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Stacey Holloway
The West Highland Way Race 2018

I chose to enter the West 
Highland Way Race (WHW 
race) as my first ‘long’ ultra 
for two reasons.
1. The incredible route.
2. My previous experience 

of the heart warming 
and inclusive community 
that is the Scottish 
ultrarunning scene.

The race follows the iconic 
and much-loved West 
Highland Way, a national 
long-distance walking 
trail in Scotland running 
96 miles with 14,760ft of 
ascent. The route begins 
at the Glasgow suburb of, 
Milngavie and carries you 
to the Scottish Highlands 
via the shores of Loch 
Lomond ending in Fort 
William. The Way passes 
from city to lowland rolling 
hills, clambers over rocky 
loch shoreside, across 
remote moor to skirt the 
shadows of the Buachaille 

Etive Mòr, and then finally 
brings you all the way to 
the foot of the UK’s highest 
peak, Ben Nevis before 
reaching the Fort William 
high street. 
There are 3 unique aspects 
to this race. One being 
the start time of 1am on 
midsummer’s night. This 
start time requires those 
expecting to take over 
24 hours to complete 
the race to run through 
two consecutive nights. 
The second is the West 
Highland Way race family. 
A strong community with 
a large online presence via 
John Kynaston’s regular 
podcasts in the 6 months 
leading up to race day, the 
availability of online profiles 
for each runner and their 
personal blogs, and the 
active ‘WHW race Family’ 
Facebook group. Training 
events and Q&A sessions, 
plus the fact that many 
runners choose to use the 
53 mile Highland Fling race 
as their longest run means 
you are likely to make a lot 
of friends in the lead up.
The race requires crew 

support, so for every 
runner there will be at least 
another two people out 
on the course with them 
during the race. For those 
who cannot find support, 
the race organisers aim to 
help match you up with 
someone. 

So my running 
background…
Prior to entering the WHW 
race I had completed a 
total of 2 marathons and 
2 ultras (a 53 miler and 
a 6 hour race in which 
I ran 31miles)… I was, 
relatively speaking, pretty 
inexperienced. Despite 
my lack of ultra-racing 
(or maybe because of it?) 
I was chuffed to be invited 
onto John Kynaston’s 
podcast. Every year John 
follows the progress of 
a couple of WHW race 
newbies. The podcasts 
are essential listening to 
anyone undertaking the 
race, and include interviews 
from race winners, multi-
finishers, the race director, 
sports psychologists 

etc… and can be found at 
Westhighlandwayrace.org/
podcasts
I am a proud back of the 
pack runner and my goal 
was simply to finish the race 
within the time limit of 35 
hours. I was going to be 
tripling my weekly mileage 
in the lead up for the race 
and realized I required a 10 
week pre-training period 
before I could embark on a 
6 month 100 mile training 
plan. So in mid-October, 
2 weeks before the ballot 
opened I began building 
my weekly mileage from 15 
miles a week to 26 miles a 
week. I also decided 80% of 
my training would be in the 
form of hiking. I was going 
to need to learn to walk fast, 
fast! Walking also meant I 
could up my mileage with 
less risk of injury and less 
fatigue.
My longest long run in the 
build up was 53 miles, and 
my biggest weeks totaled 60 
miles. On average I covered 
35 miles a week and I did 
strength training twice a 
week. Training was not 

https://westhighlandwayrace.org/podcasts/
https://westhighlandwayrace.org/podcasts/
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perfect; I had a full time job 
and a large commute. It was 
the best I could do and it 
was enough. 

Race day
Race day arrived and 
I stayed in bed all day 
attempting to recover from 
a head cold. I could not 
sleep, so I ate. My husband 
Max, and my friend Neil 
would crew me for the 
entire race and we headed 
to registration around 
9pm. We had 3 other 
crew members joining us 

1st night running towards Loch Lomond – photos by Andrew Condron

1st night running towards Loch Lomond – photos by Andrew Condron
throughout the 2 days to 
take turns running sections 
with me.
As midnight drew near 
race director, Ian Beattie 
addressed the field and it 
hit me, I had made it to 
the start line. Months of 
training, planning and the 
constant thinking about the 
race were over. All I had to 
do now was run.
The race began well for me, 
we had perfect weather – 
not hot, not cold, not wet, 
not windy, but a bit windy 
so midges were tolerable. I 

was as I imagined right up 
on the cut-offs for the first 
50 miles, but keeping spot 
on schedule. I struggled 
through the first night with 
low feelings (I had never 
run through a night before), 
but these lifted on sight of 
my crew and coffee at 20 
miles in.

I began to feel fatigued at 50 
miles, close to the longest I 
had ever run before. At 53 
miles I had a full kit change 
and my family had arrived 
to surprise me. I now had 
my best friend running with 
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me and after an ice cream I 
was feeling grand again. My 
spirits lifted we pushed onto 
the next checkpoint and 
the one I considered to be 
where the real race started, 
at Bridge of Orchy, 60 miles 
in and the beginning of 
the Rannoch Moor and the 
‘true’ Highlands.
At the summit of ‘Jelly Baby 
Hill’ – the high point before 
the moor, every runner 
is surreally greeted by 
WHW race veteran, Murdo 
McEwan to be offered a jelly 
baby while another marshal 
played the Star Wars theme 
tune on a penny whistle – 
naturally! It was after this 
descent that the difference 
between running a 50 mile 
ultra marathon and a 100 
mile one really made itself 
known. Waves of nausea 
and dizziness flooded 
through me. A general 
feeling of exhaustion 

and awfulness filled all 
of my awareness and I 
was flitting between cold, 
hot and hunger, but was 
unable to eat anymore so I 
sipped at sugary hydration 

drinks and plodded on. 
My inner thought process 
had become so dire I was 
relying on counting to 10, 
over and over again to keep 
despair away (a tip I learnt 
from John’s podcasts). 
At this point I had two 
excellent support runners 
who gave me something 
to focus on other than the 
bleak and unending moor 
and the monotony of silent 
counting to the time of my 
footfalls. You can see the 
road for miles, ascending 
into the distance and the 
hard rock road became 
brutal on feet already beat. 
Through a regime of 30 
seconds walk, 30 seconds 
run we made it to Glencoe. 
On seeing my husband 
the first tears of the race 
arrived. I had a little sob 
into my hot chocolate as my 
bewildered crew encircled 
me. Exhausted and 
overwhelmed I was grateful 
that the Rannoch road was 
now behind me. While in 
the checkpoint darkness fell 
and worse was to come. 

Unlike the first night, 
there was no light in the 
sky. The only light was 
from our head torches and 
those few bobbing around 
somewhere ahead of us. 
As the Devil’s staircase 
ascended deeper into the 
cloud, visibility even with 
torches dropped. My last 
rational thoughts were 
reflections on the myths of 
drunken miners falling to 
their deaths as they made 
the treacherous journey 
from the nearest bar at the 
Kingshouse, back to their 
homes in Kinlochleven. 
Having made this climb 
three times before with 
relative ease, it was not 
until now, in darkness, 
that I appreciated its name. 
We were, unknown to me, 
ascending 500m into my 
own mental hell. On the 
summit I sent a text Max 
to let him know we were at 
the top and found I had no 
signal. For the first time in 
the race, I could not contact 
Max and, looking back, this 
may have been the trigger 

Beinglas checkpoint at 42 miles – pizza, mac n’ cheese 
and clean socks!

Furthest I had ever run at 53 miles (Right: Stacey, Left: Kristin)
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to my mental breakdown. 
As the race progressed, 
physical pain melted away 
and I now had little feeling 
or awareness of my body 
and struggled to read its 
needs. 
Neil and I skirted the 
mountainside towards 
Kinlochleven. I could not 
feel my body and in the 
darkness I did not know 
where I was. I must find 
light again. I asked Neil to 
tell me stories as I could 
not cope anymore. He 
talked about his family 
and mutual friends and 
races and it helped take 
my mind somewhere other 
than where it was drifting. 
Eventually, we made it 
to the next checkpoint. 
Runners were lying on 
mattresses with ice strapped 
to them and in a terrible 
state. I sat on a mattress 
crying, trying to explain 

that I was upset because 
I was scared of the dark 
and I could not tell if I was 
thirsty, to the bemused look 
of the medical team. Max 
surrounded my mattress 
with food options – cereal, 
milk, porridge, pasta and 
other goodies. I refused to 
leave until the sun was up. 
The darkness, an absolute 
terror, no one could make 
me face again.

The finish and the end
The final section was a 
long and slow slog full of 
hallucinations and songs 
only I could hear. All I can 
say, was that I had nothing 
left. However, there was no 
choice other than to carry 
on. On the long walk, Max 
coaxed me to the top of 
the fire road and we were 
greeted with a view of the 
Ben. As we descended to 

Fort William, my entire 
crew came out to finish the 
race alongside me.
The end was not 
overwhelming emotion like 
the previous checkpoints, 
there was no joy, that would 
come later. There was just 
the awareness that it had 
ended, it was over. In just 
over 33 hours of moving, 
12 hours without food and 
close to 50 hours without 
sleep I was done.
The third unique thing 
about this race is the award 
giving.
Each and every finisher 
is called up in turn to 
collect their crystal goblet 
in front of the entire race 
team, the race field, their 
crews and their families. 
It is a heartwarming and 
emotionally charged event 
as you see everyone who 
finished, and realize who 

had not. 235 stood on 
the start line 35 hours 
previously, and 198 crossed 
the finish, I was 193rd. 
The final finisher is then 
awarded their goblet, not 
by the race director, but 
in full circle by the race 
winner. This year, in true 
sportmanship and WHW 
race Family fashion the 
winner, David McClure, 
not only awarded the final 
finisher their goblet, but 
met them on the course 
and ran in the end of the 
race with them! After a nap, 
many of us headed to the 
Wetherspoons for the after 
party and I began to enjoy 
what we had all achieved. 
The next morning waking 
in Fort William I was 
confused as how I got there, 
then I remembered, I ran!
The organization, 
community, support and 
safety of the race was 

Kinlochleven checkpoint and my ‘realistic’ selfie! 

Final checkpoint around 91miles
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impeccable, I cannot think 
of anything they could have 
done more for the runners 
or the crew. I loved this 
race and though I swore 
on finishing ‘never again’ 
and regaling to anyone 
who asked how horrendous 
and what a nightmare 
experience it was, I am 
already wanting sign up for 
2019!
My takeaways for anyone, 
who like me, wants to try 
a 100 miler, but is not too 
sure are:
• If you are stubborn 

enough and can run a 50 
miler then you can run a 
100 miler (and if you can 
run a trail marathon, you 
can run a 50 miler).

• Run through a night 
before racing through a 
night, especially if you 
have to race through 
more than one night!

• 100 miles is not 
2x50miles, there is no 
way to prepare for this, 
just be aware.

• Fast walking is a really 
useful skill

I completed the 95 mile 
race in 33 hours and 5 mins. 
I am under no assumptions; 
my finishing was part of a 
team effort. Without my 
crew, Neil Scott, Kristin and 

Jason Main, Susan Barley 
and my husband Max 
Holloway I could still be out 
there somewhere! I cannot 
thank each of them enough 

for helping me accomplish 
this goal, they were all 
absolute heroes.

Recovering with my goblet!

The walk into the finish along the fire road

Stacey was sponsored by Body-Balance Sports Massage 
and  featured on the WHW race podcasts and has her own 
running blog wayrunning.wordpress.com. Follow her on 

twitter @staceholloway and instagram: @wayrunuk

http://wayrunning.wordpress.com

