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Monday January 16th 2023


I’m walking with my
dogs, Moose and Badger, as I do most mornings, up Mark House Lane in Gargrave.
The lane is also the Pennine Way at this point, about 74 miles up from Edale
and about 190 from the finish in Kirk Yetholm.


I come across a
woman in winter running gear carrying a pack with the number 180 on it. She’s
unsure which way to go. We have a quick chat and I point her over the stone
stile where the Pennine Way branches off the lane. It’s easy to miss.


I go home and search
online for the event. I find the Spine. It turns out she’s French and doing
pretty well but she has all that way to go. I start following her GPS dot
moving north on the online tracker. Four and a half days later, she finishes,
in fifth place. I’m awe-struck and I’m hooked.






0800 Sunday January 11th, 2026


Three years later in Edale, there’s snow on the ground, the wind is up
and it is me on the start line, with 152 others. I feel happy, calm and ready.
I’m further back in the pack than normal, but that’s deliberate. I’m in this to
finish, not to rush. I know I have to keep my impatience in check. It’s a long
way.


And we’re off. I
veer left to where I think Melanie will be. I see her, hear her “Go, David!”
and then the real world vanishes and I’m in the bubble. Everything from here is
very simple and it feels like it’s all down to me. But of course it isn’t and
it never has been.






Prologue


Although I grew up
in the south, my mother was from the north and we spent our holidays in the
Dales and in Northumberland. My brother Michael walked the Pennine Way in 1981
just after his A-levels. I like to think I helped with his training, spending a
couple of days walking and camping around Pen y Fan earlier that summer when I
was 12. A few years later, we walked with another brother, Chris, from High
Force to Dufton, and I experienced, for the first time, the dramatic reveals of
Cauldron Snout and High Cup Nick.


As a teenager, I ran
intermittently. I was ok on a track, but by no means gifted or dedicated. Put
me in the mud and over fences, however, and I was competitive. I won the school
cross country five years in a row. I never stuck at it though. Cricket was my
first love, along with rugby. Running got squeezed out.


In 1994, because you
could in those days, I got a place in the London Marathon and I raised money
for a charity helping orphans in Romania. I trained half-heartedly on Wanstead
Flats near the home I shared with my sister, Maresa, and later in Hyde Park. I
ran 3:37 in a cotton Hope Romania t-shirt which made my nipples bleed. It was
the first time I’d run more than 13.1 miles. I couldn’t bend my legs the next
day. Two weeks later, I started going out with Melanie and we had a decade of
being young in London, first home, child, work, no time for running.


In 2004, to address
our collective lack of fitness, my friend Martin had the idea that four of us
should run the Loch Ness marathon. It turned out that someone throwing down a
gauntlet was just what I needed. This time I trained harder, living near
Thirsk, on the rolling Howardian Hills. Shivers went down my spine at the start
in the Highlands when the bagpipes sent us on our way. I ran 3:12 and wasn’t
ruined. But once again the habit didn’t stick.


Another lost decade,
and then, in 2013, Michael and I decided to walk the South Downs Way. This
time, the fire took hold. The SDW was followed by the Coast to Coast, Fort
William to Inverie on the Cape Wrath Trail, the Cotswold Way, the Two Moors Way
and the Southern Upland Way. My confidence in being out in the hills for long
periods grew. I cycled the North Coast 500 and Lôn Las Cymru with my friend
Andy, I did lots of day walks with my daughter, Daisy. And Melanie and I moved,
during lockdown, to Gargrave, to a house that was practically on the Pennine
Way.


In my 50s now, I had
more time and the Dales on my doorstep. We acquired two dogs who got me out in
the hills and who inspired me every day with their fitness and enthusiasm. I
now had far too many walks that I wanted to do — the Yorkshire Dales 30, the
Wainwrights, the GR11, the Picos de Europa and the Tour Des Écrins. My
retirement gift to myself was going to be the full Cape Wrath Trail. I suddenly
had a real sense of urgency to make the time count and to make sure my body
stayed in the game for the decades I would need to get all of these done. And
so on Wednesday October 6th 2021, I started to run again. I made it four miles
from home to Haw Crag and back and was pleased with myself.


Into 2022 and I
signed up for the Leeds half marathon (a respectable 1:37) and the Wharfedale
Trail Half (a minute under two hours). Trail running slowly began to overtake
road running. And then, in January 2023, I found the Spine.






Saturday 10th January, 2026 — Edale, kit check and
registration


Melanie and I park
up in Edale just after lunchtime. This is not our first rodeo, having by now
done the Summer Challengers (South and North) and the Winter Challenger South.
I know I’ve got everything and I know where everything is. I walk up to the
Peak Centre and load the maps on my watch so I can demonstrate my ability to
show a grid reference. I’ve brushed up on my compass skills just in case they
ask. The maps won’t load properly and I stress a bit. I remind myself that
everyone is there to help, so I jump in the queue and hope for the best. In the
end, they don’t check and my watch sorts itself out.


Just in front,
someone turns and asks whether I did the Challenger South last January. It’s
Charles Newstead, who I crossed paths with first in the tent at Lothersdale the
previous year where he joined forces with another runner, Alice Kershaw, who
went on to win the women’s race. It’s nice to see a familiar face, particularly
one that understands the full horror of Fountains Fell in 2025, but we get
separated through the registration process. I get a light-touch kit check (for
the fourth time in a row!), pick up my race number (#219) and I strip the
layers off down to my Curlew Action t-shirt for my race photo.


All done, Melanie
and I head off to the Bike & Boot hotel for a meal and a last proper sleep.
It’s cold and frosty, and snow and high winds are forecast. Well, it’s January
in the hills and it’s time for the Spine race. It’s fine, it’s what I signed up
for.


0500 Sunday, and I’m
awake and wired. I have written myself a list. Get up, drink a Dioralyte, have
a cup of tea, eat breakfast and have a coffee. Top up the charge on my watch,
phone and head torch. Go to the toilet at least twice. Get dressed, put
extended wear contact lenses in, fill my waist belt (sweets, painkillers, salt
tabs and lip balm) and fill three soft flasks (water). Put food in my pack
straps. Apply Gurney Goo to feet and groin, apply factor 50 to face. Leave the
hotel at 0645 (it’s 0646 when we set off). Sip a Coke and eat a banana en
route.


Back in Edale, I
hand over my drop bag. They’re weighing them and they have to be under 20kg. I
say to the man that mine will be 18.6kg. He says “So that means 19.2…” But it
tips the scales at exactly 18.6kg. He tells me I’ve won the prize and I feel
pleased with myself. It’s a good omen, I decide. They fit a GPS tracker on my
left shoulder strap and I go back and sit in a warm car with Melanie and the
dogs for 15 more minutes.






Sunday Jan 11th, 2026 — Stage 1, Edale to Hebden
Hey — 268 miles to go


I get to the start a
bit late and most people are already massed there. I squeeze in about halfway
back because I’m determined to start steadily. My primary goal is to finish,
but I also want to do as well as I can, so inevitably I have had target times
in my head. I think I could maybe do under 112 hours and finish on Thursday.
Ideally, I’d like to finish in daylight so Melanie wouldn’t have to drive to
Kirk Yetholm in the dark. These thoughts have preoccupied me in the run-up, but
they’ve faded now. It will be what it will be and I know it’s my pace in the
second half of the race that will determine my finish time, not how fast I race
people up Jacob’s Ladder.


I’ve studied the
weather over the past few days and finally decided I’m starting with my big
coat. Very strong winds and quite a bit of rain or snow are forecast for the
first 24 hours. Big coat then for the first two legs and maybe a lighter one
later. This turns out to be a good call.


We set off up
through Edale and out onto the fellside. It feels competitive and serious and I
don’t really like it. I want the crowd to thin out, to be on my own, but it
takes at least 20 miles for that to start to happen. I can’t stand having
anyone right behind me breathing down my neck, so I continually step aside to
let people pass. Inwardly, I roll my eyes at their impatience and think wisely
to myself that it’s not going to do them much good 200 miles in.


There’s quite a bit
of snow and ice but that’s fun for now. The wind on top of Kinder plateau is a
different story. It is wild and people are being blown sideways and
occasionally off their feet. Someone tells me my race number is hanging on by
two pins, but there is no way I can stop and take my gloves off to fix this,
and number 219 soon goes flying off my pack into the thick white fog.


We get to the short,
steep downhill before Mill Hill and no-one can stay on their feet. Most of us
sit down and scoot and it’s surprisingly effective on waterproof trousers. In
fact, I make up a few places that I soon give back. Everyone’s running the next
bit to Snake Pass which is a big improvement on the conditions last year. It’s
deep snow past Bleaklow, but, once we swing round to Torside, we can see that
the hills in the distance to the north look browner.


I hit the reservoir
at exactly four hours, refill a water flask, eat two Jaffa cakes and continue
on. For me, the Laddow Rocks climb is one of the hardest on the Pennine Way,
but I remind myself of the fantastic views back once you’re on the top and I
quite enjoy the effort I have to put in because I’m feeling strong. Either side
of Black Hill, we’re back into snow and ice and the streams are in spate. We’re
all wading through — the rocks are too icy to trust, it’s safer just to take
the plunge. This is fine until we get to Dean Clough. Here the water is above
the knee and you have to take three or four steps in the torrent to get across.
On my second tentative step, I slip, fall backwards and sit down in the
freezing stream. Right behind me, #229 Andrew Reeves puts out a hand which I
grab and I struggle back up. I get across and so does Andrew. He’s probably
saved my race — I thank him properly once I’ve realised this 160 miles later in
Alston. My backpack is soaked and my backside is freezing wet, but I think my
waterproof trousers and my big coat have limited the damage. There’s a safety
team here because they understand the risk. They take my race number so people
further on can check I’m ok. Soon after, they decide to divert the race to
avoid this stream. And I later learn it has taken at least two runners
completely out of the race.


The cold and wet
makes me up my pace a bit to get warm, so I run all the way down from Wessenden
Head and climb out of the valley up to Standedge. There’s a busy mountain
rescue tent here and I grab a coffee and more food. I’m efficient and I crack
on alone, steady across to Nicky’s burger van which I don’t go into. I’ve been
eating ok so far and there are only 12 miles left to the first proper
checkpoint. There are a couple of safety team volunteers in the layby here,
they check how I am and help me refit my watch over the outside of my coat
sleeve. This stops the watch backlight from being triggered all the time and
means the battery easily lasts from checkpoint to checkpoint. It’s been
bothering me as my watch had died on two of my previous races, so it’s a relief
to have this sorted and it works well for the rest of the race.


I cross the M62 and
head over to Blackstone Edge. This is by far the worst bit so far for black ice
and I make very slow progress now darkness has fallen. I keep telling myself
that the faster I go north, the quicker the ice will disappear, although this turns
out not to be true. There’s another mountain rescue team at the White House, so
I pop in for a cup of tea and bump into Charles Newstead again. As I’m leaving,
he asks if he can tag along and I’m happy to agree.


Partnering up on
races doesn’t come naturally to me. I have done all my training for three years
on my own. I have run three Challenger races almost entirely alone. I like my
own company and I’m comfortable just being responsible for myself in the worst
conditions. I don’t listen to music, I just like being out in the open,
listening to the sounds of the trail. I am fully expecting to do the majority
of the full Spine on my own. But this is the same place I briefly joined forces
with someone (hey, Sully) on my first Challenger South; it’s a good place to do
it as you can push each other’s pace round the reservoirs, one of the longest
continuously runnable stretches of the Pennine Way.


The partnership
immediately feels like a good one. We know we’re well matched because of last
winter’s Challenger. Charles has youth and speed on his side, I have the route
knowledge and the confidence to make sure we’re always planning for what’s
coming next. And we both know, from last year, that the other person will
persevere when times get tough.


Although we make
pretty fast progress, as we approach Stoodley Pike we can see lots of head
torches behind. I think this makes me rush a bit and I fall and break a pole.
We’re only a few miles from the checkpoint where I have a replacement so this
doesn’t bother me too much. We run a fair bit of the descent into Calderdale
and then Charles leads the steep climb up the other side. He’s strong here and
I’m struggling to keep up, but it’s a positive motivation and I know he’s not
trying to prove anything. We chat about checkpoint plans and we agree to aim to
head out together again after the stop. We both want a short turnaround, a
quick reset and something to eat. Charles takes a nasty fall on the tricky
descent to Colden Water but he’s ok. We make it up the other side and run down
the road to Checkpoint 1.






Checkpoint 1 Interlude


We’re put into an
overflow room, it’s busy. I have a checkpoint plan in a photo on my phone.
Stick to the plan, that’s why I made it. I get my watch and head torch onto
charge. I take my gaiters, shoes and socks off, clean my feet and put them into
my sheepskin slippers covered in talc. Next, I get rid of the rubbish and
leftover food from my pack and I restock straps and waist belt for the next
leg. Then I go for food — the chicken and rice in broth goes down well, but I
make a mistake eating a huge portion of Swiss roll and custard. It’s too much
in one go and I feel a bit sick. I go to the toilet, reapply Gurney Goo,
reapply factor 50 to my face, and spray a bit of deodorant around. Back in the
overflow room, I put on clean, dry socks and wet, muddy shoes and retrieve my
devices. I fill my soft flasks with water, I pack up my drop bag and ask for
the mandatory kit check. I can see Charles is packing up too. When I look at
the tracker after the race, it says I’m in CP1 for 79 minutes which is 40
minutes longer than I’d imagined. Not sure how that happened, but what does it
matter in a race this long?






January to December 2023


Having dot-watched
my first Spine, I couldn’t stop wondering whether it was something I would be
capable of. I started dreaming up a plan to tackle it. I knew you couldn’t just
put your name down and expect to complete these races, particularly in your
mid-50s. And I wanted, first and foremost, longevity in my physical health (all
those walks to do, remember?). So I was thorough.


I’d already started
dry January, so I made that commitment open-ended. I wanted to wake up each day
in the same physical mood as the dogs — ready for action. I joined the Spine
Facebook group and started to read all around the subject. I had re-entered the
Leeds Half in May, but they were putting on a full marathon for 2023, so I
upgraded to that to stretch myself. I decided I would try to enter the Summer
Challenger South in June 2024, repeat that race in the January 2025 Winter
version, then run the Summer Challenger North in 2025 before tackling the Full
Winter in January 2026.


Through the rest of
2023, I added some pilates with Rachel Luxon in Skipton (big tick) and I had 15
running lessons with a brilliant coach in Leeds, Nicky Green, who helped me
properly understand my posture, head, neck, chest, arms, legs, feet and all the
muscles that were propelling me forward. The before and after videos are quite
startling. I strongly recommend this investment if, like me, you have never
been coached. I also found an excellent sports massage therapist, Tim Done, who
I have continued to see regularly. Without Tim, I would not have been on the
start lines, let alone the finish lines, of all the races that have followed.


I thought I wouldn’t
be accepted on any Spine race without ultra experience, so I entered my first
ultra-marathon, the 40-mile Chalkland Way. I finished this on the day before my
55th birthday (12th out of 120). And I got my place on the Summer Spine Challenger
South for June 2024.






Sunday 11th January, 2026 — Stage 2, Hebden to
Hawes — 222 miles to go


CP1 to CP2 is the
longest stage by far — a full 100km. But this is my manor and I know the whole
stretch like the back of my hand. I take the path back up to the road slowly as
Charles is a few minutes later leaving and I want him to catch up. I take the
opportunity to have a quick call with Melanie — this is my only contact outside
the bubble. I’m fine, she’s fine, we’ll see each other in 27 miles when I pass
right by my garden gate. I see Charles’ torch catching me, and we head out
together onto Heptonstall Moor and into the depths of the first night.


When we hit the road
near the Pack Horse Inn, we see lights ahead and hear a woman singing “There’s
only one David Padmore….”. I have no idea who this can be. It turns out to be a
couple of people from Craven Wildlife Rescue, a local animal rescue centre that
I am raising sponsorship money for. We have a brief photoshoot and then we’re
back on our way. We pass another racer who must have gone out hard and is now
moving slowly on the approach to Walshaw reservoirs.


We enjoy our
progress over Top Withens, and manage to keep trotting where the ice allows.
Charles and I are settling in as partners. The mutual pace feels good, my
navigation plus his base speed mean that we are travelling efficiently. We may
not be the fastest, but we’re wasting no time. We don’t talk a lot, but there
is a natural empathy and we get to know each other slowly by osmosis as the
miles tick by.


I’m letting Charles
know what’s ahead, and I know we’re heading for the stiff climb up from Ponden
and the dubious joys of Ickornshaw Moor. At Ponden, there is a safety team
volunteer with two “trail angel” women offering tea and biscuits out of the
back of their car. It’s already after midnight and they’re determined to stay
until the last person is through.


The section from
Ponden right the way through to Thornton is deceptively hard going. There’s
nothing high level, but it’s constant boggy ups and downs, hard work with
little reward until you get to Pinhaw Beacon. We move slowly across Ickornshaw
Moor — you have to because the path is wretched and, if you try to fight it,
you will soon fall and injure yourself.


We reach the
shooting huts at about 2am and there, inexplicably, is a man, a farmer I’d
guess, in his 70s, holding out a box of Celebrations. This has to be the single
sweetest, strangest encounter we have on the whole route. I take a Malteser and
thank him, but it doesn’t feel like anywhere near enough gratitude. I would
like to find him after the race to explain how that felt in that moment, but of
course I can’t or I won’t. I decide he must know what a terrible place
Ickornshaw Moor is, and this is his way, as a local, of trying to make it up to
us.


Charles tells me
about his Winter Challenger experience from the previous year. He’d done this
part on his own, as I had, and it was grim — frozen snow where your only option
was to follow in the deep footholes of the very few runners who had been
through ahead. He had got to the bus stop in Cowling and phoned his wife, ready
to drop out. Together they’d agreed he should continue onto Lothersdale where
there was a tent run by the Craven Tri Club. There he joined forces with Alice
Kershaw, with whom he went on to finish the race in equal 9th place.


It feels right to
pause in the bus stop and enjoy the fact that we feel a whole lot better this
year. We have something to eat and drink and I helpfully make sure that Charles
doesn’t leave his water bottle behind before I immediately set off without one
of mine. Fortunately I have a spare in the drop bag at Hawes and there are
plenty of water refill opportunities on this section.


We continue
strongly, running where we can. It’s a bit sad going through a silent
Lothersdale as there is no tent here now but we don’t need it and we just crack
on up to Pinhaw Beacon. It’s dark so we just have to imagine one of the finest
panoramas of the Pennine Way, showing you as it does the miles ahead north to
Malham Cove and the Dales as well as Pendle Hill to the west, and across to
Wharfedale and the Aire Valley winding east and south-east.


We walk off the
beacon down to the road where Melanie and I have previously sat and watched the
Northern Lights. Parked by the side of the road is a woman on her own handing
out Babybels, sweets, biscuits, water and a flask of hot chocolate from the
back of her car. Bear in mind this is about 5am and she has been there for the
front runners and is intending to stay there until the last person has gone
through. I ask her why and she tells me she had walked the Pennine Way in the
summer, she was amazed by the idea of people doing it non-stop in winter and
she just wanted to show some support. Charles takes some water as he’s feeling
nauseous from too much sugar.


We’re steady over to
Gargrave now, stopping briefly in the honesty hut after Thornton for crisps and
a Coke and a 5-minute sleepy sit down. Passing by my garden gate at 7am,
Melanie is up and I get a hug and introduce her to Charles. I’m about half an
hour earlier than I would normally be walking the dogs so I don’t see my usual
crowd. The Co-op has just opened for the day, so we stop in briefly and Charles
buys a sandwich.


In my race plan, I’d
hoped to be in Malham by 8am, but we’re a bit behind that. Still, we’ve managed
75 miles in the first 24 hours which I’m happy with. It’s daylight now and the
sleepiness abates. In Malham village, I spot a woman with a cardboard cutout
curlew and I guess this has something to do with me as I’m also raising money
for Curlew Action, a brilliant charity that is trying to arrest the decline in
the populations of curlews and other upland ground-nesting birds. It turns out
to be Leigh, aka Hilltop Farm Girl, an inspiring local regenerative farmer I’m
aware of, who is also a Curlew Action ambassador. I’m delighted to meet her, we
have a lovely chat and she takes a few photos.


We’d been advised
earlier of a diversion at Malham but we can see no signs so we assume it has
been closed down. We pass #116 Lloyd Biddell climbing slowly up the Cove, and
then we find the diversion sign at the top which just tells us to skirt round
the back. I may well have done this anyway because the limestone pavement here
is treacherous at the best of times. It’s slow going and ankle-threatening from
here through Watlowes Scar but, once at the Tarn, it’s a short hop to the
30-minute CP 1.5 and a cup of tea. Lloyd comes in about 10 mins after us and
seems to be grimly hypothermic. I’m amazed later to see that he recovers from this
low and finishes the race. As we leave, the team confirms that the Pen-y-Ghent
diversion is also in place as the climb up to the trig point is too ice-bound.


And so onto
Fountains Fell which is a million times better than last year. I tell Charles
it is a straightforward steady climb but it does go on for a long time so he
asks how much further it is before we finally get to the wall at the top. It’s
pretty quick down the other side to the road but it’s cold and raining heavily
now, so we have to take care. At the road, Jez, my personal trainer, appears.
He’s waiting there with his poor dog in the filthy weather. It’s lovely to see
him and we chat about our progress. We walk with him a short way along the road
before heading up to the shoulder before the Pen-y-Ghent scramble where we are
diverted down the Three Peaks route into Horton.


This diversion takes
us right past Craven Wildlife Rescue where one of the volunteers is offering
tea and coffee. She realises it’s me and so it’s another charity photo op and I
think Charles must be wondering how much more of this there will be. It makes
me feel a bit better when we take off into Horton and we redress the balance by
meeting Ellen, Charles’ wife, and her auntie on the road.


We’re straight back
onto the trail though and a tailwind helps us make short work of the climb out
of Horton. The Cam High Road comes in for a lot of criticism in Spine circles,
but I pedantically keep pointing out to Charles that this is not yet the Cam
High Road until we finally hit it well above Ling Gill, and anyway that the Cam
High Road is actually good because it is great underfoot, properly remote and
you usually get blown up it, as we do this time. We’re back into the darkness
again on this stretch, but we know we’re getting close to Hawes and a first
real rest.


As we join the main
track, we see a head torch up in front. This turns out to be Angela Drakeford,
who is the rearmost runner in the Challenger South (Mountain Rescue). She is in
a race to beat the cutoff and is struggling a bit with sleep deprivation and
hallucinations, so she joins us and we move at a good pace up to the left turn.
From here, she starts to flag, we keep dropping her, and then waiting for her
to catch up. It’s exposed up on Dodd Fell, and Charles and I both know that we
should all stay together — and Angela is mountain rescue herself, after all! As
a consequence, we probably take 30 minutes longer than we would have on this
part and we are overtaken by a few people. But finally we get to Gayle and see
Angela’s husband who has come out to meet her. She makes it to her finish well
before the cut-off and we speed off to CP2.






Checkpoint 2 interlude


I’d written an
entire race plan, of course, and refined it over the months of preparation. Its
first lines are “Get to CP2 without stress. Rest and reset.” So far, so good.
We have arrived in 36.5 hours, which is 9 hours faster than I’d managed in the
Winter Challenger a year previously. Now for a rest and a reset. Follow the
routine — charge, feet, restock, eat. I’m offered a three-bean casserole and I
have the bright idea of adding the strong cheddar and salted nuts that I hadn’t
eaten from my race pack. I then ask for a bed and am designated a top bunk in a
room where one other person is already sleeping. Charles and I have agreed on
90 minutes sleep so I set an alarm, I put ear plugs in and a buff over my eyes.
I fall asleep quite quickly despite my legs hurting and wake a few minutes
before my alarm.


I head down and
squirt some drops into my eyes. I’m wearing extended wear contact lenses — they
work fine without being changed for the whole race, but it takes a bit of time
to clear them after each sleep. I swap into my spare shoes (Trailtalon Maxes),
which I use for the rest of the race. I change my vest and midlayer. The Brynje
vest is great but the Montane Protium midlayer has been trapping sweat and
staying wet which has been cooling me down too much in the wind. I eventually
fix this by wearing a Dart XT base layer over the vest which keeps my skin
drier and me a lot warmer.


Charles is up and
about as well. We co-ordinate kit checks and head out just after 1am.






January to December 2024


The Virtual Spine is
a great innovation by the Spine team. You can sign up and be a dot, aggregate
all of the runs and walks you do in January and watch yourself moving up the
actual Spine route. It gets you out and builds your confidence in the distance
required. I signed up for this in January 2024 and it created an immediate
foundation of miles in my legs for the year. I got to the virtual Kirk Yetholm
on the 21st January, so I knew all I had to do in January 2026 would be the
same but in less than a third of the time!


This year, I
combined preparing for June’s Challenger South (110 miles from Edale to
Hardraw) with trying to run a fast Leeds Marathon. The races were 5 weeks
apart. I ran 3:12 at Leeds and went into the Challenger South, my first
100-miler, indeed my first race over 40 miles, with good running form. What I
didn’t have was proper endurance strength. I finished in a good time (31:05)
but also in a lot of knee pain which I’d struggled with for the last 25 miles.


As a consequence, I
went and found a strength and conditioning coach, Jez Lamb, at the fantastic
No45 gym in Skipton. Two weeks after the Challenger, we set to work and Jez
guided me all the way to the full Spine (and now beyond). This partnership
really has made all the difference.


The second half of
the year was spent aiming for the Winter Challenger South in January 25. I did
the Chalkland Way Ultra again in November, pushed too hard and injured myself
(right IT band and left hip). As a consequence, my planned peak month of
preparation ended up being mostly rest. I needed to hold my nerve and treat
this situation as part of the overall learning curve.






Monday 12th Jan, 2026 — Stage 3, Hawes to Langdon
Beck — 160 miles to go


I think we have
taken an hour too long overall at Hawes. If I ever do it again, I would try to
reduce the amount of non-sleeping time in CPs. Anyway, we head back out at
about 1am on Wednesday for the climb up Great Shunner Fell. The climb is good,
with that wind still mostly behind, but the descent down the other side is very
tricky with lots of ice and occasional deep water. I think to myself that the
Challenger North runners, who started here, must have really struggled, feeling
fresh and strong but unable to really take advantage.


We’re through
Thwaite in the dead of night and onto the section to Keld. This is a strange
part of the Pennine Way. It is among the most beautiful stretches, but it’s
also one of the most frustrating underfoot and, in the dark, it’s all the
latter and none of the former. 10 miles after Hawes, sleep deprivation really
kicks in too. The brain fog causes my first navigational misstep and we lose
the path. It takes what feels like an age to refind it, and it is Charles that
finally gets us to backtrack and pick it back up.


I’m really battling
sleep demons now but we don’t stop in Keld, preferring to continue on to Tan
Hill where we arrive just as dawn is breaking. Just before we arrive, Charles
takes the impressionistic photograph that is on the cover page of this account.
We have a short stop in the barn with some great spicy tomato soup and a very
warm floor where we try to dry some stuff out.


Our bodies have woken up a bit
with the daylight. Sleightholme Moor is a wet trudge of course. We pass by
local landmarks such as Bog Moss, Bog Tarn and The Bog, but we hop around the
worst of it and it is soon done with. We make good progress over to God’s
Bridge which has a lot of water flowing under it for a change, and we pass
through the A66 tunnel and the halfway point. It is very wet over Cotherstone
Moor and Charles begins to question the existential point of bogs. I urge him
on by promising Tunnocks teacakes and cup-a-soups at Clove Lodge. The owner of
the farm is there, and she has made some fresh leek soup with bread rolls, so
we have this as well as the obligatory teacake each.


Spirits and energy
levels raised, we march on towards Hannah’s Meadow, discussing hallucinations.
I have been hearing voices behind me and also seeing tiny bits of writing in
the ground. Charles has been seeing people in various shapes and poses. I
suddenly realise Charles is smiling and he says “You haven’t seen it yet, have
you?” At which point I look up to see a man-sized papier mâché curlew standing
on a wall up to our left. This turns out to be not a hallucination — it is
Matthew Trevelyan in his Cathy the Curlew suit, which has built-in curlew
audio. He has recently walked the Nidderdale Way in the costume to raise
awareness about the plight of curlews. We walk and talk and I pose for more
photos. He also has a drone operator and a photographer with him and they have
been tracking us for some time. He seems very fit and fast as we walk up Hazelgarth
Rigg and it is therefore a relief when he stops at the top and allows us to
head on at our slightly more weary pace.


It’s part of the
route I’ve done and cannot really remember, but it’s easy enough across to the
very awkward stiles just before Grassholme Reservoir. I’m increasingly
approaching stiles like an arthritic giraffe and these ones take me a while. We
swing down to the viaduct at the reservoir end, and there, standing on the
wall, with a large drop down to the side, is Cathy the Curlew again. Her papier
mâché wings are definitely not functional, but she hops down safely and we
repeat curlew pleasantries before again saying goodbye. Through the farm at
Grassholme we see George, Charles’ brother-in-law, who’s on an out-and-back run
from Middleton. It’s lovely to meet him but he’s also another person who is
bouncing along and making us feel every one of the 140 miles that are already
in our legs. He offers us fruit and biscuits and a Ginster’s pasty. However,
the rules of the race dictate that you cannot take advantage of anything that
is not available to all racers, so we don’t accept. Anyway, Charles says he’s
not really a Ginster’s kind of guy, which makes us all laugh. Too posh, George
reckons. George runs off and we head up to the road crossing before Wythes Hill
and meet more trail angels who have got cakes and flapjack and drinks, and this
is food we can accept. I’m struggling to eat now, but I force down a bit of
ginger cake.


The top of Wythes
Hill is one of those moments, like Pinhaw Beacon, where you get a great view of
the miles ahead. Middleton is finally revealed as is the Tees and the path
heading west to the next checkpoint. The downhill here is so runnable that,
even in these conditions, we have to try. It’s not pretty, or long-lasting, but
it’s just about possible. It’s the last running we do for a long while.


We get to the road
into Middleton and there is a big group — both our families together. There is
my brother Chris and my sister-in-law Emma. For Charles, there is Ellen,
George, and his mother-in-law and her sister. This seems to strengthen our
partnership because now we have this bonding going on both inside and outside
the race. Ellen is talking to Daisy, my daughter, online and they’re sharing
social media updates. The family members present in Middleton take a selfie
together. Later, after the race, I see a video of me and Charles walking down
the road towards them. I’m noticeably leaning to the left.


In races past,
checkpoint three was in Middleton, but these days you have a further nine miles
to go to Langdon Beck. I tell myself and Charles that this is good — it’s
daylight, it’s nine mostly easy miles along the river and it’s beautiful. We
get to see Low Force in full flow and then, just as the last light of day three
is disappearing, High Force, which is making an immense noise as we pass.


I know this bit
well, and tell Charles we just have to go up this small hill, down the other
side and we’ll be there. Unfortunately, I’ve forgotten that there are two
bridges and there’s the bit along the north side of the river after the first
bridge and this really tries our patience. It’s always the last mile before the
checkpoint that feels the longest. But then we’re finally at Saur Hill Bridge
and up to the welcoming head torches on the road and into Checkpoint 3.






Checkpoint 3 interlude


This is my favourite
checkpoint of the race, by far. There is some space, there is music, there is a
really good curry and naan bread which fits my appetite (and to which I add my
cheese and nuts again). And there, volunteering, is Spine great Hannah Rickman,
who is singing along to the cheesy playlist and just generally making everyone
(me) feel better. The field is a bit more spread out, I suppose, so there isn’t
quite so much coming and going. Charles and I sit down.


We’ve agreed we need
a longer sleep here, so we’re aiming for 3 hours. This will theoretically give
us two full sleep cycles and also plenty of time to eat and reset. There is an
8-hour time limit at the checkpoints, but we’re still in a race and we need to
keep our northward momentum. The longer the race takes overall, the longer we
will be out there suffering, so maintaining efficient progress is really
important.


I follow my
checklist — charge, feet, restock, eat. I ask to be shown to a bed. This
entails packing up all of your stuff, so everyone isn’t just leaving everything
all over the place. I can’t be bothered to unpack my sleeping bag, so, as with
the other checkpoints, I take my spare clothes bag for a pillow and just lie
down on a mattress and sleep in my kit. My legs are really painful when I stop
— it’s not an injury, it’s just that they’re battered. I still fall asleep, but
my legs wake me up after 80 minutes and I know that’s all they’re going to let
me have. I go back downstairs.


Charles is still
sleeping. Hannah asks me whether I want to head on and I can tell that she
thinks I should. A small part of me wants to, but I now feel committed to my
partnership with Charles. So I stay and take the opportunity, very slowly, to
get absolutely everything in my pack and my drop bag super-organised. This
mostly involves me staring vacantly into the middle distance, causing
volunteers regularly to ask me if I’m ok. I am, I’m enjoying sitting down,
enjoying the warm, the vibe, the scrambled eggs on toast and the coffee. And
actually, this time spent clears my mind of admin for the rest of the race and
definitely saves me time at Alston and Bellingham.


Charles emerges, he
needs help with his feet, but then we’re kit-checked, I get a hug from Hannah
and we’re back out.






January to June 2025


Having finished 2024
with an injury, I had 10 more days of rest before the Challenger South. And
although I probably suffered a bit from lost fitness, the rest had done me good
and I arrived on the start line feeling ready. The weather, however, had really
come to the party. There had been heavy snow on the 5th, which partially melted
and then froze. Temperatures plummeted to -12 overnight on Thursday and fresh
snow fell. We stood on the start line in -8, but dawn was breaking, the wind
was low and the sun was out. The race gave me everything I’d been missing in my
prep — genuine adversity, clambering solo through deep icy footholes across
exposed moors, Fountains Fell in zero visibility and massive snow drifts, Dodd
Fell at the point of exhaustion in a second night. I cried when Melanie
retrieved me from the finish, pretty broken.


But I’d finished and
I recovered. Two weeks later, without a second thought, I secured my place on
the Full Spine for January 2026. The plan was on track. And my prep was getting
better and better — more distance, more back to back long runs, more strength
work. I started using a Wattbike — more strength and conditioning without the
impact of pounding the trails. Less speed, but a lot more endurance.


I did the Challenger
North (my first 150-miler) in June and finished 8th. I now knew the whole
route, how to manage the checkpoints, where the church in Byrness was and where
the most horrible part of the Pennine Way is. Give me the Cam High Road or even
Blenkinsopp Common any day of the week. The worst part of the Pennine Way is
definitively just before and after Padon Hill…






Tuesday 13th Jan, 2026 — Stage 4, Langdon Beck to
Alston — 116 miles to go


The forecast is cold
but dry, so I have swapped my big coat for my lighter one and stashed the coat
and my waterproof trousers into my backpack. As we’re leaving (at midnight), I
double-check that the diversion around Falcon Clints and Cauldron Snout is not
in place. It’s definitely not, which I’m glad about because it means we’re
doing the proper route, and I’m also horrified by, because it’s dark and icy
out there and the Clints and the Snout are not places you want to be in dark
and ice. We bounce along the first part, all duckboards and nice grass, and
we’re still refreshed from the CP stop. I warn Charles that there are two bad
boulder sections alongside the river and they are duly trickier than ever with
the ice. And then we climb up the side of Cauldron Snout in darkness. Charles
does not think that is a safe thing to have done and he’s right, but it’s also
satisfying to have got to the top.


We get some speed up
on the next stretch and pick up another racer, #181 Gareth Jones, at Birkdale.
It’s properly cold along this section to High Cup Nick but it’s straightforward
and Jonesy makes for engaging company even if I am already secretly thinking
about how we separate from him (I don’t think either of us feel we’re 200-mile
buddy material).


High Cup Nick is
cloaked in darkness, so I tell Charles he has to come back one day in daylight
and we skirt round the edge and then along the never-ending downhill to Dufton.
I get the sense, not for the first time, that Charles and I are tortoises to
various other racer hares, and Jonesy is definitely a hare. He hurries off to
the village hall and we follow on behind. As we’re coming into Dufton just
before 5am, amazingly, the Postbox Pantry is opening its doors. We clock this,
head into the hall for 30 minutes, and then we’re back in the Pantry for a sausage
and egg sandwich. This feels partly like necessary fuel for the ascent of Cross
Fell, and partly just another iconic Spine location that we had to tick off.
Anyway, they’d opened at 5am, so it would have been very rude not to.


Caloried up, we head
for Cross Fell and the highest point of the Pennine Way. Unknown to us, Jonesy
the hare is fast asleep in a barn near the bottom and we breeze past. Charles
attacks the steep climb up the first part of Knock Fell and I’m hanging onto
his coat tails. But this gets my adrenaline going and we both power up the rest
of the climb. This feels amazing and I believe it is proof that I have all the
strength I need to finish this race. The top of Cross Fell is, well, the top of
Cross Fell at night in January. It’s icy and windy and visibility is low. But
I’ve been here and done that before and I’m thinking to myself it was worse (in
shorts!) in the Challenger North last June. A beautiful pale light begins to
emerge with the dawn as we reach the top, and our bodies respond, although it
doesn’t make the descent to Greg’s Hut any more pleasant.


We enter the hut,
there’s a fire on and chilli noodles are duly served. They’re good but they
need more chilli. #210 James Nobles is asleep wrapped up on the platform,
recovering from race-ending hypothermia.


Back out, and we
trudge down the Corpse Way to Garrigill. It’s icy in parts and we’re steady but
we’re passed by several people on this section. Charles and I don’t talk about
this. I wonder whether Charles would like to run a bit more, but I decide he
must be quietly pleased with our shared pace.


Down in Garrigill,
and we’re greeted by Chris, Emma and my other brother, Mark. We’re all sucked
into trail angel Annie’s for tea and flapjack. Annie admires my Ron Hill winter
tights and asks if they’re my wife’s. We peel ourselves away from all of this,
and get on with the endless fields between here and Alston. I have another
navigation brain fade and end up climbing over a wall several times before we
iron it out. As we arrive at the checkpoint, I remember the cameras are on at
the entrance, so I give the camera a big thumbs-up and a smile.






Checkpoint 4 interlude


This checkpoint is
familiar from June. I’m sat in the same place as summer. I eat the same number
of portions of lasagne (two) and I use the same shower. This is very awkward as
I can’t bend and twist very easily, but it kind of works. And then I get my
head down, as we’ve agreed this time, for another 90 minutes. I have a room to
myself. I’m woken by my legs again, but I have got what I wanted, so I head
down and ask for some scrambled eggs on toast and coffee. My drop bag overhaul
at Langdon Beck pays dividends. I know what I’m doing and I do it efficiently.
Charles is up and getting his feet done again. I have five minutes with my feet
up and get my photo taken by one of the professional photographers. Once again,
looking at this photo after the race, I’m leaning way over to the left even
when sitting. I get my kit check done and wait for Charles. The Alston
volunteers photograph me and post it, labelling me “waiting for Godot”. Charles
joins me and we head out of the door at 5.20pm.






July to December 2025


Recovery camp after
the Challenger North was great. Melanie and I had two days in Kelso where I
repaired the immediate damage with a diet of fried egg sandwiches and Irn Bru.
We then rented a cottage in Bamburgh, by the beach. We were joined by Daisy and
her partner, Harry, by my sister, Maresa, and my brother Michael. We had fish
and chips from Seahouses, kippers in Craster, lunch at The Ship in Low Newton.
I did 30,000 steps with Michael on the edge of the Cheviots where we saw giant
anthills and regenerating moorlands. I had a bit of plantar fasciitis, but I
messaged Tim, he told me what to do and it went away again.


And then home and
into the final push for the full Spine. The training plan was getting sharpened
all the time. Jez was ramping up the strength and conditioning. I was pushing
more power at lower revs on the Wattbike. And this time I designed and
completed a 9-week Spine-specific block for October to December which built up
to doing 3 x 3 back-to-back long days, with the full pack.


I left myself a
couple of decisions to make when I knew for sure what the weather would do but
otherwise all the kit, admin and food choices were locked down. Melanie made
macadamia, date and cranberry flapjack, and coated it in chocolate, and a
fantastic bread pudding that my mother used to make. These would form the bulk
of my calories cut up into bite-sized chunks. I’d made sure they were both soft
and moist enough in freezing temperatures that I would still be able to get
them down. I added some strong cheddar and salted nuts in little bags for
savoury, a few gels and a bar of chocolate per leg. I had five individual
checkpoint bags in my drop bag each with replacement food, sweets, painkillers,
salt tabs, headtorch battery, liner gloves and socks. My race pack, with all of
the mandatory kit plus a couple of personal additions, came in at 5.7kg fully
loaded.


Almost three years
since I hatched the plan, I finally felt ready. I had used all of that time to
understand how my body worked, to refine my plan and make loads of mistakes.
But I had also given myself time to recover and had had the sense to keep on
learning continuously. I had paraphrased the great Killian Jornet for my mantra
— “always train with fresh intent, recover well, and stay curious about what
you can achieve”. I had rallied all of the help and support I needed from
friends, family and local professionals. I had committed, been consistent, done
all of the work. Everything I could plan for, I had. Now it was time to meet
the things I couldn’t control.






Weds 14th January, 2026 — Stage 5, Alston to
Bellingham — 82 miles to go


Whoever designed the
section from Alston to Lambley has a dark sense of humour, that’s all I will
say. I like to think they imagined the fun of watching sleep-deprived Spine
racers navigating this in the dark. It’s an endless succession of meaningless
right and left turns, with deliberate misdirections, hidden bridges, and one
section that literally goes through someone’s back garden. Even writing this,
I’m losing my way and I expect you’re drifting off too.


Fortunately during
the first part we are still uplifted by a bit of sleep and lasagne. But that
benefit fades ever more quickly as you progress through the race and even by
Slaggyford the tiredness is kicking in again. It’s dark (of course) but there
are the lights of a safety team up ahead, and that always lifts the spirits. I
have a nice chat with one, and Charles is behind chatting with the other. She
then approaches to tell me I’m leaning significantly to the left. I refuse to
believe this at first and I ask Charles (because he’s the only person I really
trust now) to confirm. He does, and I’m a bit rattled for the first time. I’ve
seen other people with the lean, but only on videos of them crossing the finish
line bent double or being retired from the race in the very late stages. I know
it can be serious but I can’t actually feel that I’m doing it. However, it also
makes sense deep down, because I know my balance has been getting more sketchy
since Middleton. I ask for advice. They suggest it might be worth looking at my
backpack loading, moving the GPS tracker to my right shoulder, and that lying
down on flat surfaces would help (that would solve a lot of my problems right
now). She reassures me it isn’t serious yet but I should just be aware and try
to correct it. She takes my race number and I get the feeling I’m on their
watchlist again.


Shortly after this,
Charles and I are caught by #230 James Riley and we form a trio for a bit. The
dynamics of being with other people are so delicate on this race. James seems
lovely, but he and I are both navigators and I can sense a slight push-pull for
control. But I have Charles and we form the majority, which means I lead
initially and then promptly make a mistake. James takes over for a bit and then
he makes a mistake. I take back over and then miss another turn and James is
back in front. “You’re losing it, old man”, Charles helpfully jokes (and which
I secretly like). I think James is probably moving faster than us (he
eventually finishes five hours ahead) so we let him go, but I also think
Charles and I are subconsciously re-establishing our monogamy. Jonesys and
Jameses are welcome for a bit to pass the time but we’re not looking for a
permanent third wheel.


Back as a two, we
cross the very boggy stretch at Glendue Burn. Here we meet a couple walking
with their two teenage children. It is around 10pm on a Wednesday night, it is
dark, cold and this section is horribly muddy and slippery. They tell us they
just wanted to come out and meet some of the inspirational people doing the
race. In my tired and emotional state, I find this quite moving and we have a
nice chat. After the race, I discover they have left a lovely message on my
Spine Mail. So thank you, Denene Kerr. Meeting you all was a real boost and
I’ll always remember it.


Sleep deprivation
hits hard on the next section and I feel like I’m barely conscious for parts.
Charles, maybe aware that I’m brooding about my lean, checks that I am eating
and drinking enough (I’m probably not) and he gives me an electrolyte chew and
some sweets. I manage to walk right through Rasta Ralph’s yard at Greenriggs,
noticing the chickens and the random bits of vehicle and the barbecue, but not
really realising I’m passing through another iconic Spine location. I’ve been
warning Charles about Blenkinsopp Common and it’s only when Charles asks
whether we are on the common yet that I come to realise that not only have I
missed Ralph’s but we are already midway across the worst bog on the Pennine
Way. This is amazing news, only slightly tempered by the fact I still have
several more miles of icy, calf-deep bog water to wade through. Blenkinsopp
really tries Charles’s patience and his tragicomic musings about the purpose of
bogs return. I’m still feeling buoyed from sleepwalking the first half, and we
hit the sharp right turn onto the proper track sooner than I could have hoped.


It’s Charles’ turn
to struggle now. He stops for quite a long time to put his goggles on. Having
woken up and dealt with the common, I’m keen to push on and this stop slightly
frustrates me. We’re at low level, the wind is behind us, we don’t need goggles
here. But I try to keep myself in check and I hope I succeed. I offer him a
Werther’s Original as if I’m his grandfather. We see the lights of several
juggernauts passing by before we scurry over the A69 and onto the golf course.
After the golf course, we skid down what is undoubtedly the worst field on the
Pennine Way and Charles goes over badly into a lot of mud. But we’re nearly at
Walltown where I know there are open toilets at least and hopefully a safety
team and some snacks. I try to encourage Charles with this news, while warning
him about the stiff climb up to the visitor centre.


We’re met by a
safety team and, happily, a trail angel’s tent full of snacks. Charles, covered
in mud, snaffles a large chocolate Santa and goes and sits and thinks in the
toilet with the electric light timing out every so often. Meanwhile, I’m
outside arguing with a Safety Team man who is going on about my lean and
telling me if I don’t get a grip of it, it could be race-ending. This makes me
anxious and angry — we have over 60 miles still to go, how is this helping me?
My body is breaking down, what am I supposed to do? But I don’t have the energy
for a fight, so I quietly seethe and try to get as many snacks down as I can
before we quickly move on.


Thanks to the
Emperor Hadrian and a bit of local geology, the next part is historically
diverting but physically draining. This section hit me hard in the Summer
Challenger, so I deliberately came back to recce it in the autumn. I now know
how to break it down into parts so all of the ups and downs are psychologically
easier, but it’s dark and I’m falling asleep and the knowledge doesn’t deliver
as much benefit as I’d hoped. I know we’re slowing down and this adds to my
anxiety — it’s the darkest hours before dawn that get you. We cross a stile in
the fields before Cawfields Quarry and we take five minutes to sit and close
our eyes. We push on again, get all the way up to the trig point at Winshield
Crags, but we have to stop again. This time I suggest we lie down and set an
alarm, so we put all our clothes on and do just that, right on the wall. We
fall asleep immediately like errant Roman centurions and it’s glorious.
Fortunately, the Picts don’t attack and we wake up and walk down to the road at
Steel Rigg where yet another safety team is waiting. In fact, they’re wondering
where we’ve got to, as they expected us 15 minutes ago, but I explain we’ve
just had a sleep on the wall.


There are the first
glimmers of daylight as we pass Sycamore Gap and turn north towards Wark
Forest. I love this section, finally moving north again, now heading directly
for the finish. The regenerating scrubby forest feels full of life. We’re not
though, we’re dead on our feet, I’m falling asleep every few steps and Charles
is moving slowly too. We need the sanctuary of Horneystead Farm and I don’t
want to have to tell Charles how far away it still is. Finally we hit the road
and another lovely safety team. They are kind and encouraging about my lean,
they tell me I seem to be in good shape. This really lifts my spirits, and I
think they give Charles a boost too. We make better progress with the daylight
waking us, and we arrive at Horneystead. Helen, the original and very best
trail angel, is there waiting with broth and bread, with softness in her manner
and in the furnishings that we slump onto. We could easily stay but know we
can’t, so we uproot and head off, revived enough to make it the five miles left
to Bellingham.


We’re interviewed by
the Media Team along this stretch and I’m self-conscious about how incoherent I
must sound. Actually, watching it a few days after the race, they’ve worked
miracles and made me sound almost thoughtful. We trek up to Shitlington Crags
aware we are getting close to the checkpoint, but of course the last mile feels
like five more. We eventually arrive to find a host of friendly faces and the
sanctuary of CP5.






Checkpoint 5 interlude


We’re determined to
be efficient here. It’s 12.30pm, we need a sleep of course, but, if we’re
quick, we can be back out in daylight. We agree on one hour’s sleep.


Our checkpoint
routines diverge. Charles eats and then heads straight for the sleep which is
on inflatable mattresses inside a tent inside the hall. Sleep is lower down my
list, so I do all the prior tasks, eat some sausage casserole and then join him
in the tent for 40 minutes of sleep before our alarms rouse us.


Charles needs a
medic as his foot is pretty painful. After the race, it turns out he has a
hairline fracture in a bone at the top of his foot. He will have managed to
cope with this for over 100 miles. My problem is my lean, which by now is
giving me some serious backache and also ruining my balance. I spot a large
roll of something in a corner. It turns out it is tape of some sort, but it is
pretty much the shape of a foam roller. I ask to borrow it and I lie in the
middle of the checkpoint rolling back and forth on each vertebra. This
alleviates the problem for an hour.


Both patched, we get
a final, more thorough kit check this time, as the Spine team knows we’re at
our most tired and vulnerable and we’re heading high into the Cheviots for the
last leg.






Thurs 15th Jan, 2026 — Stage 6 pt 1, Bellingham to
Byrness — 42 miles to go


Charles and I leave
the checkpoint a little after #202 Victoria Morris and just behind #241 Magnus
and #216 Thomas, a Swede and a Norwegian. It’s still daylight and we’re trying
to make the most of it. They all seem, like me and Charles, calm and
understated. They’re just happily cracking on in good spirits, no fuss. Charles
and I make our way through the village, say hi to my brothers and sister-in-law
who happen to be sitting on a bench near Bellingham Co-op, and then head up the
hill. I like this climb, it has fabulous views back over the village and
surrounding countryside. But I also know we’re heading towards the part of the
route I’ve been most worried about around Padon Hill.


We catch Victoria at
the top of the hill where she is having to de-layer. We’ve all overheated a bit
on the steady climb, still benefiting from the calories consumed in the checkpoint.
We join forces for a bit. She is moving really well and gradually assumes the
lead with no complaints from me. Night is falling and the stars look amazing. I
ask Victoria how her astronomy is — I just have a feeling she’s going to know
stuff. And so it proves — she spends the next couple of miles talking us
through how to tell the time by the Plough. It’s not straightforward but her
logic holds together and she clearly reasons her way to the conclusion that it
must be around 6pm. It’s 6:12pm and I vow to remember this lesson forever.


We can’t hold onto
her speed though and she very politely comes up with a reason why she has to
leave us behind. I’m relieved as my lean is worse again and I’m finding keeping
my balance pretty challenging. We’re into the part that nearly broke me on the
Challenger North the previous summer. I’m sure it’s beautiful here, but it’s
dark and it’s really tough going underfoot. Despite being the depths of winter,
dead heather hangs over the narrow sunken path on both sides and makes it
impossible to see where you’re placing your feet. Throw in the darkness, some
ice and rocks, a lot of sleep deprivation and a lack of balance and I’m
stumbling, even hitting the deck, fairly regularly. This gets bad on the climb
up and down Padon Hill and then much worse on the steep climb up to Brownrigg
Head, with the mud slides, boulders and fallen trees adding to the fun. I fall
badly twice on this short stretch and struggle to get up. I’m absolutely raging
against the Pennine Way now, but having Charles there helps me to keep this in
check and I remind myself it’s not far to the top and the very easy forestry
paths to Byrness.


The top path here is
magical — the young, scrubby conifers shine white with the frost, the jet-black
sky is wide open and crystal clear and there is no wind. It is perfect. Once we
hit the main forestry path though, bigger trees hem us in, and there is nothing
but a straight, grey trail with dark forest on both sides. It’s easy going and
I persuade myself I can fall asleep and I’ll still be fine to keep walking.
Sadly my lean is making me veer to the left constantly, so even on a track as
simple as this, I keep jolting awake as I stumble sideways off the path. The
writing on the ground hallucinations are back — I can see clearly that it is
writing but I can’t quite read it to work out what it’s telling me. The voices
are back too and I keep turning round expecting to see an approaching torch.
There is no-one there.


We reach the bottom
at Blakehopeburnhaugh. It is so cold in the dip around Byrness and there’s the
endless last couple of miles to do before checkpoint 5.5. The GPX tries to send
us off a nice path down a boggy, overgrown mess by the river and the combined
power of our addled brains takes some time to work this out. We’re both
annoyed, but it’s not with each other, we’re good, and we correct the mistake
and make it past St Francis’s Church and along to the village hall.






Checkpoint 5.5 interlude and St Francis’s Church


It’s another
30-minute checkpoint and half of that seems to be taken up with the volunteers
reminding us of the time. I understand they’re used to dealing with very tired
people who just need to be told what to do, but it feels like we’re being
rushed. We do, however, get some amazing rice pudding with jam and that more
than makes up for it.


We head out back
down the path to the church. We decide we need a nap before climbing onto the
Cheviot tops. We message the Spine team to let them know we’re stopping, so
they know not to worry. There are two racers in here already, both fast asleep.
One (it’s Jonesy the hare!) is mumbling in his sleep and he sounds agitated.
The other unidentified male is just groaning. Nevertheless, Charles and I each
pick a pew, set an alarm for 30 minutes, lie down and we’re asleep. I wake up
cold after 20, and slowly fold myself back up into a standing position. In
silence, I put all but one of my layers on. For the record, this is a Brynje
vest, a Dart XT base layer, a Montane Protium midlayer, an OMM Rotor fleece and
a Phase Nano waterproof. On my head, a Brynje hat, three hoods from the
Protium, Rotor and Phase, plus a fleece neck gaiter and two pairs of gloves.
Armour on, we head out into the freezing cold for the final push.






Fri 16th Jan, 2026 — Stage 6 pt 2, Byrness to Kirk
Yetholm — 26 miles to go


It’s midnight,
breathtakingly cold, and we have a very steep climb out of Byrness ahead of us.
Charles has been consistently faster on the steepest parts and, although I’m in
front because I know the way, I can feel him right behind me. I have to stop a
couple of times because I’m finding it such hard work, and I’m also trying not
to sweat too much with all the clothes I have on, because I know, once we get
to the top, I’m going to cool down quickly. It’s a proper scramble in parts and
my legs don’t have the strength left to lift me up the biggest steps without
help from my arms. But we hit the top, and it’s another perfect moment —
freezing cold, still wind, incredible stars, hard frost on the ground. It’s
only 25 miles to go now and, if it stays like this, it’s going to be glorious.
This final stretch also breaks down into three parts — nine miles to Hut 1,
nine miles to Hut 2, seven miles to the finish. It sounds so easy after all
we’ve been through.


I think we’re both
feeling how special this moment is and we’re increasingly aware that our
re-entry into the real world is getting closer. This is both exciting and a
slight cause for anticipatory regret. We take photographs of each other in
pitch darkness by a finger post on the Cheviot plateau to capture the moment.
Of course, the Pennine Way doesn’t let us get emotional for long — the hard
frost starts to give way in places and I’m suddenly knee-deep in icy bog-water.
We twist and turn around Chew Green and the winding route over the hills
disorientates us to the point where Charles wonders whether we could just have
walked straight past Hut 1 without noticing. I’m sure this cannot be the case,
but I’m also wondering where the hell the hut is, so we both stop and get out
other devices to triple-check where we are. We’re still that last long mile
short, so we push on. By this stage, my left pole is more of a prop, pushing me
back upright with every step, in a vain but valiant attempt to counter my lean.
Finally, coloured lights appear in the distance and we make it to the refuge.


Inside, the two
volunteers are onto their nighttime chill-out playlist and it makes for a
special atmosphere. They know exactly how to treat two people 250 miles into
the race. We knew to expect nothing at Hut 1, but amazingly they have enough
water up there and offer us hot chocolate with marshmallows. It is possibly the
finest hot drink I have ever had. I tell them about my lean and they encourage
me to lie flat on the bench which means I’m taking up 75% of the available
sitting space. They wave that off and say they’re happy to stand, while Charles
gets the other 25% and promptly falls asleep for 10 minutes. #207 Matt Neale
joins us in the hut, we have a brief chat and then he’s off again, with all the
experienced efficiency gained from his seven finishes. This gets us up though
and we follow a few minutes behind.


The path gets better
after Hut 1, although the slabs up here are a lottery. Every third or fourth
one is an ice trap, so we’re jumping side to side on and off the path. I
congratulate myself for becoming an expert in identifying which ones to avoid,
and then of course hubris bites back and sends me sprawling onto one of my
poles which bends severely but does not break. A metaphor at this late stage,
huh?


Windy Gyle is just
breezy and the first light of our last day begins to break. We catch a racer
and can’t work out who it can be. We’ve been more the hunted than the hunters
over the last day or so. It turns out it is the back marker in the Challenger
North. He is way over the time limit and this is partly because he stopped to
help a fellow racer in distress for which he has received a time credit. He’s
absolutely determined to finish and we wish him well as we overtake and head up
to the left turn just before Auchope Cairn. I can remember dot-watching this
part in the past, continually refreshing as people inched their way up to the
highest point in the Cheviots. I wonder if people are doing that with us. It
always feels like the elbow here is the final turn for home and so it does for
us, as a beautiful, pale sunrise floods the remaining hills ahead.


Hut 2 is just about
visible now. We push on down the steep descent, across patches of frozen snow.
I take a big fall and land heavily on my right thigh. It winds me and I
reproach myself with the thought I could do something stupid to end my race so
close to the finish. It’s happened to others, I know, so I urge myself to be
more careful. We get to Hut 2. They don’t have hot chocolate, but they do have
tea and they do have marshmallows. Charles goes for it, but, even at this late
stage, I have standards.


We check the tracker
and realise that Jonesy the hare is about to catch us again after his troubled
sleep in the church. He doesn’t even pop his head in to say hi, and then does
1:37 from here to the end to finish 22nd. He’s almost an hour and a half
quicker than Sebastian Raichon, the race winner, on this section. Well,
sometimes the hare has to win, I suppose.


Charles and I set
off for the last time, make short work of the Schil, and head down off the
hills for the final few miles. We’re quiet now, both thinking about the end. We
discuss the Spine tradition of kissing the wall of the Border Hotel. I’m not
sure, but Charles persuades me I should just do it. We gradually divest
ourselves of a couple of layers, partly because it’s getting warmer, and partly
so we look a little bit less dishevelled when we finally re-enter civilisation.
We run the downhills, surprising ourselves with some speed at this late stage.
We pass the Tunnocks trailer, climb up the rudely steep road just before the
village and then run down the other side, under the inflatable arches, to the
finish, inseparable to the second.






Epilogue


I’m aware of a crowd
of people at the finish, but the only person I can see is Melanie and we
embrace tightly. “Never again”, she sobs into my neck, but I know these are
happy words that are full of love and relief. I sense that I have lost Charles,
so I continue over to the wall, a medal is placed round my neck and I pull him
into a big hug before staggering left for the final time with my lean. It is
done. We can stop.


124 hours, 19
minutes and 52 seconds. 604,000 steps. 45,716 ft of ascent. 5hrs 45 mins sleep,
10 minutes of which were lying on Hadrian’s Wall. 153 starters, 88 finishers,
I’m 23rd equal with Charles who I have been with for 235 miles. In the days
following the race, I miss him.


Most of my immediate
family is at the finish, and those that aren’t are at the cottage we’ve rented
for a week’s recovery. It feels like a collective family celebration and that
makes it even more special. Jez is also at the finish. He deserves a medal too.
In the days afterwards, I feel content and calm, albeit a bit nauseous and my
feet are numb. I re-run the whole route every night in my fever dreams.


Some people report a
sense of loss having completed a big race such as the Spine. Fortunately, I
have not felt this. I think this might be because, for me, the project has
turned into three years of far-reaching change and that is in no sense over. It
has involved the development of new friendships that will endure long after the
event. It has changed my approach to my own physical and mental health for the
rest of my life. It has altered forever my relationship with the landscape of
northern England and the wildlife found within it. It has fundamentally
improved my very closest relationships in ways that I know we will, together,
continue to nurture and protect.


So I don’t feel like
I completed the Spine, because what the Spine has come to mean to me and my
life cannot be completed. My Spine Race has turned into a continuous purpose by
which I can lead my life, a commitment to the values of the fabulous Spine
community, to the natural world that supports and surrounds the Pennine Way,
and to the love and support of my friends and family. This did not end on
Friday January 16th, 2026. It will continue as long as my life continues and it
is a commitment to generations beyond that too. They must have curlews and
Spine races too.


“Who I can be and
what I can do is not generated solely by me” notes Martin Hägglund in his
excellent book This Life. What an understatement that is. I hope, as you’ve
read this, you have been introduced to at least some of the hundreds of people
who helped me simply to make it from Edale to Kirk Yetholm. As a consequence, I
feel in huge debt at this moment in time, but also resolute that I will repay
that debt, to everyone, and in full, however long that may take.


 




image001.jpg
The Spine

o |

124 hours on the
Pennine Way in winter

David Padmore





