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It’s one thing running 100 miles 
over five days. But what about 100 
miles over five days at altitude in the 
Himalayas? We sent a 45-year-old 
runner, mother and writer to find 
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But like Richard Gere, playing Mayo, the wannabe aviation 
officer, in the 1982 film An Officer and a Gentlemen, I need 
some help — my very own Sgt Foley to get me to shape up. So, 
as I sit down on the side of the road by the blackened trees, on 
the verge of hysteria, sobbing and spluttering: “You don’t get 
it, you don’t know how I feel. The altitude’s affected me really 
badly…” Chris, my partner of less than a year, the recipient 
of this speech, taps into basic human psychology, the type 
you use for kids having a tantrum, or a competitive, stubborn 
45-year-old women. “Okay then I’ll drop you off at the next 
checkpoint, and I’ll carry on,” he says. And that’s the switch I 
need. “No sir… I ain’t quitting,” I respond, Richard Gere-style 
(well, words to that effect), and on we go.

With hindsight having Chris here may have allowed me 
to have this mountain meltdown, but a meltdown of some 
variation was sure to manifest itself on this trip. And I was 
up for a bit of Zen and a splash of self-discovery — what’s the 
point in travelling all that way and not digging deep?  

100
I

’m at just below 12,000ft on day three, less than 10 
miles into the Mount everest Challenge Marathon. 
I’m concentrating hard as I put one foot in front of the 
other, and I’m giving myself a good talking to. Faced 
with another broken path, a hill with no end in sight, I 

stare downwards at the remains of the ancient trail winding 
through the remote Sandakphu National Park, and the sharp 
grey flint stares back, mocking me. I try to master the route 
and I try to be nimble on my feet, but I stumble. I’m on top of 
the world, but I’m hunched over, forlorn with tears in my eyes, 
and I say out loud, “I can’t do this!”

My last two marathons were run in 3.09 (September 2012) 
and 3.11 (April 2013) and since giving up smoking at the end 
of 2001, I’ve taken part in 16 marathons, as well as countless 
other races and events. I’ve been through two divorces, 
bereavement, I’ve moved house 10 times and renovated Grand 
Design-style old buildings, I’ve started and closed a business 
— I will not quit. 
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Total number who ran 100 miles: 
31

Distances covered
Day one: 24 miles, climbing 5,500ft
Day two: 20 miles
Day three: Marathon (26-28 miles)
Day four: 13 miles
Day five: 17 miles

Fiona and Chris trained at the 
Altitude Centre in London’s Bank 
in preparation for the event. 
altitudecentre.com

More info
darjeeling-tourism.com
darjeeling.gov.in

I’m from a family of Irish Catholics, and so fasting, 
climbing mountains and going on pilgrimages are all familiar 
concepts. I get it. Stripping back to basics is one of the 
fundamentals for a good voyage and spiritual enlightenment. 
Facing fears, exposing prejudices and newness all contribute, 
and challenge, the fundamentals: breathing, eating, keeping 
warm — ‘finding yourself’ is almost inevitable.

And it begins
Arriving at Delhi at 1am in the morning was a crude start to 
the voyage. I registered a slightly claustrophobic feeling as we 
emerged into the terminal. Faced with flouro lights, brightly-
coloured crowds, people everywhere, I felt as if I’d been flung 
into the unfamiliar from a Dr Who-style time machine, and 
the open-minded liberal in me was ashamed to notice I’d put 
my sheltered senses on red alert. I was struggling to breathe 
through the thick, yellow, putrid and polluted air filling my 
windpipe, a strange premonition of what was to come in the 
oxygen-deprived mountains.

The trip to the mountains began the next day with a further 
assault on the senses, which should have been followed by 
sedation not a 100-mile run. As we drove to the airport, a 
dead person lay on the road, covered in a piece of paper, a 
casualty of the wacky races rush hour on the jam-packed, 
noisy roads of Delhi. Monkeys, cows, and goats mingled with 
men dressed in turbans and Nike trainers, or bare-footed in 
ancient cloth, and children chased each other on scrap metal 
playgrounds. Driving through Bagdogra, my eyes flickered 
super-quick, and my mind tried to compute and process 
the sights before me: street-side barbers, buffalo, welders, 
families on the backs of bikes... 

Approaching the smaller villages in the himalayas, 
the bemused looking faces staring up at this coach-full of 
compression-clad Westerners changed from Indian to appear 
more Nepalese. And soon there were less people, and more 
green spaces and we arrived at the Mirik Lake Resort, in the 
Darjeeling region, famous for its lake and tea. 

It’s the start of the race and I’m in the village of 
Manyebhanyjang, at 6,600ft.

Essentials

The race
Mr C S Pandey (race director). E: at 
cspandey@vsnl.com or hrtindia91@
gmail.com himalayan.com 
Hotel Sherpa, run by Tenzing 
Chombay Sherpa, Rimbik. No 
contact details.
wikimapia.org/2202673/Sherpa-
Tenzing-Lodge

The stats
First Man: Martin Cox, 15.07, Marit 
Holm, 17.56
Average time: 24 hours (Fiona ran 
24.24 and came 15th overall, 4th 
woman)
Average age: 44
Total number of entrants: 43

This is the 22nd running of the event, so not unfamiliar, 
but the villagers still stare, and we stare back.

It’s not long before I’m alone. On a trail in Sussex my 
imagination might wander, about who’s behind bushes, or 
what ifs, but here it feels like my body’s gradually slowing 
down. The higher I climb on the impossible, truculent, 
cobblestone road, built and last tended to in 1948, the worse 
I feel. My head thickens, I vomit, and dry wretch. I sit by the 
side of the road and cry frustrated tears. 

Clouds and coldness descend, choking the already thin air, 
and the closer I get to the 11,815ft destination of Sandakphu, 
the harder it gets. I whimper like a lost child, manage 
a celebratory raise of arms and finish day one in seven 
hours and seven minutes. Back at the hut I burst into tears 
(publically), then submerge myself in layers of clothing to 
avoid what feels like the beginning of hypothermia. I shiver 
and struggle to eat real food.

After a good night’s sleep and with the dreaded day one 
done, day two shows me that tomorrow really is another day. 
Today the 20 miles out and back aloft the top of the world, 
feels relatively easy. After a slow start, I have a strong second 
half overtaking six runners and finishing in four hours and 33 
minutes (the fastest, Martin, ran it in three hours 15 minutes 
and the slower group were hitting six hours). At 12,000ft, I 
ran alongside Kenneth, 56, from Sweden, a 38-minute 10k 
runner, who’s also completed a 1.24 half and a 3.07 marathon. 
“I’ve just got no power,” he pants. 

The powers that be
Altitude is the power zapper. It means our hands and faces 
are bloated. The blue sandwich bags carrying my chocolate 
powder recovery drink have ballooned, ‘that’s just like our 
stomachs’ someone remarks when I display this phenomena 
to the group at dinner, which explains not being able to eat. 
Altitude is the hot topic in the freezing cold hut, our base 
after stage one and two, where we gather at night, to stand, 
shiver, and try to eat from steaming bowls of soup and curry. 

That night, a storm we were told had already hit West 
Bengal, in the form of a cyclone, rages outside our wooden 
hut. I lie awake all night, listening to the orchestra of wind, 
and rain and what sounds like a consumption-derived 
coughing from the two lead runners, who’ve pushed 
themselves hard. I ponder the other power, the power of 
the mountains outside my window, the world’s four tallest 
peaks — everest, Kanchenjunga, Lhotse and Makula. We’d 
been told the locals didn’t fear god, they feared nature — they 
worshipped the mountain.

So what is it that made this motley middle-aged crew of 
international runners take them on? What unites all of us? 
A combination of humour, determination, and a sense of 
adventure — on the surface ordinary folk, but dig deeper and 
there’s more.

Americans Larry Grossman, 57, and Anne McMahon, 
54, between them have run 235 marathons; Larry 210, 
Anne, 25. Rex Whittle, 73, a Brit who lives in hong Kong, 
has taken part in the event seven times. Then there are the 
affectionately nicknamed ‘chuckle brothers’, northerners 
Neil Capstik, 49, a bid writer, and Paul Steel, 52, a pensions 
man — family men and friends who shared the week running 
together but each had an individual week either side of the 
trip on their own, trekking or fishing. A group of bankers — 
led by the unassuming and quiet Jose Luis Alciturri, 64, 
the executive vice president of human resources at Banco 
Santander — show how a trailblazing leader can help lift 
corporate spirits, even in recession-ravaged Spain.

The majority of us ‘average’ runners, are really far from 
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