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CALDBECK TO CARTMEL – 80km (50 miles), 4000M ascent 

    ...a journey on foot from the very top of the Lake District at Caldbeck to the very bottom, at Cartmel, via 

the  stunning Helvellyn Ridge and the western shoreline of Lake Windermere. It might not be the easiest 

traverse but it will be the most spectacular! It will be a day never to be forgotten (Quote from organisers) 

In the days preceding the race I was a bit apprehensive. 

Combining long distances over many hills and the need 

for map and compass skills was going to be a new skill 

set. My training in navigation had involved a couple of 

hours point to point running in the Campsie hills the 

week before in sunny conditions. Somehow I felt it might 

be a bit tame to what was required and so it proved! 

During the weekend Elisabeth and I stayed in Keswick 

where we were staying at some friends’ cottage. It was 

great for the practicalities of the event. Once again 

Elisabeth supported me for what was to be a very long 

day (and night). The Saturday of race day saw us travel to 

Caldbeck, about a half hour’s drive away, for registration 

and the start. This took place at the ‘Oddfellows Arms’. I 

found myself thinking of how apt the pub’s name was. 

Being an inaugural race few of us really knew how long   

        What’s this, a map!                              we would take and didn’t have much to measure it 

against. Apparently a few people had done the route on a gloriously sunny day in March. 

 

After tagging and being issued with maps and GPS trackers (more of 

that later!) 8 am arrived and we were off on the road to Nether Row 

and then the first climb of the day up to High Pike. The morning was 

mild but overcast. Once on High Pike the mist descended and it was 

out with the compasses.  

 

We now had an ‘Open Route Choice’ to the summit of Blencathra 

which was 3 or 4 valleys away depending on what route you chose. 

Rather disconcertingly the large group disappeared into several 

splinters in different directions into the mist. On other occasions it 

could have been quite amusing to see the variety of navigational 

methods from the non-technical ‘I think it’s that way’ to the more 

obvious orienteering type taking bearings etc. Generally I hope I 

found myself in the middle band where I would just take very 

general headings such as due south and go with that until you hit a 

recognisable feature. It generally served well but my spatial 

awarenesss is not great.                                                                       Ready to go 

I threw my lot in with a few others. Midway to Blencathra is the river Caldew which we were told was in 

spate and not regarded safe to wade across. Organisers had built a temporary gantry type structure day 

before so although it was an open choice route you really had to cross river at this one point. In our 

group’s case we took an indirect route and after some indecisive moments did get us to the bridge. It was 

then a long climb up to Blencathra. From the summit we had been told we could choose either the official 
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Hall’s Fell ridge descent or another less steep ridge down towards the first checkpoint at Threlkeld. I 

chose the steep route on Hall’s Fell but with some others veered right off the ridge into a v steep valley. 

Eventually after a lot of scrambling on all fours did get down and into Threlkeld village hall (16km) for 

something to eat. Wasn’t feeling too bad. However I missed Elisabeth who had come from Keswick and 

waited nearly 2 hours. Not sure why except that I arrived in the village in a different way having lost the 

waymarkings. Each of the 3 checkpoints as you approached and left and the start/finish was waymarked 

for a bit but for most of time the route was unmarked.   

An annoying thing on leaving Threlkeld was my missing the mandatory checkpoint timer. I along with 

another fellow had to retrace steps which probably cost me 1.5km. These long races always have to factor 

in hassles and mistakes and you can’t afford to stress about it.  

Ascending then to White Pike and Clough Head 

this was followed by a rollercoaster of several 

other hills until the summit of Helvellyn and a 

dramatic ridge. Don’t remember too much of 

this. Sometimes I was on my own and other 

times were with small groups. Memorable was 

the drop down into magnificent Grisedale Tarn 

where I got the fastest running of the day. Map 

said this was followed by ‘Fairfield’ and found 

myself whimsically wondering if there would be 

something pleasant about it as the name 

sounded nice. However the contours said 

differently and so it proved. Up a staircase for 

half an hour to Rydal Head and Haft Crag! The 

views and sunlight at this point were stunning. 

Particularly appealing was the sight of Ambleside 

away in the distance and even the sea beyond 

Lake Windermere. In fact most of the hills of the 

Lake District seemed visible. We could see our 

final destination! However it would be many 

hours before realising this. At least the clouds 

had lifted and some glorious sunlight for the last 

hours of the daylight to lift the fatigue.   

I relished the view of the long ridge down to 

Ambleside as I knew that there would be some 

good downhill running and so it proved. 

Mentally I was aiming to get there before dark as 

wanted off the hills by then.  

‘Lakes in a Day’ really is a ‘tale of two races’. 

There was the hills and fell running to Ambleside 

which in my case was done in daylight. This was 

then followed by undulating terrain through 

woods and farmland down the west of Windermere and on to Cartmel. Much less climbing but 

navigationally much more challenging as it was in the dark and for the most part mist.  
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It was great at last to meet Elisabeth in Ambleside (43km) parish halls. She had been spent most of the 

day trying to follow me and we only met then rather briefly. It takes a lot of commitment and was so 

thankful for her help. She subsequently spent a fair bit of the night in a cold car knitting by headtorch 

waiting for me to arrive. 

At Ambleside I strongly felt the need to team up with someone and asked Jonathan. I’d descended with 

him into Ambleside and he agreed to proceed together. I thought that race or no race it is very important 

when you are fatigued and going off into woods that you have someone with you. At least then we can 

help each other in navigation and if something happens. My phone’s battery was very low and needed to 

switch off and use only in emergencies. Another good reason for a companion. 

So off we went. The initial waymarkings were fine 

and then we were on our own in the woods. 

Details of route down the west side of 

Windermere are hazy. We lost our way a number 

of times but the general rule of keeping a bearing 

till recognisable points on map held us in good 

stead. On one occasion we met 2 fellows going the 

other way to us. I said they were going the wrong 

way and after discussion decided they were right. 

Down near the lakeside itself some crude methods 

of navigation were used. Throwing a stone and 

being reassured from the plopping sound that 

Lake Windermere was indeed nearby to actually 

falling into said lake itself. The map would show 

that there was a path or bridleway to follow but 

there were often a variety of unmarked choices. 

The woods when misty was very disorientating.  

Progress was very slow and Jonathan had 

developed nasty blisters in both feet. After what 

seemed an age we started to approach 

Finsthwaite. Jonathan was starting to reckon that 

taking a direct road into village would be sensible 

rather than the much longer and strenuous route 

through woods up a hill. I quietly thought to 

myself that we would be dishonouring the ethos 

by deliberately going off route but was reluctant 

to tell a guy in pain hobbling on both feet. This 

apparent moral dilemma was made easier for us 

as the organisers ‘helpfully’ had a marshal 

appearing in the mist directing us up the hill! 

Arriving in Finsthwaite (65km) I was a bit alarmed 

to be greeted by people surprised to see me. 

Apparently my GPS had been showing me stopped 

halfway down Windermere. Obviously it had 

ceased to work or at least update on the website. 

It is interesting how added technology can increase stress levels when that technology fails. Elisabeth who 
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was also there was wondering what had happened. For some reason organisers had told her I was still 

moving. Think it was reassuring for her she at least knew I wasn’t alone.  

Jonathan got his feet attended to by first aid. They were in a bad way. I was impressed by his 

determination. He had not done more than a half marathon before and yet never seemed to doubt he 

would make it. Due to his problems we had to go slower than I would have on my own but on other hand 

he was a better navigator. A good trade off as I know I would have got very lost otherwise. Physically I 

also had my own struggles with nausea and was sick in Finsthwaite so memories of that stop are a bit 

grim.  

It was 1am and we still had 12km to go and didn’t want the comfort of the village hall to encourage 

lethargy so we moved out into the dark. I was sure we were going to have more missed turnings and 

prayed that once again the Lord would show the way. Sure enough it wasn’t long before we ended up knee 

deep in bracken having completely lost the track. Several back trackings and we assured ourselves 

(wrongly!) we were back on the track. At least a general compass bearing always kept us in good stead 

even if progress was delayed. A few times Jonathan reverted to phoning a friend to ask him where the GPS 

tracker was showing him on the website. As a personal GPS was allowed anyway we were not cheating. It 

was strange going through eerily quiet farm properties in middle of night. Once we confronted a gate 

‘Private Property, no right of way.’ A large new build appeared in the haze. At least there must be a road 

nearby and we could reorientate. Needs must and we went right on. It was a new property. Was thankful 

there were no guard dogs as we gingerly stepped over the owner’s partly laid patio.   

The end was near and our pace quickened coming into Cartmel. Organisers had laid on a large runway 

outside Priory school for the final 100 metres or so. It was a bit bizarre approaching the end at 5:30am to 

a single photographer and an official taking your timer. It seemed a bit of an anticlimax. We had done it 

and hearing a ‘well done’ would have helped instead of ‘give me your dibber (timer)’. Ah well, maybe we 

were all a bit weary, supporters and competitors alike. Perhaps for everyone things had taken much 

longer than anticipated.  

After over 9 hours of companionship with Jonathan I realised on saying goodbye that we hardly knew 

anything about one another. The mental concentration had left no room for much conversation. I think 

there was a mutual giving and taking in our partnership.  

For me I had hoped to get in by midnight and not at 5:30am. This had been based on my running the 

longer 85km Hoka Highland Fling times plus a margin for the extra climbing. As with the navigation I was 

way out. The 77km official distance was also probably extended by maybe 4-5 km for all the diversions I 

took. It certainly was a race of two halves and the hours of darkness were characterised by little actual 

running but plenty mental activity discerning where you are going. This was the first such race and I 

accept that we were signing up to be guinea pigs in a hybrid type of ultra distance and orienteering. I have 

a few comments at end which I plan to convey to organisers.      

I found Elisabeth in the car at Cartmel and it was so good to meet her. Due to failure of my GPS tracker 

she only had an approximate idea of when I would arrive. A quick shower and it was off back to Keswick 

for a few hours sleep. 

Reflection - Was it rewarding? Yes, definitely. Getting through these kinds of things can only be life 

enhancing. For me I also see it as faith strengthening to know the Creator’s help in arduous circumstances 

in the wild and beautiful surroundings of His world. I also found myself thinking why for 5 years I’ve done 

11 of these extreme races. I suppose the one word is challenge. Each has had its nadir and times of self 

doubt. There is no challenge without the stress, pain and real possibility of failure. I recall seeing hill-
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walkers on the tops of the fells and wistfully envying their relaxed picnic conversation whilst drinking in 

the magnificent views. Each activity has its own reward and consists of an inner personal satisfaction 

upon completing.   

The organisers promised a race that 

would be inspiring, daunting and 

stunning in equal measure. I guess that 

was what it was about.  

My actual time was 21:29:27 but race 

director has said that “these results are 

highly provisional as number of people 

took significant deviations from the 

mandatory route...(we) will shortly be 

analysing the routes taken and where 

appropriate applying time penalties”.    

I am pleased to say I was not penalised!! My guess is that they saw how much longer I took by getting lost 

that and decided I had had no advantage! More important than the time is the sense of achievement of 

getting through it.  

SOME OFFICIAL PICS FROM ORGANISERS 

 

 

   

 

 

 

            

 

 

 

                 Mass start outside ‘Oddfellows’                                                                             Temporary bridge 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Stunning Views                 

 

 



Lakes in a Day (11 Oct 2014) - Allan Grant 

6  Lakes in a Day – 11 Oct 2014 (A. Grant) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

That staircase climb above Grisedale Tarn          Halls Fell Ridge 

 

 

 

        

 

     

 

                        So Many Ascents    That long enjoyable downhill into Ambleside 

 

 

I saw a lot of Windermere at night 

 

 

 

 

My Initial Notes/ recommendations to race director 

Congratulations and thanks for putting on the first ‘Lakes in a Day’. It was quite an event and very 

challenging, memorable and enjoyable to me. Volunteers and helpers did a valiant job. The event required 

a unique combination of ultra running and navigation. I appreciate that it was a learning experience for 

participant and organisers and you will have a sense of the bigger picture. From my perspective I have a 

few comments... 

1. Make it mandatory to team up with at least one other person when orienteering in the dark. Not 

to do so I think is a significant safety risk to allow someone tired from maybe already having run 
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10-12 hours to go on alone. Especially so as most of route is not waymarked. I felt that volunteers 

at checkpoints did not seem to realise this could be an issue. Fortunately I think most people self 

grouped together (as I did) though I heard there were some who were on their own. However it 

should be a policy of the organisers. I think we were fortunate that the temperatures were 

relatively mild but mid-October could have been any kind of weather.  

2. My GPS tracker failed and yet 1.5 hours after I had ostensibly stopped midway down Windermere 

no one was sent to look for me. When my wife enquired she was told maybe I was resting. She 

was also told that she could go and look for me. It was an unsupported race so surely if someone is 

suspected of being in trouble it is the organiser’s responsibility. You do not stop for 1.5 hours in a 

fatigued state on a chilly night unless there is something wrong. Thankfully my wife knew I was 

not alone.  

3. There should have been some sense of occasion when finishing. No medal or T-shirt and in my case 

no word of congratulations. I accept that official may have been tired but think it needn’t cost 

much. I was back of the pack and maybe front and earlier runners had a different experience. In all 

the other ultras I have done no matter what time of the day I finished there has been at least 

someone to meet you and celebrate with you in some way. Surely every participant is worth this.  

4. I signed up thinking it was primarily an ultra marathon. It was more than that. Perhaps the 

navigation side should be equally emphasised in publicity. This is especially so for someone like 

myself as a slower runner and thus in the dark more. 

FINAL REFLECTIONS 

Since my above letter I had several correspondences with the race director and I appreciated the time and 

effort given to respond. As time has passed I have come to appreciate their perspective more. It was a 

fantastic experience and most of my moaning reflected my inexperience in navigation. I still however 

believe that navigating at night when fatigued should be done with at least one other person.   


