
I
t’s all a bit depressing. After three full
days walking, trudging from before
10 am until after 5 pm, we’ve reached
Inveraran, about a third of the way
through, and it feels like we’re making

great progress along the West Highland
Way. Then I find out it took Bob Allison
less than eight hours to get this far. Oh no! 

Actually, I do have a confession to
make: I haven’t actually done the whole
West Highland Way. Because of a beach
volleyball competition I met my three
companions in Drymen for a couple of
pints at the end of the first day’s walk.

In the two hours it took me to drink
those beers, Bob Allison would have run
the 12 miles that I missed. For the past
three years Bob (47) has taken part in the
West Highland Way Race, and finished
fifth this year with a time of 20 hours 10
minutes. The record, 16 hours 27 minutes,
was set by Dutchman Wim Epskamp in
2000.

Having walked the entire distance my-
self I can appreciate just how amazing a
feat this is. In fact it seems impossible—
yet over 300 people have completed the
course since the race was first held in
1987.

Running 95 miles on a flat road would be beyond me,
never mind on the difficult terrain of the West Highland Way.
Racing along narrow lochside paths in the dark, scrambling
over boulders and tree roots with your torch bobbing up and
down . . . and then, after more than 70 miles non-stop run-
ning, there’s the Devil’s Staircase to contend with.

A quick calculation reveals that at our pace, even if the
four of us—myself, Ian, Rory and Fiona—did a quarter of
the distance each, Bob would still beat us easily. And he’s
20 years older than us.

Bob finished sixth last year and his time in this year’s race
makes him the 28th fastest person ever to complete the run.
He was also first veteran in 2004 and second this year.
“There was another veteran managed to run in just ahead
of me,” he laughs. 

When you hear Bob’s story his achievements are even
more impressive. Health wise he was hardly an ideal candi-
date for this most extreme of marathons, and even then a
bad motor cycle accident should have put paid to his run-
ning career.

“I took up running around 1994 after 20 years as a
smoker,” he explains “I’d been smoking 20 a day since the
age of 15 or 16, but it’s really just a young person’s hobby.
It took me seven years from the first time I tried to stop
until I finally succeeded. 

“That kind of brought about a change in my lifestyle.
I started walking then started trying to run a bit, and a
friend introduced me to hill walking. 

“It became a bit of a challenge to see how many hills
you can climb, how many you can do in one day, that
sort of thing. Before you realise it, you’ve done 50 or
100 Munros—then you want to go for the rest.” Bob
has now climbed all 285 Munros.

Just as he was really hitting his stride, so to
speak, disaster struck.

“I was getting right into running but in 1997 I
had a bad motor cycle accident. My leg was
shattered into seven pieces and the physio said
I’d never run again. 

“But there was a great surgeon in Ninewells
Hospital who repaired it. I had three operations,
the last in 2000. Before the final operation my
leg was bent at an angle of 30 degrees and I
couldn’t walk without a stick. 

“The surgeon put a lot of metalwork in there. At
one point I had 13 screws and an internal plate in there,
and I’ve still got the screws in. So my running career was
kind of interrupted for a few years . . .”

Bob was determined not to let the surgeon’s work go to
waste, however,
and so a gruelling
r e c u p e r a t i o n
began. “I was told
if I could stress my
leg  i t  wou ld  
encourage bone
growth. So I would
walk 10 miles with
a full plaster on my
leg—and I  was 
running between
operations when I
could.”

When ,  a f te r
months of agony
and hard work,
Bob had regained
the use of his leg,
he decided to put it
to the ultimate test. 

“I’d heard about
the run on the West
Highland Way and
hoped to have a go
at it. I had the entry
form for the 2002
race but  never
completed it.”

Bob  laughs  
ne rvous ly.  “ I
thought . . . it’s an awful long way! 

“I had done a few marathons by then but still, 95
miles is a really long way. But then I think it’s up to
yourself whether you can achieve something or not,
so it’s always worth having a go.”

The people who do this sort of race, Bob insists,
are not superhuman and he reckons with enough
preparation anyone could tackle it.

“As far as I’m concerned I’m a pretty middle of
the road runner.” That said, Bob has 12 marathons,
seven 50k races and four Ben Nevis runs under
his belt.

“You’ve got to break it down into sections that
are manageable. It’s like when you’re walking it,
you break it down into stages.”

Unlike walking the route, the race has certain
rules competitors must abide by. “There are 
official checkpoints you have to go through
within a set time or you’re disqualified and
there’s a cut off limit of 35 hours for completing
the race. 

“At each stage the race marshals take your
vest number so that if you get lost or 
hypothermic they know which section you’re
on. 

“Some people stop there to dry off or change
clothes but then they’re stiff as a board after. I 
prefer just to keep going, so I only stop for toilet
breaks or to change trainers if they’re bothering me.”

The checkpoints are where runners receive food and drink
from their support team. Bob’s favourites are rice pudding,
bananas and jam pieces. 

“You need food and it doesn’t matter what you eat really,
as long as you can keep it down. After 10 or 12 hours pretty
much everything makes you feel sick.

“Some faster runners have trouble on the second half of
the race because they haven’t eaten enough and I catch a
good few folk on the second half!”

Although I can’t imagine covering a distance it took me a
week to trudge in a single, non-stop day, perhaps it is pos-
sible. I’m in my 20s, I’m pretty fit, and if a man 20 years my
senior can do it, then theoretically I could, too. But is it safe
to run 95 miles in one go? Surely the human body is not 
intended to cope with such a trauma? 

Helen Weavers, an exercise physiologist at Dundee 
University, is not convinced it’s smart for people to put
themselves through such a trial. 

“A physically active lifestyle is an essential component of
good health,” Helen says, “but going to such extremes could
have a detrimental effect if you’re not thoroughly 
prepared.

“I cannot imagine the human body is designed to cope
with running 95 miles. Even if you’re well prepared

it’s going to have a negative impact on your
body.

“Not many people would be able to do that
kind of distance. You would need to have the
right physical makeup, the right training and
proper rest before it would be possible.

“You’ll get muscle soreness which will be
added to by the fact you’re running uphill and
downhill. You will also get actual muscle dam-
age, which will recover more quickly if you’re
well prepared—but if you keep doing it you’re
bound to be doing damage to your joints.

“Afterwards your immune system will suffer
and you’ll become more susceptible to 
infection. You cannot possibly eat as much as
you need so you have to get plenty of carbo-
hydrates in your food and as many as you can
in your drink. 

“Eventually the body starts to use fat, then
protein. This means the body is basically 
eating itself. There’s no chance that just any-
body could do it, though. You have to be 
incredibly mentally strong and not many people
will have that strength.” 

Bob agrees that no one completes the race
without suffering. “As the day goes on the pain
really hits. Your knees and ankles start to hurt.
This year I picked up a knee problem jumping

over the rocks at the side of Loch Lomond.
“Every year I’ve done it I’ve had some new or different 

injury during the run. Before halfway you’re getting up a
niggle or an ankle injury jumping between boulders.

“What starts off as a wee injury that would probably go
away after a night’s sleep becomes a real problem as the
race goes on. 

“No runner will ever cut his toenails before an event, be-
cause you don’t want short nails rubbing against your train-
ers. I cut my nails a week before but one was too short and
was rubbing during the race. It’s since fallen off—and I know
runners who’ve lost all their toenails that way.”

Several runners have suffered more than just sore feet,
however. This year, Bob’s friend and fellow Glenrothes man
Graeme Bairden collapsed on the Devil’s Staircase, suffer-
ing from kidney and liver failure brought on by extreme 
dehydration and exhaustion. 

Critically ill, he spent three days in intensive care in In-
verness and there were real fears for his life. Months after
the race, he still suffers from blood and circulation problems
—but incredibly he has an eye on the 2007 race for another
attempt!

“Another friend of mine, Jean Bowman who’s from Burnt-
island, collapsed at the finish and had to be taken to hos-
pital and put on a drip,” Bob adds. “She was suffering from

hyponetremia, low blood electrolyte levels. 
“When you’re running short of sodium, potassium,

magnesium—all the things your brain needs—then
drinking too much water dilutes the electrolyte con-
sistency and makes you even worse.

“Every runner that finishes could justify being put
in Fort William Hospital on a drip—everyone is 
dehydrated and on the verge of collapsing.

“Going to the presentation at the end is funny.
Some people look like all they’ve done is walk down
Fort William High Street . . . and others look crippled!

“Most people just say, give me a drink and some
food, get me in the car or the bed and breakfast, and
I’ll be all right. The body has an amazing ability to 
recover.”

The 2005 race was perhaps the most difficult there’s
been. When the runners set off from Milngavie at 1 am
on the Saturday closest to midsummer’s day, the tem-
perature was 18 degrees. Soon, though, the weather
took a turn for the worse, with thunder and light-
ning, and there were hailstones on Devil’s Staircase
and flash floods on Rannoch Moor.

“The race ended up being stopped at 2 am on
the Sunday morning. Only about half the field fin-
ished —48 runners out of 88 starters.

“There’s a big focus on safety. Every runner has
to have at least two people in their support team,
one to drive a car and the other to be a runner. If you

go missing the runner has to go back and get you.
“It might be warm when you get to Rannoch Moor,

but then a cold front can move in, you hit the wall and
slump to the ground. You might not be found for two or
three hours, by which time you’re hypothermic.”

Bob agrees with Helen’s diagnosis that mental tough-
ness is as important as physical ability. “You mainly
focus on just one thing for the entire second half of the
race—and that’s to keep going! 

“Within about 10 or 15 minutes of finishing your
body goes into a state of shock and tries to shut down.
Your knees, ankles and back all seize up and you’re
dizzy.

“You feel sick and light headed, and even just 
getting up the kerb or into your car is a major hurdle.

“This year is the first year I—optimistically—booked
accommodation in Fort William, on the expectation I’ll
be able to get there. The last two years I slept in the
car because I wasn’t sure I’d make it.

“On the last few sections there’s a real drop in your
hydration levels. Quite a lot of folk experience halluci-
nations, seeing things that are not there. That happens
especially if it’s coming towards twilight when you fin-
ish. You’re in a zone that’s really different from anything
else.”

Bob can happily talk on and on about training for the
event, the physical effects of the run and so on—in
fact it’s hard to stop him—but when I ask him why he
does it, why people push themselves to the point of
near collapse, he falls silent for a few moments.

Eventually he looks at me and says, “It’s a race
against yourself. People find out things about them-
selves doing this event. The longer the event, the
more your day-to-day existence just falls off your
shoulders.

“It’s like when you’ve been really drunk and you
wake up thinking, I’ll never do that again because I
feel so rubbish. But then a few days later you think,
if I’d had a bit more to eat, or done this or that dif-
ferently I’d have felt better. 

“Running the West Highland Way is much the same.
You convince yourself that next year it won’t hurt as
much—you’ll change your trainers more, drink more,
won’t trip on that rock. But it always does hurt as much!
What you remember most, though, are the high
points.”

I suppose this makes sense. The mind has a
tremendous ability to forget pain—it must have or no
woman would ever have more than one child—and
men especially have always had an obsession with
setting goals.

“The first year I just wanted to finish the course.
Last year I wanted to better my time, and this year
I wanted to get under 20 hours. I missed that by
10 minutes . . . so I might be back next year. It

feels like I’ve got unfinished business.”
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Top to bottom: Bob easing into the 2004 race;
Passing the half-way mark at Tyndrum; Grabbing a

bite at the checkpoint; Feeling the strain in this year’s
race; On the road beyond Inveroran; 

Approaching the finish line; Bob with wife and 
support after finishing this year’s gruelling race.

Jack, Rory and Ian take one of their many rests.

THE WEST Highland Way is a famous 95-mile walk through some of Scotland’s finest scenery. But, once a
year, it’s also an incredibly gruelling non-stop endurance run that attracts some of the world’s toughest

athletes. Jack McKeown, who completed the walk in a leisurely eight days, talked to Fife man 
Bob Allison, who did it in 20 hours. 


