventually it is flatter and faster passing to and from the isolated Bloworth Crossing checkpoint. What an out-of-the-way spot, the North York Moors equivalent of the middle of the Moor of Rannoch. Wonder what it might be like in bad weather? ‘Challenging’, to say the least. 

On and on – fastish – through sleepy Kildale village (41 miles) and a convoy of waiting runner support vehicles; 01:25hrs, all is very quiet. Up a steep road climb and through spooky woods to emerge at the Captain Cook monument commemorating the great explorer / navigator. Quick down and steeply up from here, heading towards the out-and-back-again Roseberry Topping landmark hill. The return here should take about 40 minutes, so if I don’t meet anyone I am a long way between the 3rd and the 5th placed runners. As I start heading out I see a torch starting the return journey off the summit. We meet and pass and grunt greetings. Roseberry Topping summit – viewpoint extraordinaire, and with a race Marshall in a tent just below the top. Thank him profusely for his heroism. He offers me a Mars Bar (even more heroic!); I decline; I’m on a high, and others behind may be in greater need. No sign of anyone on the return journey; I’m way ahead of the 5th runner.

As a metaphor for Life in general though, just when all is going so well, something comes along to kick you. In my case a tree root at the start of Guisborough Woods. My big right toe catches it and, splat!, I land face down. Fortunately it’s a softish landing consisting mainly of grass and leaves. The big toe hurts but otherwise all seems okay. Press on briskly and pass the runner ‘X’ I’d met earlier on the Roseberry Topping out ‘n back. He’s going very slowly on the convoluted descent through the woods to Slapewath where I meet up with Jo & Pippa outside the Fox and Hounds pub.

04:15hrs. Apart from tiredness I’m feeling fine and I don’t want anything to eat. However they persuade me to have some Weetabix with mashed banana and milk – as recommended by Jez. I reluctantly eat. The effect is almost instantaneous. I go into a cold sweat, then ‘wheugh’ – up it all comes again as I disgorge it on to the roadside. Gosh, that was a shock to the system. I pause to regain composure, then ‘wheugh’ again as another load joins the first. I sit down for a few moments to wash out my mouth with water. The stomach subsides. I must press on, and soon re-pass ‘X’ again to go back into 3rd place – I guess he did not have quite such an adventurous stop just back there……. I hear later that he pulled out of the race at the next checkpoint, a landmark in the race, Saltburn by the Sea. 55 miles. Half Way! But I myself am flagging. In hindsight I’ve hit the proverbial wall in marathon parlance, having recently walked several flat sections that should have been easily runnable. And it feels bitterly cold; I change into a dry top with another three layers on top of it. 

Plod on out of Saltburn and up on to the cliff-top. Almost asleep with fatigue after about 13 hours on the go; a thin crescent of a moon ahead; to the east the first hint that a new day may be about to dawn. Make a mental note that if I do keel over asleep I do so to the right landward side, not to the left over the fenceless cliff edge. But the cold air and the gradual emergence of daylight help to keep me going; morale picks up as I pass the first dog walker of the day just before Skinningrove. The coastal ups and downs come and go as the sun rises. The coastal villages also come and go – Boulby, Staithes, Port Mulgrave. More dog walkers. “You’re a bit slow”, says one of them, “your two chums are about an hour and a half ahead of you.” “Well, I’m third, and there’s 26 of us in all, so I’m not doing too badly”, says I – slightly huffed that he seems to think I’m a very tail end Charlie of just three. Runswick Bay checkpoint. “Shirley’s half an hour behind you”. What??! I don’t seem to be losing noticeable ground on the front guys, but look over my shoulder expecting to see an army of pursuers lead by Shirley. No one is there but in my mind’s eye I imagine I am being chased by a rabid Yorkshire Terrier called Zack, and push on. (Nothing personal, Shirley. Honest!)

Whitby checkpoint in the Youth Hostel alongside the historic Abbey – 79 miles, and at the top of 199 steps. A welcome cup of tea from marshals Mike and Gill; but I decline the offer of a massage and / or a longer rest. What a glorious day! Loads of folk are out for short cliff-top walks enjoying the scenery. They all step aside to let me pass, and we exchange greetings; but I bet they haven’t a clue I’ve been on the go since 5 o’clock yesterday afternoon. A runner, who is nothing to do with our event, passes me with some words of encouragement - she probably knows; she’s gaining ground on me gradually over the next 2 or 3 miles, but not to any great extent; it certainly helps to pull me along.

Robin Hood’s Bay. Jo’s fine; she’s just been given the best spot in a crowded car park, and the outstanding time on a parking ticket. Small generous gesture / major feel-good reaction. Continue on for c 15 minutes, then “Pow!”, the engine that’s kept me going just seems to run out of fuel without warning. Ravenscar hilltop hotel checkpoint ahead looks miles away, though only about four. I’m walking slowly on bits that should be readily runnable, though I do manage the steep downs and ups without stopping. Progress seems painfully slow. The four miles seems to take about an hour and a half. 23 miles to go. At this rate I should finish by the 05:00hrs tomorrow cut-off time, but with not much to spare. Am amazed that Shirley and Zack & co. have not passed me. 

I’m feeling a complete wreck; probably dehydrated to add to everything else that appears to have fallen apart. Jo orders me to eat more of yesterday’s lunch remains of cold pasta quills. It looks very unappetising, but I do as I am told. Cousin Clare and her husband Graham, who live locally, plus my sister Mary who has come all the way down from Newcastle, are here to watch me in action. Clare’s dog keenly eyes up my pasta while Clare & co look somewhat bemused at the whole spectacle, as if they can’t comprehend the attractions that ultra running brings. At this moment in time I am none too sure myself. On rising up to leave I can feel  my big right toe is throbbing from the impact back in Guisborough Woods, my right shin hurts, and my legs feel full of lead marbles; but gradually the shuffle turns to a walk, then turns to a bit of an apology for a jog - a group of walkers even comment “Well done, you’re doing well”. Bless them! By Scalby Mills (97 miles) I know I will finish, but it won’t be in daylight as I had initially hoped.
Ahead is four miles of flat tarmacced Scarborough promenade. Tough on the feet. Masses of promenaders ~ mostly with push chairs and / or running around loose children / dogs, and carrying fishing rods or shrimping nets; mostly on the large side and showing acres of pink flesh; mostly eating either ice creams or chips or both. I must cut a strange spectacle to them, if they notice me at all. I weave a course around and between them - plenty of scope for collisions – generally running for three benches distance, then walking for one bench distance. All these people! In their decision making processes, I wonder, what makes them opt at any given moment for an ice cream as opposed to chips? Or vice versa? And what flavour of ice cream? Looking somewhat wistfully at all the options on offer as I meander past them, I reckon that my choice now would be a large chocolate ice cream cornet with a flake bar stuck in it. Mmmmm. However, no one offers me one, and I haven’t any money – so, nice to think about, but it isn’t going to happen. Meanwhile I’ve just about covered the four miles.

Up up up to the high level car park check that marks the end of Scarborough, and about 9 miles to go. I’ve covered a hundred miles! And, I’m told, the guy ahead is faltering. Maybe I’ll catch him…… - though he was about an hour and a half ahead earlier. This spurs me on.
Not long out of Scarborough there’s a large unaccompanied dog apparently nibbling grass at the edge of the field I am running beside. Hope it doesn’t make a lunge for me. It certainly doesn’t as it is actually a roe deer, and it leaps gracefully away into the woods. But my highish morale soon dips as I’m going along by the main road and see a recently “Closed for Health & Safety reasons” section has been re-opened. The detour (which had been in force when I had reccied) had continued alongside the main road, then a fast gradual descent across a field - effectively one side of a square - while the ‘real’ route now re-opened is effectively the other three sides of the square. First side, a huge steep uneven descent almost to sea level. Second side, an uneven meander through the woods. Third side, a steep sharp climb most of the way up again. The easy one-side-of-the-square option is very tempting (“Satan!”). Cheating? Judicious short-cutting? Cheating myself? Utilising local knowledge? ………… These thoughts are ping-ponging back and forth across my somewhat fuddled brain after over 24 hours on the go. I hesitate, wondering what other folk might do. Imagine, dear reader, yourself in this position in these circumstances. What would you have done?

I go for the long option. Whilst it is a scenically pretty enough route, at this stage in the proceedings it is basically tortuous, contrived, not much fun, and I calculate adds about 20 minutes extra time on the short cut option. After the race I speak with two other finishers. One appears to have gone by my route; the other appears to have taken the shorter option. Hmmmmmm….. I reckon; notwithstanding this, it wouldn’t have made a very important difference to the end placings.

Back to the present.  I’m now out of this section and shortly past Cayton Bay caravan park when I need to put my torch on. Daylight has gone, but no sunset to rival last night’s performance, though certainly not as cool as up on the Moors. Beside the next caravan park I look back and see the lights of Scarborough winking colourfully in the far distance. More to the point, though, there’s a torch light approaching from c 20 minutes back. Yikes! Shirley!! Zack!!! This galvanises me to action. The final four miles out to Filey Brigg point, then back round to finish at Filey’s Evron Community Centre, are generally flat and fast. Progress is good; no, better than good as I charge along. Filey Brigg represents to me an emotional pilgrimage destination; stop to pay due homage. I’m going to finish strongly soon; the emotion is getting to me. Across a couple of grassy fields; down, up, down, along and up the final up where I overtake a man walking his dog. We exchange greetings on what a fine day it has been; I manage to resist the urge to tell him I’ve been on the go for 110 miles non-stop. Round the corner, and into the Community Centre. The End. 

Yes I’m pleased - but I’m incredibly fatigued and there’s a bundle of very mixed emotions. Two hours are spent here with several cups of tea and cakes supplied by Gill, chicken ‘n chips by Jo, incriminating photos taken by Mike, and a lengthy massage during which I fall asleep. It must have been relaxing!

EPILOGUE

Of the 26 who set out from Helmsley a very commendable 18 completed the full distance within the 36 hours cut-off time limit. “Prizes” were awarded to the following:

Martin Dietrich

24 hours 20 minutes  1st
Ian Leach


26:51 (??? tbc)  2nd 

Murdo McEwan                      27:35  3rd & 1st o.a.p. / ‘Senior’

Shirley Colquhoun

30:36   1st Lady; 4th overall

(So Shirley wasn’t quite so hot on my heels after all the worry!)

But in reality at the Awards ceremony all the Finishers were winners, and each went up on stage – some moving pretty gingerly up ‘n down the steps – to collect their awards from G.B. runner supremo Jez Bragg. For one of the three Americans who came (all of whom finished) this was his 530th ultra race. Incredible! He described this one as being “brutal”, but in a nice kind of way – well, he was smiling as he said it. Another of the Americans will be flagging the event up to the flourishing ultra running community in the States. He feels sure that it has the potential to be up there amongst the world’s classic “brutal” long distance events like Badwater, Tour du Mont Blanc, and Hardrock 100. 

It has been an honour and a privilege to have completed the inaugural race in generally pretty good shape. I’m very grateful to all those involved in setting up the race, and to all the marshals and helpers who made it possible. And I’m full of thanks to all those who helped me with my journey – in particular Jo, Pippa, Sharon and Mary; and, most importantly, to Ivor who enabled me to get to the start line through his treatment & encouragement when it all seemed a complete lost cause four weeks beforehand.
Physically I am pretty battered, as is often (but not always) the case. But maybe not so bad as some of the others. It will take a while to get over it. Emotions are very mixed. Given the nightmare of the final four weeks leading up to the race, just getting to the start line was itself quite an achievement. Even more so, I guess, managing to complete the distance and finish as I did. And I should feel some satisfaction from having pulled through and emerged intact from the bad spells. But at the moment, a few days after the race now, thoughts of the bad spells from c miles 53–57 and 83–92 are casting a bit of a shadow over the positives. Maybe they shouldn’t, but they do. 
It’s a strange old world sometimes……………….

Murdo McEwan, October 2008 
