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Mountains and Running

I was near the top of Scafell, soaked to the skin and not warm. The showers of
the previous hours had settled to a heavy, persistent rain which was cascading
down the gully in little waterfalls. Although it was the end of May, my fingers
were numb. My feet, in Walsh running shoes, were numb too, and skating
about on the greasy rock. It was growing dark - there was perhaps half an
hour to nightfall. I realised that this could not be Broad Stand but, on the
other hand, I had no torch and there was not enough time to descend and find
the right way. It had to be up.

I was 200ft above the screes at a bulging constriction. The only feasible
route was out of the gully - more of,! chimney by now - to the right. I made a
long step across to straddle the gap, trusting my feet not at all on flat slippery
ledges. Then I needed a handhold to pull myself across but nothing seemed
quite positive enough for frozen fingers. Yet to retreat from here would not
only be difficult but would mean benightment. I lurched across with a heave
and a prayer and scrambled up into a grassy haven.

There was no going back now. But I quickly realised that the difficulties
were far from over. With more than a hint of panic, I tried first a greasy slab
on the right, then a steep corner on the left, liking the look of neither. The
likelihood of a bivouac crossed my mind, but it did not bear contemplating. I
was dressed in trackster bottoms, a T-shirt and a thin sweater, under a
lightweight cag that ceased to be waterproof years ago. I had been running for
13 or 14 hours in a circuit of the lakeland fells. I had no food left in my
bum-bag. I would be hypothermic in minutes, let alone hours, if I stopped
movmg.

Settling for the slab, I found myself poised on small holds, with little of
relevance for my fingers and no faith at all in the studded soles of my shoes.
One leg started to shake. I was conscious of gloomy space beneath me. I was
frightened, and angry at getting myself into such a situation. Before my foot
could be shaken off, I made the stretch upwards, right hand settling on a
rounded hold just as my left foot shot off. The hold was not enough. Both
knees scrabbled on the slab giving just enough purchase for the fingers of my
left hand to claw into a tuft of grass. Heart thumping, blood racing, I hauled
myself up.

No time to waste. Stumbling on into the gloaming I emerged onto the upper
slopes of Seafell to meet the full blast of a gale. Quickly, I visited the summit
and returned a few yards to where a small path dropped down the other side
of the ridge. The map I had borrowed had been trimmed at the 2000ft contour
and I had to assume that downwards would lead to Wasdale. Scree soon
turned to grass, and even after I had lost the path I was able to continue
running through the dark. Once, I nearly tripped over a startled fox. Eventu-
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ally, I hit a stony track running beside the boundary wall of some woodland:
Civilisation could not be far away. Finally, the dim glow of an interior light
loomed up ahead and, with relief, I joined Alan and Joy in the warmth of their
little car, where they had been waiting for some time. Every so often a violent
gust would rock it alarmingly. The rain beat on the windows. Without regret,
I called off my attempt on the Bob Graham round.

Fell running is what you make it. It can be just a branch of athletics; equally,
it can be a form of mountaineering as rewarding as any other. For me, it
provides a greater sense of personal freedom than either hill-walking or roped
climbing, and it need not be lacking in adventure ... Walkers have always
been a little scornful of runners for their cavalier treatment of the hills. You
can't see much of your surroundings, they argue. And it is true, you don't
notice much except the stones at your feet when you are grinding up to
Bochlwyd or skipping from rock to rock over the Glyderau. But perception
can be intensified by fatigue and views are all the more wonderful for the
effort expended. Striding out over the turf of the northern Carneddau or
bounding down the long ridge that leads from Moel Siabod to the Pen y
Gwryd, I, for one, know a delight and an exuberance rarely felt at other times.
Sights, sounds, sensations may be absorbed fleetingly, subliminally even, but
they have a powerful effect and the bubbling sense of well-being that follows a
mountain run goes beyond the merely physical. It is a gladness of spirit, never
experienced running on a road, that grows out of the cloud song of skylarks,
the casual acrobatics of a raven, the sparkle of raindrops on grass after a
shower, the spongy softness of sphagnum underfoot, the rich glowing green of
polytrichum moss in evening sunlight, or the sudden clap of wings as three
terrified pigeons hurtle past, a peregrine in hot pursuit. All those individual
strands that make up the texture of a mountain day are amplified by the effort
and absorption of running. Much detail in the landscape fabric is missed by
passing swiftly over it, but that which registers has an immediacy and impact
unknown to the more sedate traveller. It is more akin to the experience of the
climber who may notice the cluster of crystals in a pocket, the tiny fern
sprouting from the back of a crevice, the flow-banding in the rock at his feet,
but is rarely in a position to linger over them.

One of my favourite ways of enjoying the hills is to combine running with
soloing relatively easy climbs. This introduces dramatic changes in pace and
focus, while demanding even greater concentration. I well remember one
outing of this type. It was during a grey, cold spell in October; perfect weather
for running, chilly on the fingers for climbing. Starting later than intended on
the Amphitheatre Buttress of Craig yr Ysfa, I ran by way of Carnedd llewelyn
and classic climbs on Tryfan, the Idwal Slabs and Glyder Fawr down into the
Llanberis Pass. By the time I reached Cyrn Las the autumn day was drawing to
a close. I had run many miles and climbed 2500ft of rock. All went well,
however, until that point near the top of Main Wall where it becomes
necessary to move left round an an~te onto a steep wall overhanging a deep,
dark gully. It must be one of the most exposed pitches in Wales. As I stepped
round, my fingers reached that degree of cold when it is hard to tell whether
they have a firm grip or not, when even large holds do not feel quite large or
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incut enough. For several minutes I was uncomfortably aware that there was
not another soul in Cwm Glas, night was drawing in, there were hundreds of
feet of air beneath me, and I did not relish down climbing what I had come up.
Finally, I made the moves. Adrenalin propelled me up the rest of the climb and
onto Crib y Ddysgl, where gravity took over and I jogged contentedly down
the zigzags to Glaslyn. I was weary, but acutely conscious of my surroundings,
so familiar and yet so strange: the silent, empty cwm, a yellow, rising moon
reflected in the dark water of the lake, and Snowdon hulking hugely overhead.
I slept well that night.

Of course, not every excursion has to be quite so strenuous, nor does it have
to become an epic to be memorable. One of the attractions of both running
and soloing is the amount you can do in a short space of time. It is possible, for
example, to squeeze in a climb, or a mountain, or both, before breakfast ...
Early one summer's morning, when mist was rising from the edges of the
Mymbyr lakes and the reflection of the Snowdon Horseshoe was marred only
by the dimples of rising trout, I left the car at Pen y Pass and jogged
sleepy-legged up to Lliwedd. A red sky in the west and a lurid yellow light
from the rising sun were soon smothered by grey stratus, with a few sinister
lenticulars hanging beneath like Zeppelins, that boded no good. No matter, I
would be up and away before the weather broke.

There was no one about except a few indifferent sheep and a pair of noisy
ravens. The grass was bright with specks of colour: yellow tormentil, blue
milkwort, pink lousewort - strange names but much loved, and inseparably
associated with summer in the hills. On the crag, bell heather was in bloom,
the bilberries not yet ripe. The rock was dry after a long spell of fine weather
and warm to the touch from the early sun. The climbing, nearly 1000ft of it,
was a delicate delight, with sloping holds for the feet and pinch-grips for the
fingers. It would be a nightmare in the wet. I referred to the guidebook once or
twice, for lines on Lliwedd are not obvious and it is easy to climb into
difficulties. But most of the time I simply followed holds well-worn by the
nailed boots of previous generations. I felt myself the inheritor of Archer
Thompson and Winthrop Young and thought of that day when Mallory
dislodged a boulder near the top, setting off an avalanche that gave the route
its name.

I emerged onto the summit to be startled by demonic shrieks and roars from
Cwm y Llan far below. Then the penny dropped: shepherds were gathering
the sheep for shearing. On Bwlch y Saethau, the Pass of the Arrows, where
Arthur fought his last battle they say, a man was leaning on his crook,
shouting to his dogs. I bade him good morning and received a perfunctory nod
in return. I was not surprised. Welsh farmers, unlike their Lakeland counter
parts, have never seen mountains as anything other than grazing land, and
regard any other activity upon them with an attitude that varies from amused
indifference to angry contempt. But then, both their language and their way of
life are sore-pressed these days. Perhaps a defensive attitude is inevitable. I
shrugged resignedly and ran on up the steep screes of the Watkin Path, not
much faster than walking, probably, but good for legs and lungs, I tell myself.
And so to the highest point in England and Wales where, as yet, all was quiet.
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Way below, the water of Llydaw and Teryn and the distant Mymbyr lakes
glinted in the grey-blue mistiness, enfolded by the arms of Siabod and the
Glyderau. In the east, too, lakes were the only features to stand out from the
enveloping haze - silver reflections up on the Moelwyns, around Manod, and,
farthest of all, little Llyn Conwy set in the boggy heath of the Migneint. A
one-legged herring-gull cocked its head hopefully but I had nothing to give it.

Over the airy crests of Crib y Ddysgl and Crib Goch I ran with care, making
it a point of honour to balance along the knife-edge, then, stride lengthening,
down the path and back to Pen y Pass. I glanced at my watch. It was exactly
three hours since I had left the car. There was time for a quick cup of coffee in
Capel Curig before starting work. Rain was in the air; the best of the day was
over. But I did not mind. I had made the most of it and in my pocket was a
keepsake - a small but perfect crystal from one of the stony ledges of Lliwedd.
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