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Is it a fell race, a trail run, a test of navigation, or a night run? Tobias 
Mews discovers that the Lakes in a Day Ultra is all of these and more.

.

040 Lakes in a day.indd   41 26/02/2015   09:37



OUTDOOR FITNESS APRIL 201542

Being a flatlander who lives 
in London, I can’t pretend 
to call myself a fell runner.

CHALLENGE LAKES IN A DAY

I
F THE UNITED Kingdom were to 
have an Eden, it would be the Lake 
District. It’s a place that’s captured the 
imagination of poets and explorers, 
water-speed record holders and 
walkers. So when I heard of an event 
called Lakes in a Day, it took all but a 
nanosecond for myself and 200 others 

to say: ‘Where do I sign up?’ 
But in a landscape as magnificent and 

diverse as the Lake District, where on earth 
do you start to plan a new route?  There are 
Wainwright fell tops to bag, boulders and 
mountains to climb, hills to run up, scree 
slopes to slide down, rivers to wade, lakes to 
paddle and a hundred other ways to leave you 
huffing and puffing.  

Yet it’s the route of Lakes in a Day that 
really caught my attention, and that of 
everyone else.  Much against the orthodox 
tradition of a circular ‘round’ or a linear west 
to east route, the race director had chosen 
one that went from north to south.  In other 
words, a race that started at the top of the 
Lake District and finished at the bottom!     

To a novice ultra runner or long-distance 
walker, the idea of covering 50 miles on foot, 
navigating 4000m up hill and down dale, 
across some of the Lake District’s most 
punishing terrain before almost certainly 
finishing at night, map and compass glued to 
hand, could be a little daunting. But as the 
name of the race suggests, you’ve got an 
entire 24 hours to complete this. It’s more 
than achievable, even if you’re not a hardcore 
racing snake! 

Indeed, I reckon there are broadly two 
schools of thought to approaching an event 
like this. The first is the, ‘Why spend more 
time on your feet than necessary’ philosophy 
that sees those at the business end of the race 
gunning it from the start and hoping to 
complete well within any cut-offs. They’ve 
had a couple of pints, a hot bath and gone to 
bed before some of the field has even reached 
half way.  The second school prefer to follow 
the ‘bang for bucks’ approach by taking their 
time, enjoying the scenery, stopping to take a 
few photographs, smell the flowers and see 
the checkpoints as ‘breakfast, lunch and 
dinner’, and possibly even a place to kip for 
the night. 

Fortunately, the Lakes in a Day caters for 
both categories. As for those who fall in the 
middle - well, they get the best of all worlds! 

Being a flatlander who lives in London, I 
can’t pretend to call myself a fell runner.  
Indeed, I looked at some of my local 
competitors with envy, as they dance over the 
bogs, rocks and heather with the ease and 
grace of the proverbial gazelle, muttering 
between breaths what a great day out it was.  

But then, my strengths as a marathon 
runner come to the fore when we reach 
Ambleside, and I can open up my stride along 
the trails that will take us ultimately to 
Cartmel.

A background on Tarmac, however, is poor 
preparation for navigating the upland paths of 
the Lake District, and while I naively hoped I 
wouldn’t mistakenly descend from 
Blencathra on the wrong side of the 

treacherous Hall’s Fell, an officially 
recognised Grade 1 scramble, sure enough I 
did. And so did anyone following me, their 
curses following mine down the mountainside 
to the first obligatory checkpoint at 
Threlkeld.

It’s all too easy to follow the man in front, 
hoping that he won’t lead you astray (hoping 
even that he’s in the same event), but one of 
the key elements in the race is being able to 
use a map and compass. Ironically, the 
navigation on the higher fells seemed easier 
than during the trail running leg following 
the western shoreline of Lake Windermere 
from Ambleside to Cartmell.  Ridgelines and 
peaks provide excellent navigation guides, 
whereas tiny footpaths in the dark can be a 
bit trickier. 

However, if my map reading is a tad off 
piste, then I can at least draw a great deal of 

cheer and comfort at each of the three aid 
stations.  Lakes in a Day is a race with every 
excuse to eat and no one goes hungry, even 
those bringing up the rear.  At each station, 
we’re offered a feast of warm pizzas, bread 
rolls, flap-jacks, jelly beans, hot soup, tea, 
coffee and a plethora of other delicacies. I 
could happily linger a while!

As day turns to night and we make our way 
from the final checkpoint at Finsthwaite to 
the finish, I’m actually a little sad to think it’s 
almost over. I’d made new friends, gazed at 
jaw dropping views, challenged myself as I 
slogged up Clough Head (akin to climbing 
the Empire State Building several times), slid 
down Hall’s Fell, got lost and ultimately 
found my way. 

And it was with some of these old and new 
friends that I eventually cross the finish line, 
feeling an enormous sense of achievement 
some thirteen and half a hours after I left 
Caldbeck this morning.

As fellow competitor Zac Poulton puts it to 
me later, “The race gave us the chance to see 
every part of the Lakes, running across fells 
with no paths, splashing through bogs, great 
ridge walking, and a little bit of scrambling.”

Despite the daunting statistics of Lakes in a 
Day, it’s a race with something for everyone, 
regardless of your level of fitness or 
experience. Iconic fell running, tranquil trail 
running, navigation, night running, self-
supported but with aid stations. In short, or 
rather over 50 unforgettable miles, what 
Lakes in a Day offers is an exciting mash-up 
of adventure running. Or in the words of 
another competitor: “The very idea of 
stacking a 22-mile trail race on the back of an 
immense 30-mile fell race is highly original, 
if somewhat evil... I think this will become a 
classic event, and deservedly so.”

I couldn’t agree more!
n This year’s Lakes in a Day Ultra takes 
place on 10th October. Entries, which  
start at £60 are available online at, 
lakesinaday.co.uk
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LAKES  
IN A DAY 

ULTRA INFO

n Distance: 50 miles
n Ascent: 4000m
n 3 Feed stations

n You should regard the 
route as non waymarked 
and you should have 
mountain and map skills

n In 2014 the time taken 
to complete the race 
ranged from 10:37:21 to 
24:22:13

n Kit requirements 
– see website, but heed 
this: “This is a long run in 
wild terrain. If you are at 
the startline wearing 
T-shirt and shorts 
carrying nothing but a 
bum-bag, expect us to be 
asking a few questions.”
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