Joss Naylor Challenge 16th May 2009


Being a 1959er, Pennine Fellrunner, Bob Graham 42 supporter and member, the next challenge to naturally undertake on them Lakeland Fells when you are old enough, is the Joss Naylor Challenge, set up by Joss around 1990 for V50s and above, with a view to raising a bit of money for a worthwhile cause.  A small gesture to ask from those of us fortunate enough to still be able to run on a regular basis after years of  pleasure abusing our bodies on the  hills!  The dearth of Pennine members on the list of successful candidates was another motivational factor.

Companionship on the hills is always to be cherished, and so Geoff Briggs and I , only a month apart in age, decided to give it a serious go, starting  our “proper” JNC training in February,  with a joint 50th   birthday rock and roll party at the Royal in Hayfield ! 

For those of you not familiar with the actual route, here it is, basically an east to west traverse of  the northernish Lakeland fells, covering 48 miles ,30 summits with around 17000 feet of ascent (and descent – funny how that bit’s always left out).

 The route starts in Pooley Bridge, Ullswater and finishes at Greendale Bridge, Wasdale, next to Joss’s home.  Each age group has a specific time limit varying between 12 and 24 hours with different times for men and women.  There is no emphasis on record times and pacers are mandatory for safety and JBDS prevention (read on)!

Being mere lads, just turned 50, we only got 12 hours. Older versions get longer! People tell me life gets harder when you get older!


The training went well after the first long runs out in the deep snows of February. The enthusiasm for long days out on the fells was renewed with the onset of lighter nights and the chance to get out and renew our acquaintances with the fells more regularly.  Good weather in April gave us the chance for several good recces before the big day…I even did some races over Easter to prove that I could run as fast as others who had already completed the JNC in under 12 hours (for a couple of hours at least any way).

I had rested for about 10 days with just a short run in the week prior to the event to keep me from being sectioned.  Not my normal “race” preparation, but I was following advice from several learned Pennine individuals who knew better!  You know who you are!

So Saturday 16th May dawned.  Janet (my good lady) and I had engineered a child- free weekend courtesy of relatives.  The support team had assembled at the Winskill

Household the night before in Stainton, just up the road from Pooley Bridge.  Janet and I arrived in our campervan via North Yorkshire to find everyone enjoying a pint at the pub next door, so we joined them.  The weather forecast was not too bad (or good for that matter) with low pressure giving rise to intervals of clear and showery weather accompanied by strongish easterly winds.

The sky at 7am at Pooley bridge was clearer than we expected it to be as we set off on the first leg to  Kirkstone , about 16 miles and 4000 feet,  to be completed in around 3 hours or 2.40, depending on which schedule you chose to believe.  Accompanied by Darrens Dunn and Holloway plus Marvin (nee Andy Butler), our legs felt bouncy and the first summit of Arthur’s Pike was reached in well under the scheduled time.  So good were we feeling, Marvin felt it necessary to leave us early to bounce along at a more leisurely pace and join us later.  Most of the next few summits were reached in good time, the Darrens keeping us well informed of our progress throughout the journey.

Ascending High Street the cloud came in, but our navigation and previous recces paid off as we ticked off the summits in good time to reach the big boulder on St. Raven’s Edge that marked the start of the final descent of the leg down to the Kirkstone.  I  glimpsed my van as we descended out of the mist and into the car park in a time of 2h 38 m.  Too quick for the support team though, the kettle wasn’t boiling!  Thanks Darren and Darren, good entertainment for you, I hope you enjoyed yourselves and a big thank you to both .
After a brew, some semolina, hellos and goodbyes, we set off again into the clag up the path that ascended Red Screes. We had been joined by Toby Cushion, John Margarine Doyle and Mark Smith.  The climb was the steepest so far and the running enjoyed earlier  was replaced with a sense that this leg wasn’t going to be quite as fast as the first. Not wrong.  After Red Screes the legs did start to feel a wee bit like they had done a bit, but the long descent into Scandale induced a few opiates into the system to dispel such myths.  After doing the BG a bit back (1993) I was expecting a roller coaster of a half -day, where the power of the mind over the body would play its part.  The climb up towards Hart Crag in the mist and rain felt like it went on for ages.. The schedule gave us 45 mins, we did it in around 40, so despite not feeling quite as good, stumbling, trying to eat chocolate covered cereal bars and failing,  we were still well up on time.  Fairfield next, (although we could have been anywhere, the weather was so poor) followed by the long descent into a col, where a glimpse of a valley below with awaiting vans and cups of tea spurred us onto climb Seat Sandal in 3 mins under the scheduled time.  Steep at first, the climb  relents, follows a wall, and gives rise to the summit plateau.  Careful navigation by Geoff here brought us perfectly onto the trod that led steeply down to Dunmail Raise and the second and final road crossing.  No more brews till Wasdale!  Steeply down at the end, with 25 mins in hand on the schedule, we were met by Monica Shone, who administers the JNC, plus of course, the Pennine support team. Mark Smith had done most of his bit for the day and retired to find his way to Wasdale with Janet following him in our van (or was it the other way around)?

More tea and food was taken on board, Geoff had time for a bit of massage from Helen, so, disappointed that I wasn’t getting any of this sort of attention, I set off up the long climb up Steel Fell to start leg 3, 25 minutes ahead of schedule.  In the BG folks get around 30 minutes for this, not so in the JNC. Just 20!  Being 50% faster than the BG time and almost 50% older than when I did the BG, I felt this was distinctly ageist!   We made it in 22, pretty decent on reflection.  Margarine and a very bouncy Toby continued with us, Andy Green replacing Mark..  

The next part of the route is arguably the least entertaining.  After some decent running from the top of Steel Fell, the long slog up to High Raise goes on relentlessly at a fast walking pace to the summit.  We had lost 13 minutes on this leg, but I at least, was unaware at the time.  The fact that we were still around 13 min up on the schedule at High Raise was enough to keep us from being concerned as yet. 

 The food and drink situation had sorted itself out.  I was consuming a few mouthfuls of liquid on a regular basis, expertly administered by Andy, plus jelly babies.  Trying to eat anything more substantial took forever, so I didn’t bother. Cramping legs came and went, thankfully. The “noon” drink from John probably did the trick.  On to Rossett, our pace slowed in direct proportion to the gathering gloom over the next objective, Bowfell.  Heavier rain followed by a hailstorm made the steep ascent of Bowfell thoroughly miserable and painful at times.  Knowing the schedule only allowed 25 mins I was beginning to become concerned that things would be tighter than I would like them to be later if the current weather continued in the same vane. Progress over this section in the wet is always much slower because the sticky up rock becomes very slippy.  It was.  We consistently lost time over Bowfell and  Esk Pike and by Great End were 8 minutes behind schedule.

Before contemplating the JNC, one does not descend Great End , you just carry on to Scafell Pike!  However, recceing reveals a tricky 50 metres of boulder hopping from the second summit on a bearing of 10 degrees to the top of some broken gullies, which are followed onto a broad shoulder that eventually leads to the main path from Esk Hause down to Sty Head. It was 3.17pm, less than 4 hours to go, with a mile or two and a few big hills still to climb.  Aware that I had stolen a bit of a lead on Geoff, but very mindful that time was tight, I did not stop and carried on up Gable.

Great Gable was just a hologram on the BG all those years ago, when the legs seemed detached from the body, but it felt much more real this time around. Our schedule allowed us just 20 mins to ascend  from Sty Head.  It took 31 and I was now 18 mins behind schedule, leaving just 7 minutes in hand on the total 12 hour time.  It was  obvious that I would not be successful if I kept on losing time.  The change of support personnel at Styhead had Dave Bowen and Rich T with me, together with Toby, who was in serious BG training and was doing three of the four legs.  Margarine Doyle was worried about me contracting JBDS, Jelly Baby Deficiency Syndrome, as he had failed to pass on my packet to Dave or Rich T.  However, his concern was unfounded as both Richard and Dave had piles of them in their packs and constantly fed them to me at increasingly regular intervals. But, where was Geoff?

Looking back I could not see him or Dave Harvey and Andy Green who were pacing him.  I was very surprised that he hadn’t been able to keep up and felt pangs of guilt for a while climbing up to Kirk Fell after the scree descent from Gable.  The realisation that I probably wasn’t going to be successful this time around was beginning to grow, as I remembered being able to run parts of the ascent to Kirk Fell with a sack on, when recceing , but  was now just walking and feeling tired without much bounce left in the legs at all.  The motivation was waning with negative thoughts creeping in, but Richard and Dave were very positive and encouraged me to keep going as there was still just enough time (11 minutes) in hand to sneak inside the 12 hour time limit.

Kirk Fell’s grassy summit eventually came with an improvement in visibility and weather in general with a blustery Easterly wind pushing us in the right direction.

Dave B informed me that I hadn’t lost any more time. The grassy run down from the summit of Kirk Fell to  Joss’s descent  gully felt better, with the legs recovering a little for the long pull up to Pillar, which kept going relentlessly.  However, I could now see Geoff, Dave and Andy in the distance, about 5 or 10 minutes behind.  It was going to be tight for me, but what about Geoff?

Pillar was reached with relief on my part.  It had felt like a long time since Kirk Fell, our last summit. The scheduled split on this was 40 minutes, but I had taken 47.  Even tighter! Despite the bad news, my mood and general demeanour were starting to lift, due perhaps to the realisation that the whole thing would soon be over, together with  the thought of  devouring a meal and drinking beer in good company.   A stumble descending Pillar towards the col before the ascent of Scoat made me feel very mortal.  I had just managed to stay on my feet and narrowly avoided bashing my head on some rocks. The experience couldn’t have done any harm however, as I was informed that I had gained 5 or 6 minutes at Scoat.  After that I quickly calculated that I could now afford to lose no more than about 10  minutes on the rest of the schedule,

But I was now beginning to feel more confident as I knew the going was much grassier and smoother from here. The rocky section was, to all intents and purposes, over.  

The sojourn to Steeple and back was  accomplished in  5 minutes, 5 minutes less than the scheduled time. I now had 15 minutes in hand and realised  my chances were much better than they had been  half an hour ago.  The run down the grassy descent from Steeple towards the col before the climb up to Haycock was delightful, I was actually striding out and running at what felt like a decent pace. The fairly short climb to Haycock finished with the news that I had knocked 2 more minutes off the schedule. With 17 minutes in hand, Richard took us down a delightful grassy descent from Haycock into the Pots of Ashness, ignoring my calls for the gully descent due south from the summit.   The sun actually shone for a short time and I was running on springy grass towards the penultimate climb of Seatallan. Endorphins again!  It was  much drier than in all the previous recces at this point as the climb up Seatallan began and I passed a 15 hour schedule contender.  They were home and dry, they had over an hour to spare.  Not so for me!  The climb did not end as quickly as I was expecting it to.  The running legs were back, but the renewed spring in my step was dampened by the steep climb.  However, Seatallan, being a convex slope, relented, its flat summit revealing the fact that I had a princely sum of 42 minutes to get to touch Greendale Bridge and finish. I looked back to see Geoff and entourage crossing Pots of Ashness. I calculated that he might just still do it.    The scheduled time was 35 minutes, but I knew that it allowed 20 minutes for the last descent from Middlefell.  In recces, the descent had taken us around 13 or 14, so I was feeling fairly confident of success.  If I could reach Middlefell with 20 minutes left I would do it ! 

The descent from Seatallan is a reverse of the climb, in terms of profile at least, so it steepens up before reaching the valley.  Just what the long suffering quads need at this stage!   However, Richard was masterful in avoiding all rocky bits and guided us smoothly onto the short flat bit before starting to ascend Middle fell on the pleasantly grassy and steady climb.  Near the top I suddenly felt alone, but didn’t look back to find out why, there wasn’t time. Then, approaching the summit, up popped  Mark Smith via Wasdale, informing me that one of Joss’s “men” would take us down Middlefell on the optimum line and that he could get us down in about 12 or 13 minutes.  The time was 6.37pm, 23 minutes left.  Surely, barring catastrophes, I was home and dry. I followed yerman down through the grassy and contouring descent lines. Although longer than I remembered it last time, the descent was delightful.  All I focussed on was the ground a few yards in front of me until I could see the finish and the assembled supporters. Relaxing a little I stumbled about 200 yards before the end, but got up immediately, lambasted myself for such a lack of finesse,  smiled and ran on to finish 11 hours and 52 minutes after leaving Pooley Bridge.  There was Joss waiting on Greendale Bridge to shake my hand and say “howdo”!  Hugs all round and a tremendous feeling of relief !  A similar feeling to completing the Bob Graham sixteen years earlier with quite a few of the same fantastic individuals after a similar epic day out, who share the love of moving in the hills, something that words alone cannot easily articulate!  Treasured memories and feelings we share that cannot be taken away. 

The next few minutes passed with trepidation as I waited for any sign of Geoff.  My hopes rose as we spied runners approaching very close to the deadline, but, alas it was the team I had overtaken on the 15 hour schedule.  Just a few minutes after that, three or four, that’s all, Geoff came in looking remarkably spritely, but unfortunately just over the allowed time.  Despite what must have been a huge disappointment, Geoff handled the situation with his usual positivity, declaring that it had been a great day out.  It certainly had and continued to be with a good jolly in Nether Wasdale!

Geoff will be supported next time, should he choose to repeat his attempt . I am sure the bug will begin to gnaw before too long.

 Ian Warhurst
