
The Spirit of Comrades!                                                              4th June 2017 

It had all begun with a casual conversation in Pitshanger Park in 2014, and in a way I should really 

have run the Comrades Marathon last year.  But things take time to be sorted out, and so it became 

a 2017 project. 

For anyone unfamiliar with this race, it takes place in South Africa between Durban and 

Pietermaritzberg.  The distance varies slightly, but basically it’s a double-marathon plus three or four 

kilometres.  The other twist is that the direction of the run alternates each year, and this year was an 

“up run” starting at Durban, which is on the coast.  

Unlike most (all?) ultramarathons in the UK, this one is super-big.  There are 20,000 entrants, mostly 

from the home country.  And when we were lined up in the darkness waiting for the 0530 start, they 

were getting pretty excited. 

You have to qualify for the race, and I was placed in the second of the eight start pens.  While 

waiting around I met Timothy from Headington Road Runners and Will from West 4.  I don’t think 

any of us were terribly confident, but once we had heard the SA National Anthem and then Chariots 

of Fire, we were ready for the cock crowing and then the cannon signalling that we were off!  

Meanwhile, my buddies Al and Nick were chatting near the back.  In fact they were chatting so 

intently that they suddenly discovered that everyone had moved forward in anticipation of the start, 

leaving them absolutely last in the pack!   I was over the line in 30 seconds, they took another 8 

minutes. 

I should also add that this race has a series of cut-off 

points, culminating with the finish line closing at 12 

hours precisely.   No negotiation, no allowing for start 

line delay… 

Although I was very clear that this was something I had 

never done before, I also had a very fixed objective of 

beating 9 hours.  It sounds like a bit of an arbitrary 

target, but another feature of the Comrades Marathon 

is that the type of finisher medal you receive relates to 

your finish time, and 9 hours is a point where the medal 

type changes. 

After about 5 minutes, I caught up with Isobel from 

West 4.  We spoke for a minute or so before I let her go.   

The right move, because in the end she beat me by two 

hours… 

And then a bloke ran up alongside, advising me to take 

it carefully on the hills, because “I can see you’re 

injured”.  Although I have been struggling with a slightly 

dodgy left leg for a few weeks, I thought I was finally running ‘straight’ again, but obviously not! 

The first half of the course is generally uphill.  Not much is super-steep, but there are certainly a few 

places where you look ahead and your heart sinks.  Of course, at this stage none of it is particularly 

difficult, and the sun has hardly made an appearance.   



After a short while, the 8h 30m pace group (or “bus”, as it’s known) passed me, but I wasn’t even 

tempted to raise my speed.  All the advice you ever hear implores you to take it carefully to begin 

with, and I was obviously hanging in there just ahead of a 9 hour schedule. 

We went up Cowies Hill, which took a while.  Some people were walking, but I felt ok to run 

carefully.  Then another huge sweeping curve of gradient which brought me down to power-walking.  

I couldn’t bring myself to just walk normally, but I bet there were a few people already thinking 

“we’ll see him later”. 

The next check point was at about 30km, and I was through just inside 3 hours.  Hanging on to the 

9-hour dream, just.  Almost without respite, we carried on going uphill for another hour. 

As the ‘marathon’ point passed, my time was about 4h 22m, and I assessed my halfway time to be 

4h 28m.  I didn’t feel too bad, and at least the second half had as much downhill as uphill. 

But then I started to feel a bit fragile, and little prickles of weakness ran through my body.  It was 

getting quite warm, and even when the climbing sections were less than half of the job, it seemed to 

be too difficult. 

At times like this, you need to find some mental strength, and you don’t need anything negative to 

happen.  Think positively, be strong, be resilient.  You can do this. 

Then I was caught by the 9-hour bus.   This would have been fine if we just had a few km to go, 

because I might’ve been able to raise my pace and stay with him.  But we had over 40km to go, 

nearly a marathon.   And it was getting hot, and I wasn’t feeling my best. 

I hung on in there for a while, and soaked up some of his inspirational talk.  When we were walking 

up the hills, he would turn around and address us.   This guy is walking backwards as we walk 

forwards, demanding that we show passion and commitment.  Those few minutes in his presence 

made me realise that pacing in something like Comrades is vastly more than just keeping an eye on 

your watch!    It’s a whole exercise in keeping a crowd of tired people motivated to continue even 

when the prospect is little more than progressively increasing fatigue and pain. 

It wasn’t long before he was disappearing up the 

road, along with my 9-hour ambitions.  I didn’t 

really mind, because I could tell that I had 

misjudged what was required, and really at this 

stage I had to be concerned with ‘managing’ my 

way to the finish without a spectacular collapse. 

I had, in effect, just started a hot & hilly marathon, 

when I was already (to say the least) somewhat 

‘softened up’.    

As you go through the race, they keep telling you 

the number of km to go.  None of this “you have 

done 20 miles”, it’s more like “only 53km to go”.   

Some of the signs also have inspirational messages on them.   After a while, I wished I could’ve 

stopped and scrawled messages of my own in reply.   



I was managing a reasonable amount of running, only taking short ‘tactical’ walks on odd occasions.  

I paused momentarily at Arthur’s Seat, saluting the pile of flowers left nearby, and hoping my 

gesture might give me luck.  Of course, you only really get good luck if you pick a flower and add it to 

the pile – everyone knows that. 

You get used to hearing music as you amble along the way, but I have to admit that seeing Elvis 

performing on the back of a flat-bed truck was something of a surprise.  He was quite good, but I’m 

afraid I didn’t hang around for long. 

I was, I’m afraid, becoming increasingly concerned about maintaining a reasonable rate of progress.  

The balance between running and walking needed to be managed.   If I wasn’t careful, walking 

through the feed stations could end up wasting a lot of time.  Be disciplined! 

For a while I had been able to run downhill and along the flat, with the hills being a mixture.   But I 

was creeping towards just running down, mixing it on the flat, and walking the hills.    I started to 

look ahead at an object (perhaps a distance-to-go sign, or maybe a spectator tent or a litter bin) and 

force myself to run there, on the promise of a walk after that. 

I was watching the pace of each km, hoping to keep them near to 7 minutes.   I was determined not 

to let all this fall away from me, but also painfully aware that there was a long way to go, and I was 

feeling pretty empty. 

Meanwhile the crowds were amazing.  Unbelievably, they all knew my name, and they all thought I 

looked really strong.  This was usually as I slumped past them, looking like I’d just been trampled by 

a herd of wildebeest.  

On the whole, when offered food in a race I would generally avoid eating anything that looked like it 

was home-cooked, or indeed anything unwrapped.   However, things were getting desperate, and so 

I was scoffing salted potatoes, sandwiches with quite bizarre-tasting contents, and frankly anything I 

thought would help me get to the end.   I might also add that I was always grabbing multiple sachets 

of water or Energade at each of the 45 drinks stations.   I never really figured out how to open the 

drinks neatly, but luckily got most of it down my throat. 

By the time we were at 20km to go, I was starting to get worried about whether I would beat 10 

hours.  Some of my kms had been comfortably outside 7 minutes, and so I was starting to assume 8 

minutes would be next.  Surely it wouldn’t take 3 hours for less than a half marathon?  I wasn’t sure. 

Mercifully we were now past the highest point of the course, but unfortunately not past the last big 

climb.  Even some of the easy descents were becoming too tough to run all the way.  I had never 

imagined that I would get into this kind of state, but I only had to look around to see that I wasn’t 

the only one. 

In fact, I rapidly realised that there were a whole load of people who were wobbling along in much 

the same random manner as I was.   Sort of made me feel better, in a strange way. 

Eventually we passed 10km to go.   All that was left was Polly Shortts, the last climb in the race.   

Even as late as the night before, I had believed that I would be able to run up it.   And why ever not?   

The final climb is clearly the point at which you unload all of the energy you have left. 



So I walked up the mile long slope, along with many many others.  We were actually talking quite a 

bit, mainly because there was nobody left with the energy to go any faster than just plain simple 

walking.  9km passed, and then the 8km sign, and then we got to the top.   Over the mat in 8h 45m.   

On a good day, 7.7km downhill wouldn’t take me 30 minutes.   Today, I was just hoping that I could 

do it in an hour. 

Most of us were mere shells of our former selves.  Earlier that day, we had been bouncing with 

enthusiasm.   But now, we were creeping along, obsessively searching for those signs telling us we’d 

clocked up another treasured kilometre.   I was desperately peering ahead for the 4km sign, and you 

can’t imagine my disappointment when I turned a corner and was confronted with the 5km sign.  I 

would say that the bottom fell out of my world – but unfortunately that had happened ages back, 

and was already disappearing over the horizon. 

Eventually the closing kms were ticked off as I run-

walked along, including some heartbreakingly short run-

sections, when I realised that even 100m of jogging was 

out of the question. 

However, somehow there was something left for the 

final stretch into the finish zone.   I ran almost normally 

around the final bends at the Scottsville Racecourse, and 

with a gasp of relief I was over the line with the clock 

showing 9h 35m.    

It was some way behind my target, and the second 

marathon had taken 5h 10m, but somehow I’d done it, 

and suddenly that was all that mattered.   I got my 

medal, moved away from the finish, and slumped to the 

ground. 

It had been an amazing day, despite the periods of dire 

grimness, and I can safely say that it’s an experience I’ll 

never forget.   It’s hard to say whether I’ll be back next 

year to do a “down run”, but I’d certainly like to be there 

to complete the package and get that “back to back” 

medal. 


