SPARTATHLON 2019
MY PERFECT RACE – THE RACE OF MY LIFE
Two years ago I had been running for only about a year when I decided that I wanted to have a go at Ultra
running. Yes, that may sound crazy after only running for such a short time but I always believe that you
gotta dream big and then go out and chase those dreams. It was all thanks to a guy called Johnny Stewart,
Gillian’s cousin. He had just started the same kind of journey and I thought, well if he can do it then so can
I. So that was it.
Now where the hell do I start???
In a nut shell I found a race called the Thames Path Challenge (100km) and thought, yep I can do that.
And that’s where ultra-running and me came together. In my training for this this I was bored one night and
started to google “the hardest Ultra marathons in the world”. High up on that list was a wee race called
Spartathlon. “What the hell is this?” I thought. I instantly started looking at it and the history behind it and
soon discovered how amazing this race is. A 246km race from Athens to Sparta, retracing the steps of an
Athenian messenger called Pheidippides who ran to Sparta to ask for the help of King Leonidas and his
Spartans to fight the Persians who were invading Greece a way back in 490BC. It was said that
Pheidippides left Athens one morning and arrived in Sparta the next day before dark (36hrs) and that’s
where it came from. It was rediscovered back in 1982 by a couple of RAF dudes out in Greece. They tried
to see if it was possible that modern day man could still do this insane distance in the 36hr time. And they
did it. And so was born SPARTATHLON and its first official event was held back in 1983 and has
happened every year since.
Roll forward 37 years and this idiot managed to get himself a place in the race and would run as part of the
British Spartathlon Team. Now you don’t just go online and buy a ticket to the race. You have to qualify by
racing in not so big races in order to get into the ballot for Spartathlon. There are certain criteria that you
have to meet but I won’t bore you with that. Just know that this wee man from Northern Ireland managed to
meet the Criteria and got himself a place in the 2019 edition of the race.
Holy Crap!!!!!!
Now I had pretty much been training myself up until this year but I knew that I wanted to be good at Ultra
running and not just take part. That was going to take a lot more than just me making stuff up and hoping
that I got it right. So back at the end of January this year, after listening to the British Ultra Running
Podcast, I got myself a coach. Obviously John Miskimmin always goes big with everything and so he got
himself the BEST coach out there. CAMILLE HERRON. She is an ultra-running Legend who holds a
number of world records. Listening to the Podcast, James Elson and Dan Lawson were interviewing
Camille after her recent (then) 24hr world record she had just set. Just listening to her and how she does
things and lives really inspired me and I immediately sent her an email asking if she would coach me.
Done!!! Camille is on-board. I’m gonna be the best I can be now. That’s what I kept telling myself. How
could I not be, with such a legend in my corner, planning every minute detail of my training.
So from February to September I had a great coach, I had the determination to try and be the best I can be
and now I had the drive, gaining a place in Spartathlon. This would be an epic year. And it was. All
through the year I entered races ranging from Half marathon up to and including 24hr races. Every single
race I entered I completed. When I say completed, I mean, I smashed them all. Every time I crossed the
finish line in any of the races I hit a Personal Best (PB). I never finished lower than top 10 in every race
and I even manage to win a 100mile Ultra. I felt incredible. My performance just kept getting better. Yes,
there were always things in the races that didn’t go to plan but that’s a good thing. If I wasn’t learning, then
I wasn’t improving. All I want to do is improve and be in the best shape possible for Spartathlon.
And so the time came to fly out to Greece….
The race was to start on Friday 27th Sept so I chose to fly out the Sunday before so I could acclimatise well
before the race start. I didn’t just go on my own. I brought a right entourage with me. Gillian would
obviously be coming with me and I was lucky enough to have 4 more come too. Johnny, the reason why I
am Ultra running in the first place, Chris, Nick and Karen all came out to support and cheer me on. What a

fantastic crew they were. In their Venga Bus they would be following me along my journey when the race
started.

The Crew and the Vengabus
A couple of days were spent just milling around and getting my kit and body ready for what was to come.
As the days rolled closer to the big day the nerves began to set in.
Registration happened on the Thursday and I got to finally meet all the British Spartathlon Team after
months of chatting on social media. What a fantastic bunch of people (runners and crew). It was such a
big family atmosphere and incredible to be a part of it. After the obligatory Team pictures were taken and
all the official stuff was done, that was it. Time to get focused and get ready for the following day. Oh
Sh*t!!!!! Though on my way back to the hotel I decided that my big toe wanted to have a fight with a metal
post sticking out of the ground. I hit it hard and sliced my big toe opened in 2 places. Ouch!!!! Was this
gonna be a good or bad omen??? I was not a happy runner but not much I could do about it now other than
deal with and get on with it!! That’s what I did.

British Spartathlon Team 2019
RACE DAY
The race starts at the famous Acropolis in Athens so that’s where we were at 0630 for a 0700 race start.
There was a fantastic buzz in the air. A complete mix of nerves, excitement, and anxiousness. But what
an incredible place to be starting a race at. It was amazing. I said my final farewells to my crew and
Gillian. She gave me the best hug ever and just whispered to me that how proud she was of me and that to
remember that I deserve to be here and that how amazing it is that its only taken me 2 years to be here.
That was nice and it really perked me up.
I would be running in the same race as absolute elite athletes. Zach Bitter, who had just broken the
100mile record 4 weeks before was racing too. How the hell am I on a start line as Zach Bitter??? Dean
Karnazes is here too. He is another legend in the ultra-running world. He has written countless books,
including “The Road to Sparta”.

Am I out of my depth being here???
Hell no I am not!!!! I deserve to be here. I have worked my ass off to be here. I am PROUD to be here!!!
A lot of “high 5s”, hugs and handshakes went around and then the gun went off. Off we go!!!! In less that
36hrs I would be in Sparta, or at least I really really hoped I would be. I can’t believe the day has finally
come. I am completely buzzing as I run off into the cool morning just as the sun comes up.
The first part of the race has to be ran relatively quickly. There is a “death bus” that follows at the back and
if it catches up on you, you are out of the race. I don’t ever want to see that thing!!! I start off the race, as
usual, going too quick. Just getting caught up in it all. I ran with James Ellis for a while, another British
runner. He’s here on his 5th consecutive race!!!! Amazing!!! We soon link up with Chris Ward, another
British Runner and we share a few miles together. As we are plodding along the sun is getting higher and
so the temperature begins to rise. Man did it get hot!!!! As we are running along we catch up with another
British Runner called Andy “Daysey” Day. What a gentleman. We would, in fact, share a lot of miles
together over the race. The painted Ultra runner as he is known, for the array of awesome tattoos he has
(or at least I think that’s why he’s called that). We soon look ahead of us and see the likes of Alistair
Higgins, Ian Thomas, and Paul Radford. Another 3 British runners. I do not want to be seeing these guys
at all!!!!! If I do, then that means I am running too quick. Alistair was the first Brit home last year and pipped
to be the first Brit home again this year. If I am running with him in my sights, then I’m screwed!!! So I lay
off the gas a bit and get into my stride. Just a quick note to point out now, Alistair went on to finish 4th
overall and was indeed the first British Runner to finish. An absolute legend and gentleman who I am very
happy to know now. Another one of Camille’s athletes. There’s hope for me yet then!!
As I cover the miles I am going through Check points and taking in fuel. The sun is getting high up in the
sky and the temperature is really rising. It is SO hot!!!! I hadn’t planned on stopping at every check point,
but with the heat as it is I am finding myself stopping to soak myself in cold water and get ice shoved into
anywhere on my body that I can to just try and stay cool. This is going to be torture. I am from Northern
Ireland…. We don’t do heat well!!!! The heat for the whole race was intense. It reached temperatures on
the second day of 35oC. Way hotter than I expected. This part of the race isn’t that great scenery wise.
It’s all industrial and traffic heavy. The smell is rank and there are lots of dead cats and dogs on the side of
the road. Not the best part of the race at all but I crack on and get through it.
I reach the first crew station (42kms) at 3hrs 50mins (I had planned on 4hrs, so not too bad). A quick stop
and hello to my crew, stock up on fuel and I am off again. They seem happy with what I am doing so that’s
good.

Leaving the first crew check point
I continue on the journey with the heat getting worse and the legs getting heavy. That’s fine. I can deal
with that. Just need to make sure I keep my core temperature down. The check points go by and I reach
the next crew station (80kms) in good time and feeling good. Ancient Corinth. A truly beautiful place.
Crossing the Corinth Canal was amazing. Not that I hung around to soak up the scenery. I ain’t got time
for that. The most amazing thing was given to me at this point. The godly ice lolly called a Calippo. The

best tasting thing I have ever had!!!!! And so so cold going down into my stomach. Like I said before my
crew knew exactly what to give me and when. Well played guys, well played!!!! After a good bit of
refuelling I headed on my way, invigorated and ready for the next part of the race. The sun is still high up
at this stage and its only 3pm. Still got a couple hours of intense sun to go but I’ve dealt with it well. Better
than I expected.
As the miles go in and Check point after Check point passes the sun starts to go down. I meet my crew
again (every 6-10 miles now) and they set me up for the night time. Rules are you must have a head torch
and a rear light and reflectors. I get kitted up and eat the best super noodles I’ve ever had, washed down
with some rice pudding and chocolate milk and I am a new man. Ready for the night. This is when I am
going to push hard. As I’m not good in the heat I plan to push hard in the darkness and try and get plenty
of miles and time in the bag. That’s exactly what I do. The darkness is my best friend and I feel right at
home now. Passing quite a few runners that pushed too hard in the daylight heat. I am running with
Daysey again and we chat about all sorts of rubbish and get to know each other. Top bloke!!! A new friend
for sure.
I’m now at the mountain stage of the race. Almost 100 miles in. I have heard so much about the mountain
stage. How terrible it is, how steep it is, the switch backs. All the standard stuff that would freak you out.
But I wanted the mountain. I knew this would be a strong part of my race. I’ve been over many mountains
in my time and have always felt like a mountain goat so this would be no different. Heading up to mountain
base, where I would meet my crew again, I pushed hard. No running at this stage but speed marching.
Winding up the side and looking back down was cool. All you can see is the village at the bottom and all
the little head torches gleaming in the darkness like a light snake slithering up towards the top. I manage to
pass maybe 4 or 5 runners climbing up. Awesome. Great confidence booster. I get to the top and my crew
are shocked at how fresh I look. I feel fantastic. I’ve just smashed my 100 mile PB now by over 30mins so
I feel great and buzzing that I can do that in this race. Quick refuel and change out of my road shoes (Nike
Vapourfly 4%) and into my trail shoes (Nike Pegasus 36 Trails). This was a conscious decision and I’m
glad I did. Lots of people told me that there was no need to but I stuck with my plan. I climbed the final
200m up to the top of the mountain. That was steep. Very steep. But it was over quickly and I was off
skipping down the other side. It was a steep descent and very loose under foot. I passed a couple of
runners coming down this shingle track. I had the advantage of mountain experience and also the footwear
I chose so I didn’t hang around. I was off the mountain in no time. I felt great!!!! Plenty of time in the bag
now and over 100 miles into the race. I actually get to the next crew station 45mins ahead of when my
crew were expecting me!!! Morale is high all round now. Got to keep this going. Quick change in another
pair of road shoes (Nike Vapourfly NEXT%) and I’m off again.

Getting the calories in
I head off into the night knowing that I am well under the time I had hoped to run. I started the race with 2
goals. First, to complete the race in the allocated 36hrs and second, try and run a 32hr race. Giving me a
4hr window for mess ups or Nav errors. Well I am well ahead of both these goals now so I set myself in for
the final 40 miles. As I am running along the happiest runner I have ever met catches me up. Sarah
Sawyer, another British runner. I have seen her pretty much all the way through the race but we haven’t
actually run any of it together yet. This woman’s happiness is infectious. She just doesn’t stop smiling and

is full of encouragement. This is exactly what I need now at this stage of the race. We run along together
covering a lot of miles. Chatting away like we’ve known each other for years. Any niggles or soreness is
forgotten about for now. I’m enjoying the chat too much to notice anything else. The miles fly in and it’s
been awesome. Thanks Sarah, those miles were a blur and for all the right reasons. As with any race of
this size, you run with various runners at different times and this was another one. Sarah and I part ways
after a check point and get back into our own pacing and running. I would see her again as she finishes in
Sparta. It would be great to watch her finish and finish strong.
I continue on my merry lonesome and stop at a check point to grab some soup. While I am there I ask the
volunteers there how many runners have been through. I was shocked to hear that I was 27th runner
through. Oh my God, I am in the top 30 of one of the toughest races in the world. Amazing!!!! They also
say that 150 runners have dropped out or been timed out. Sh*t!!!! This race is eating its young!!!!! But this
wee man from Northern Ireland is still going, and going strong!!!!
The night goes by and the miles keep getting banked. I see the daylight of Saturday climbing a long slow
climb up a dual carriage way on a misty cool morning. I didn’t know about this hill and its 4 miles long!!!! It
hurt!! It hurt a lot climbing this. But I get through it and freshen up at the top with my crew. I brush my teeth
here too. Random I know, but just doing this silly task really helps me. It’s a new day, the sun is up and its
daylight. I need to try and reset my body clock. Brushing my teeth did just that. I was like a new person.
And a nice fresh smelling smile back on my face.

The morale of cleaning my teeth was amazing
Let’s get this last bit SMASHED!!!
I’m into the final 20 miles now. Still a good bit of uphill to go but a whole lot more downhill. The sun clears
the mist and it heats up fast!!!! It heats up way too fast and its hotter than the day before. I’m glad I worked
hard through the night now. I need to get finished before the sun gets to its hottest. By this stage of the
race Daysey and I are pretty much running along together now. Sometimes he’s out in front then me and
then we are together. That goes on until the final 10miles and then we just run along together. It’s good to
have him run next to me. I am tired now. Isn’t everyone?? We encourage each other on when we need to.
“Running” on the flats and walking the uphill. We eventually come to the final check point that we will see
our crew. I have a quick drink and given a feast ice cream. That tasted brilliant. But as any good wingman
would do, I shared it with Daysey as we head off on the last 10km into Sparta. Sarah is just in front of us
now but we don’t even bother trying to catch her up. We just will her on to keep going. Not that she can
hear us but we feel good anyway willing her on.
The first 5km of the 10 were ok. We are tired obviously but we know what needs to be done and we get on
with it. Not much talking going on now. Come on John, pick the morale up here. We are pretty much
home!!! As we head into the final 5km, my body really feels sore, it feels tired, it feels like it’s have had
enough. No stopping now though. I can feel the finish. We resort to running for a minute then walking for
a minute. It’s all downhill so we don’t have any excuses to walk. I never thought I’d be praying for an
uphill. But I was!!! The sun is right up now. Its past midday and the heat is awful. Worse than yesterday.
Nowhere to hide from it either. Suck it up and get on with it!!!! I am almost there.

We hit the final Check Point (CP 74). 1.5 miles to go. We collect our Union Jack Flags from our drop bags
and set on the final push. There are kids everywhere now. A couple of them on bikes slip in behind us and
follow us on the journey to the King. I am sure they are thinking we should be running faster but we don’t
have it in us anymore now. Just keep plodding John. One foot in front of another. You are almost there.
Out of nowhere a Greek runner comes racing past us like he’s out on a 10k race and not a 246km race.
Fair play sir, fair play. Good luck to you cos there is no way I can go that quick anymore. We still see
Sarah in the near distance. She looks like she’s getting it tough like we are. Come on Sarah, stay strong.
You’re there. You’ve done it. Half a mile to go!!!!
The final 0.3 miles of this race is the most amazing thing I’ve ever done. We turn onto the straight towards
the statue. ITS UPHILL!!!!!! Are you kidding me!!!!!! But no stopping now. Daysey and I just look at each
as say well, it’s time to run one last time. Gotta finish strong no matter how bad we feel. More and more
kids surround us now and they are leading us in. It’s incredible. The street is lined with hundreds of people
cheering us on. The noise is infectious. I suddenly feel completely fresh, like I haven’t run 246km. This is
great. We see Sarah in the distance finishing the race, at the statue of King Leonidas. Absolutely brilliant.
Well done Sarah. Finishing 4th female overall and 5th British runner home too. An absolutely amazing
performance.

Daysey and I running down to the finish
Now it’s our turn. As I run closer and closer to the King I see Gillian and my crew waiting for me. Willing
me on. This is it, I’ve finally reached my goal. I’m about to finish one of the toughest Ultra marathons in the
world. I reach the steps of the statue and step forward to have my moment with the King. I stop at his feet
and look up high at him. I give him a nod as if to say, “I’m here!! I did it!! The message has been
delivered!!!” I lean forward and kiss the foot of the statue and that’s it, I’m done. I have finished
Spartathlon 2019!!!! I cannot believe it. The perfect race. MY PERFECT RACE and I nailed it.

The final stretch towards the Statue of King Leonidas
I finished the race in a time of 30hrs and 39mins. Finishing 28th overall and 6th British runner. An
absolutely amazing race and every single mile was worth it for this moment. I am one proud man.
The actual number of runners that started was 377 and only 196 finished. That was only a 52% finish rate.
The British Team had 17 out of 22 runners finish with a 77% finish rate, placing the team as the top
finishing team of 2019. An incredible performance by everyone involved.
And so the journey is over. The relentless miles in training has been worth it. I couldn’t have been more
prepared if I tried. Camille absolutely nailed the plan and I executed it to the best of my ability.

Nailing my recovery
My crew were amazing and I owe them a huge debt of gratitude. They helped me get here and helped me
get here in style, smashing the 32hr goal I set. Thanks guys. Especially Gillian. She wasn’t just brilliant
through the race but she’s been brilliant through all my training. Not once did she complain when I had to
say no to nights out, or meeting friends, or whatever. She has been completely understanding in every part
of the training for the race and the race itself. I owe you big time.

And now it’s time to recover. It’s time to regroup and look to the future. I am not planning on any races for
the rest of 2019 but will be planning the next big adventure. I have gained a huge amount of confidence
from this race and I can’t wait to take that forward and see what more I can achieve.
But for now, Spartathlon 2019, you’ve been great and I will never forget you!

King Leonidas Statue

246km Route from Athens to Sparta

The Corinth Canal and the ruins in Ancient Corinth

Finishers Medal and Plaque for all that completed the race

