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INTRODUCTION

It’s December. Cool air slides off the surface of Ullswater, meeting my cheek with a hint of winter’s bite. As the light dims, the bulky fells that rise to my right darken; details fade, paths become indistinct.

I’ve been running all day. Hours melting into hours. The tick, tick, tick of my feet on the trail marking the passing of something that is both time and distance and yet, in the usual way, neither of these things. On a really long run, measures of space and time take on an altered meaning. Perspective shifts.

People sometimes ask me why I run. But I’ve been doing it for so long now, my entire self – and sense of self – shaped by the forces of running, that I have no idea who I am without it. I’d need a good reason not to run.

Running is the ultimate freedom to fidget. The antidote to restlessness. Walking’s good, but not as good as running. That rhythmical movement, just violent enough to shake you out of apathy at each step. A metronomic reminder: Here I am here I am here I am. . .

When I’m walking, my mind wanders with my feet. Rebecca Solnit wrote that the mind, like the feet at walking pace, works at about three miles an hour – ‘the speed of thought, or thoughtfulness’.

But running hauls you out of reverie. It’s more focused than walking and brings more clarity to the mind. Faster running brings sudden realizations; with long, slow runs, it’s more a kind of fertile emergence. I have my most productive thoughts when I’m out on a run that’s moderate in both pace and distance. Not too much effort, but just enough. Ideal growing conditions. The post-run shower is a good place for thinking, too.

Today, I’ve been running the Ullswater Way from Pooley Bridge. An anticlockwise loop around the Cumbrian lake that has given me so much more than simply running. Adventure is probably an overused word, but I think it’s a good description of a long run in a beautiful place. As I watch the village I set out from this morning gradually draw close again, lights glowing a welcome into the dusk, it feels like a triumphal return. I honestly feel like I’ve been on an adventure.

The route is about 32 kilometres (20 miles) long, but I made some detours. I explored the summit of Gowbarrow Fell, where the wind hit me with a force that whipped my words away as I tried to have a conversation with a couple I met at the trig point. I stopped to stare at Aira Force, awestruck by the power of the waterfall as I experienced it from both above, looking down, and below, looking up. A little further on, I met a friend who’d parked her car and run out to meet me. We shared a few miles, enjoying both company and the peace of the place, rounding the lake’s southwestern extremity, passing Patterdale, Side Farm, Silver Bay. Then she returned to her car and I continued solo, more aware of my aloneness than I’d been before.

A little later still, I shared the length of a field with another woman, who was running the Tour de Helvellyn, a 61-kilometre (38-mile) winter mountain ultra. We chatted and I asked her about the race; she said she’d missed a lot of training and it wasn’t going as well as she’d hoped. Soon, she powered ahead, looking strong and comfortable despite the missed training – and despite having run twice as far and over a lot more hills than I had.

Now, in the final mile or so of my run, I have that sense of satisfaction of a challenge successfully completed. I chose this route; no one else suggested it or helped me plan it. I didn’t get lost – or at least not problematically so. I attended to my food and water needs; I enjoyed a few miles with company and more alone. I navigated my internal world as well as circumnavigating the lake, managing my emotions, interpreting my body’s signs and signals, breathing through moments of anxiety, revelling in moments of joy.

There’s something else I’ve noticed as I’ve run today: the footprints in the mud beneath my feet. I can pick out those belonging to trail and fell shoes – distinctly different from those made by walking boots – and in places like this there are a lot of them. Running on trails forges a sense of connection with those who have run before me – I’m literally running in their footsteps. I wonder how their adventures were, how they experienced time, distance, company or aloneness. What they saw and felt along the way. I think of the women – women like me and those I’ve run with today, who, not so long ago, would never have been afforded the freedom to have an adventure like this one. And those who went out and did it anyway – in the dark, in disguise, with male allies – creating a new path for women to run.


1

IN THE FOOTSTEPS OF LEGENDS

‘Whenever you find yourself doubting how far you can go, just remember how far you have come. Remember everything you have faced, all the battles you have won, and all the fears you have overcome. Then raise your head high and forge ahead knowing you’ve got this!’

—Jacky Hunt-Broersma, cancer survivor, amputee, world record holder for running 104 marathons in 104 consecutive days

I’m in my early 40s when I realize I’m not who I used to be. It’s nothing dramatic. Just a gradual process of change; subtle and drawn-out to the point of being barely noticeable. A gradual evolution over years of thinking I was just being myself, followed by the abrupt realization that I might actually be someone completely different. Not that long ago, I was someone who did hard, scary things for fun. I’d jump at chances to go on almost any adventure, with almost anyone who asked. Now though, the thought of doing almost anything with an elevated level of objective risk has me running for home.

At home – the comfortable, cozy space I share with Sim, our children and our dog – there’s an old photo. Taken at the finish of a mountain marathon years ago, it’s of younger versions of Sim and me, smiling into the camera, arms casually slung over each other’s shoulders. We look tired in a relaxed kind of way; carefree, untethered. We also look a bit smug, having just finished two days of self-navigated, self-supported running over rough, pathless terrain and done pretty well.

I’m so used to this photo that most days I barely see it. But today, for some reason, it catches my eye. I stop to look at it – really look at it – for the first time in years.

Sim looks young – ridiculously so. Fifteen years later, not that much has changed. We’d been together only a short time when the picture was taken, but it’s clear I’m smitten. The first thing I’d noticed about Sim when I met him was his energy – he buzzes with it. He gets on with things, finishing them while everyone else is still wondering whether there’s time to begin.

Glancing at the image of myself, I hardly recognize it. I look happy, but there’s something else there, too. Fresh out of a failed marriage, exhilarated by the sense of possibility I’d found, I’d been braver, crazier, willing to give anything a go. Anything that didn’t involve too much in the way of feelings, at least. Feeling left you open to hurt, embarrassment, dependence and shame. Back then, I’d been good with pain of the physical kind, but emotions didn’t get a look in.

I’m struck by the gulf of time and life between then and now. Am I even the same person? In the story I tell myself, I’m still someone who relishes challenges, pushes limits, faces difficulties head-on. But is that really true? Rewritten and retextured by life and love, age and motherhood, perhaps not.

The photo conjures up memories of long days with only myself to think about, pushing my body hard, ignoring pain and fatigue, taking risks, managing not to die and drinking too much to celebrate.

I do none of those things now. Now, I help others devise grand adventures, and make sure those I have myself are fully risk-assessed and family-friendly. These days I don’t even drink. I love being a mum and I’d willingly thrown myself into it, stepping away from doing anything too risky, too tiring, too lengthy. I’ve needed – and wanted – to be there for my children, to have energy to play with them, to read bedtime stories and comfort them when they woke in the night. We haven’t spent a night apart since my daughter, Eva, was born, more than 12 years ago.

But now they’re older, and need me differently, being a mother is no longer a reason – or an excuse – to avoid doing hard things. Instead, there’s something else stopping me. These days, I worry about everything: work deadlines, whether my son’s mild fever might actually be meningitis, social media, car crashes, the climate crisis, war. I don’t think it’s that I’m a pessimist or overly catastrophizing – these are all real, relevant issues in our modern world. It’s that I’m happy feeling safe, happy with predictability and routine, happy with only doing the things I’m comfortable doing. Sometimes, if I don’t leave the house for a whole day, I wonder whether I might never leave the house again. And yet, somewhere deep within, is a growing realization that there’s another kind of life – one that’s exciting, exhilarating, adventurous – and it’s passing me by.

Coming out of the other side of mothering young children feels a little like stumbling out of the depths of a vast forest, blinking in a new bright light of possibility. In some ways, I know my former self is there, waiting for me. But in others, the experiences I’ve been through have shaped me into someone entirely different. I’m softer, slower now, more contemplative and more afraid. I’ve opened myself up to feelings and emotions and love. This is, in almost every way, a life that makes me deeply happy. But I can’t quiet the voice asking whether I’ve still got it in me to do big, hard, scary things. I still yearn for that elusive feeling of pushing myself to my mental and physical limits, keeping going when I don’t know how and looking back on it all with a deep sense of satisfaction.

I’m intrigued to know whether I can still do the things the old me – the one in the photo – did. Whether, having shed the fearless resilience of youth, the perspective, wisdom and endurance gained through being a nearly middle-aged mother are enough.

* * *

Ever since the first time I ran further than a marathon, back in the hazy past of my 20s, I’ve been fascinated by the idea of running 100 miles. Even when the kids were tiny, and doing it was something I had neither the time nor energy for, I was entranced by the 100-mile distance and those who ran it. Over the years, the books and articles I’ve read, the films I’ve watched and the stories I’ve listened to have fed this fire. The names of the famous 100-milers hold a magic and allure that I can’t escape: the Western States Endurance Run, the Hardrock 100, the Ultra-Trail du Mont Blanc (UTMB). I’ve pored over the scientific literature on our bodies and brains under the stresses of ultramarathons and read countless books about other people’s adventures over 100 miles and longer, battling through nausea and sleep deprivation, fatigued and footsore on the trails, finishing forever changed by their experiences.

Covering 100 miles (161 kilometres) on foot strikes that ideal balance of improbable yet possible. It’s an intriguing puzzle: running through an entire night, the kit, the fuelling, the self-management, the psychological skills. Some 100-milers involve mountains or other rough terrain, navigation, or winter conditions. As 14-times Western States champion Ann Trason once said, ‘I’ve always just looked at 100 miles as life in a day. You have all the trials and tribulations of a life in one day.’

Nonetheless, running such a long way – including running through a whole night and perhaps even two – hasn’t ever been something I’ve felt ready to do myself. When the kids were little, sleep was often so scarce that the idea of voluntarily giving up a night in my bed seemed like folly. Now, though, as they inch towards their teenage years and the challenge has become waking them up, I begin to wonder if it’s time to give it a go.

The seed of the idea lodges and won’t go away. I follow other people’s journeys to conquering the 100-mile distance – the training, the research, the Big Day, the finish-line celebrations and post-race retellings – and imagine myself going through the same. I see women, including mums, in their 40s, 50s and beyond achieving incredible feats of endurance and realize I desperately want to feel that too. Then, in the summer of 2021, British doctor Beth Pascall wins Western States, finishing in the second-fastest time by a woman (only Ellie Greenwood, another British runner, had gone faster) and seventh overall. Second- and third-placed women, Ruth Croft and Ragna Debats, also finish in the top 10 overall, while half of the top 30 finishers are women. It’s a phenomenal day for women’s ultrarunning and I’m utterly captivated.

I decide, there and then, that I’m going to train for and run a 100-mile race. The idea terrifies me but, in many ways, that’s part of the appeal. Right now, when it comes to doing hard things, I don’t know who I am any more. But I do know that throwing myself at this goal of running 100 miles will help me work it out. I also know that, if I’m successful, I’ll have some pretty strong evidence that the part of me that once relished discomfort and tough physical challenges is still there.

* * *

Women’s access to sport, and to muddy, sweaty, outdoors sport in particular, has been a contentious issue throughout history. Women weren’t permitted in the gymnasia of the ancient world, and only the Spartans actively encouraged women to exercise – for the purposes of bearing strong male warriors. Yet still there are stories of strong, powerful, athletic women in ancient history, from Cleopatra and Boudicca to Eva’s favourite (to my delight), the Greek princess Atalanta of Boeotia.

Atalanta’s father, King Schoeneus, had longed for a son and heir and, in his disappointment at the birth of a daughter, left the infant girl to die on Mount Parthenion. But Atalanta was discovered by a she-bear whose cubs had been recently killed by hunters. The bear nursed the child until she was eventually discovered by the hunters who raised her themselves in the mountains.

At home in the wilderness, Atalanta grew up to be a skilled archer and phenomenal runner, avoiding men and slaying two randy centaurs. On returning to her father’s house, she was at last accepted by the king, who promptly decided to marry her off. Atalanta agreed, but (knowing she was a faster runner than any man) only on the condition that any future husband must first beat her in a foot race. Eventually, she was tricked into marrying a minor mythological figure, Hippomenes, in a cunning scheme devised by the goddess Aphrodite. But it’s the story of Atlanta’s fearlessness and athleticism that’s endured, and that’s captured my daughter’s imagination.

Women’s track and field events were not included in the Olympic Games until Amsterdam in 1928, when three running events were held: the 100 metre, 4 x 100-metre relay and 800 metre. But it was the 800-metre race that would be remembered, and not with good reason. Nine women lined up at the start and all of them finished, with six breaking the previous world record. Lina Radke of Germany won the gold medal in 2:16:8, taking 7 seconds off the previous world record.

Despite its apparent success, however, the race was not well received by the global press. In fact, the sight of a group of athletic women running powerfully around the track – bare, muscular limbs pumping; bodies sweating; faces gurning – seemed to be both shocking and unacceptable.

In the UK, The Times called the race ‘dangerous’, while the London Daily Mail suggested it was too difficult for women. The US and Canadian press echoed these sentiments, with the Chicago Tribune reporting that five women collapsed after the race, and that fifth-place finisher Florence MacDonald needed to be ‘worked over’ after ‘falling onto the grass unconscious’. The Montreal Daily Star called the race a ‘disgrace’, suggesting that running 800 metres was ‘obviously beyond women’s powers of endurance, and can only be injurious to them’. One reporter incorrectly claimed that only six women finished the race and that five of them collapsed, concluding: ‘It was not a very edifying spectacle to see a group of fine girls running themselves into a state of exhaustion.’

The devastating result was the immediate withdrawal of women’s running from the Olympic Games and it would not return until 1960. But why did the 1928 800-metre race cause such a stir?

Governing bodies at the time cited ‘scientific evidence’ as the reason why women’s running events should not be a part of the Olympics. Historians Patricia Vertinksy and Martha Verbrugge highlight the dominant narrative of the late 19th and early 20th centuries, in which women were seen as frail and physically incapable, limiting what was acceptable in a sporting context. Exertion, and its toll on the energy reserves of a woman, particularly during menstruation, was not encouraged.

Long-distance swimming, being a less obviously vigorous (though no less demanding) sport that, unlike running, kept the sporting female body well hidden, was considered more acceptable. In 1926, Gertrude Ederle became the first woman to swim the English Channel – beating the men’s record in the process – and was praised by the media. Interestingly, the press had no concerns about her levels of exhaustion or energy deficit after more than 14 hours in the water. Instead, it was noted how fresh she appeared after completing the task.

Delving further into the 100-year-old ‘science’ behind the recommendation that women shouldn’t run, I find that menstruation and its draining effects on women’s energy reserves and ability to exercise are often blamed. This represents an interesting parallel with an emerging field of sport science today, where interest in the menstrual cycle and its potential to impact on the female body’s ability to perform athletically has seen considerable growth in recent years. Everywhere you look – from newspapers and magazines to online influencers – there’s advice on how we should train according to our menstrual cycle. But is the robust scientific evidence there even now?

I search the scientific journals for recent meta-analyses – studies that group a number of smaller studies together to create a larger and more robust one – looking at the effects of the menstrual cycle on female athletes. I find several, all of which conclude that, while it’s possible the menstrual cycle could have some effects on performance, perception of effort and discomfort, and recovery, these are small and vary greatly between individuals. Additionally, these effects are likely to disappear altogether for anyone on hormonal contraception.

The analyses also raise concerns about both the overall quality of the original research carried out and the effect of simply believing that various phases of the menstrual cycle might make us better or worse at sport. I find myself surprised by how little concrete evidence there is for all the headlines, advice and apps that have proliferated in the wake of some small, preliminary research findings.

As with so many other areas of women’s lives in which we’re told that our physiology is in some way letting us down, there’s clearly money to be made. Good-quality research studies and dissemination of findings are essential to enabling women to reach their potential in sport safely, sustainably and effectively. But currently, in this area of research, the evidence remains far from clear.

* * *

I first started running regularly in my mid-20s, after a car crash in Italy left me with a fractured spine and collar bone, unable to walk for several weeks. It was a powerful reminder of the privilege of having a body that worked, and I vowed to look after it better than I had done before. Recovery was slow, but eventually I could run again. A mile around the block became two, and soon I’d progressed into running half marathons and then marathons.

At the time, Paula Radcliffe was dominating women’s marathon running and was a huge inspiration to me. This was before social media, so I absorbed every detail I could about how she lived, trained, ate and slept from magazines like Runner’s World and Athletics Weekly. I would pore over articles, photos and footage, admiring her drive to succeed and utter dedication to her sport. I cried with her when her 2004 Olympic marathon in Athens ended with her sitting on a kerb due to stomach trouble. Despite being one of the world’s greatest ever marathon runners and representing Great Britain at four consecutive Olympics from 1996 to 2008, Paula never won an Olympic medal.

While she was light years better than I was at running, I saw Paula as similar enough to me to allow myself to dream of becoming a better runner. Her successes and heartbreaks captured my imagination, motivating me to push myself harder – to be just a little more like her. Paula’s influence shaped me, showing me it was possible for women to be strong and fast, cultivating a lifelong, deep love for running. This experience lives with me today as a reminder of the importance and power of representation – of seeing people we perceive as similar to ourselves, whether that’s our gender, age, race, body or any other factor we can latch on to and think, ‘If they can do it, then so can I.’

Eventually, the boredom and injuries resulting from many miles of running on tarmac pushed me to look for alternatives to the marathon. I began to take my first tentative steps off-road, finding the terrain frustrating and slow to run on at first, while my body and brain adapted, but also relishing the sense of freedom and adventure. My first off-road race was the 32-kilometre (20-mile) Axe to Exe. It was 2004, and the first year the race had been held, tracing the Jurassic Coast between Seaton and Exmouth in Devon. I had never run anything like it before, so I raced it like a marathon, going out too hard and trying to hang on. By the end, I was sick and hallucinating but absolutely sold on this new kind of running. Once I had recovered, I knew I didn’t want to go back to the roads. 20 years later, the Axe to Exe is still going strong and I’ll be forever grateful for the introduction to big adventures on the trails it gave me.

Off-road running, and in particular fell and hill running, has a long history in northern Britain, originating in the early 19th century when shepherds and farm workers would race each other across the ‘fells’ – local hills and mountains. Fell races, often held at rural fairs, remain a celebration of both community and landscape, with the fittest, fastest and strongest battling it out for the win. The fells of Northern England were also home to some of the earliest ultramarathons that allowed women to compete. The Fellsman, a 96 kilomtre (60 mile) race in the Yorkshire Dales, and the Lake District 4 x 3,000 race both permitted women to enter as early as the 1960s.

Like most people in the south of the UK, I grew up knowing nothing about fell running. But the same year I ran the Axe to Exe, Richard Askwith’s book, Feet in the Clouds: A Tale of Fell Running and Obsession, changed everything. Capturing the imagination of many – myself included – the book explores the world of fell running: its culture, characters and Askwith’s personal goal – to complete the Bob Graham Round, a 106-kilometre (66-mile), 27,000-feet circuit of 42 of the highest peaks in the English Lake District within 24 hours. Feet in the Clouds also introduced me to some of fell running’s greatest women, including Angela Mudge, Helene Whitaker (née Diamantides), Wendy Dodds and Pauline Stuart. These women were tough, muscled and agile, powering through mud and moving goat-like over mountains. I was hooked. I had discovered a new world of running, far removed from the roads, and I couldn’t get enough of it.

The year after Feet in the Clouds was published, British runner Nicky Spinks completed her first Bob Graham Round. The following year, at the age of 38, she was diagnosed with breast cancer, undergoing treatment, including a mastectomy. While many advised her to rest, running was an important part of Nicky’s coping and recovery strategy, and over the years she would go on to break new ground in women’s mountain ultrarunning. In 2012, she set a new women’s Bob Graham Round record of 18:12, lowering this to 18:06 in 2015. During this time, she also set the women’s records for the Paddy Buckley Round in Wales and the Ramsay Round in Scotland, simultaneously holding the women’s fastest times for all three British 24-hour mountain rounds. Her record would stand until 2016, when it was beaten by another legend of the fell and ultrarunning scene, Jasmin Paris. Incredibly, Nicky would also go on to run double rounds between 2016 and 2019. The first of these, the double Bob Graham Round, covered a distance of 212 kilometres (132 miles) with more than 54,000 feet of ascent. It was, Nicky said at the time, a celebration of still being alive and running, 10 years after her cancer diagnosis and treatment.

‘It has changed my perspective on things and made me do challenges as soon as I can, and to appreciate it that much more,’ she told the Guardian in an interview in 2016. ‘Being told I had cancer was hard to deal with – there are not many things worse – and that keeps me going through the races when I’m struggling.’

* * *

At the same time as fell running was becoming established in Britain, the late 1800s were a time of relative freedom for women in the outdoors – for wealthy white women, at least. In her book In Her Nature, Rachel Hewitt traces the life of Lizzie Le Blond, an Irish Alpinist, author and photographer who documented women participating in tobogganing, skiing and mountaineering in the Alps during the late 1800s and founded the Ladies’ Alpine Club. Lizzie’s passion and work forged a place for women in an arena traditionally dominated by men; but men also featured strongly in her life, teaching her the skills she required to be competent and safe and guiding her on climbs.

Incredibly, the world of women’s ultradistance sport was also thriving at this time, with increasing numbers of women participating in pedestrianism – competitive long-distance footraces that gained unexpected popularity as a spectator sport. Six-day races experienced an explosion in popularity in both the US and UK during this time. Why six days? Because competitive sport was not permitted on Sundays.

Of the 850 total starters across 85 6-day races that took place during 1879, at least 120 were women, with 17 women’s-only races taking place. That year, the first women’s international 6-day race was held in Madison Square Garden, New York. It would be the first ‘go-as-you-please’ race for women – meaning that running was permitted. For the first time in women’s ultradistance competition, big prize money was on offer, with $1,000 (equivalent to about $28,000/£22,000 in today’s money) for the winner, along with a belt made by Tiffany, worth around $250. The entry fee was $200, but any woman who completed more than 350 miles would have their fee refunded.

Many pedestriennes were extremely poor and had few choices or opportunities. Some were single mothers, while some others were in abusive, coercive relationships with husbands or managers. The ability to keep moving for hours and days was a skill they could use to make money, a talent borne from the hardships they endured in everyday life.

Eighteen women started the race, many wearing heavy velvet skirts and some sporting dancing shoes, completely inadequate for the demands of long-distance running and quickly filling with sawdust from the track. The women made their way around the track accompanied by jeers and taunts from men in the crowd, some of whom even followed them to loiter around their sleeping area.

As the days passed, most competitors dropped out due to injury, lack of training and/or lack of food. By the start of day six, only five women remained in the race, of whom three had established a clear lead: Bertha Von Berg, a boot and shoe seamstress from New York, who had a 100-mile time of 23 hours; Bella Kilbury from New Jersey, who, at 16, was the youngest in the race; and 30-year-old Ada Wallace from Maryland, who had covered 100 miles in 24 hours earlier that year. During the sixth and final day, Kilbury, who had been in third place, overtook Wallace to move into second. Furious, Wallace began hurling insults and threats of physical violence at the younger woman, who had to be escorted for her own protection. In the end, Von Berg set a new world record of 372 miles, with Kilbury holding on to her second place with 351 miles and Wallace finishing third with 336 miles.

The 1870s also saw 100-mile races take off, with vast crowds of paying spectators turning up to cheer on walkers and runners who circled for hours and hours. US-based races were strictly heel–toe walking only; but, as the decade progressed, British races permitted running as well as walking, resulting in increasingly fast times over the distance. At this time, according to ultrarunning historian Davy Crockett, the Royal Agricultural Hall (now Islington Business Design Centre) was the ultrarunning capital of the world.

In his 2022 book on Britain’s celebrated pedestriennes, Pioneers in Bloomers, Rob Hadgraft tells the story of Kate Wiltshire (née Rider), a relative of former New Zealand Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern. Leaving domestic service in London in 1872, Kate travelled unaccompanied on an immigrant ship to New Zealand with the aim of starting a new life. En route, she fell in love with another emigrant, Joe, and the couple married the following year, a week before Kate’s 20th birthday. A successful long-distance walker in England, Joe brought the sport to New Zealand, and also to Kate, who proved to be a prodigious talent.

In 1876, at a time when few men had covered 100 miles in under 24 hours, and it was therefore considered an impossible feat for women, a crowd gathered at Auckland’s City Hall to watch Kate make her attempt at the distance. The aim was to cover 100 miles – 2,833 laps of a 62-yard indoor track – in 24 hours. Dressed in a much talked-about colourful outfit, and accompanied by the Artillery Band, she set off on the evening of Friday, 5th May to much initial enthusiasm, which gradually waned as the hours passed.

Throughout the night and the following day, she continued her 62-yard circles, the crowds returning in force to see her finish the following evening. Despite an interruption from a drunken sailor, and badly twisting her ankle in the early hours of the morning, Kate Wiltshire was hailed as the first woman to complete 100 miles on foot in under 24 hours, crossing the line in around 23 hours and 40 minutes. Her sporting prowess would be remembered by her great-great-granddaughter, Prime Minister Ardern, in her speech when taking office in 2017.

By 1878, the most popular 100-mile races were women’s races. German pedestrienne Bertha Von Hillern’s training involved walking for 4 hours every day and spending an hour on gym exercises. Her exhibition 100-milers took 27–28 hours and drew large crowds. Between 1877 and 1878, Von Hillern was the most prolific 100-mile racer, man or woman, covering the distance at least 12 times during a 12-month period. She also revolutionized women’s walking footwear, competing in shoes with little or no heel – which was shocking for the time.

Women gradually disappeared from long-distance running competitions in the early 20th century. However, Geraldine Watson, a teacher from South Africa, was known to walk up to 200 miles at a time, carrying an automatic pistol for protection. In 1931, she ran the 54-mile Comrades Marathon unofficially, finishing in just over 11 hours. In 1933, she reduced this time to 9 hours 31 minutes. She was the last woman to run the race until 1965. In 1934, she ran a road 100-miler in Durban in 22 hours 22 minutes. Only two men finished ahead of her.

It wasn’t until the 1970s that women began competing in 6-day and 100-mile races once more, but still with some opposition from governing bodies – the Amateur Athletics Union (AAU) banned women from competitions. However, most ultramarathons were not regulated by the AAU and allowed women to run.

In 1970, Japanese American Miki Gorman set a new women’s 100-mile record of 21 hours, 4 minutes and 4 seconds. Miki went on to win the New York and Boston city marathons twice and ran a personal best of 2 hours 39; but she never competed at the Olympic Games as the women’s marathon was not included until after her career had ended.

Another female ultrarunning pioneer at this time was Californian Natalie Cullimore. A former cyclist, in 1970, at the age of 34 and just 2 months after her first-ever race, she won the National 50 Miles Championship with a time of 7:35:57, setting an American women’s record. The following year, Cullimore set a new women’s 100-mile record at the Camellia 100 in Rocklin, California. The only woman in a field of 17 runners, she came in first overall in a time of 16:11:00. Two years later, at a 100-mile race in Sacramento, California, she again took the overall win, finishing in 18:09:16 and beating the first man by more than 4 hours.

British runner Eleanor Robinson also discovered her hidden talents in the 1970s and 80s. After leaving school and getting married, she trained as a PE teacher and became, in her words, a ‘closet runner’ because it wasn’t seen as socially acceptable for married women to be out running. She risked being shouted at if she was seen running alone, so she would wait until after dark before heading out. As the running boom of the 1980s took hold, and the idea of women being out running became more accepted, Eleanor started taking her running more seriously.

Her first marathon, in her early 30s as a mum of three, was the People’s Marathon for fun runners in Birmingham in 1981, three years before the women’s marathon was included in the Olympic Games. Training in the evenings once the children were in bed, and with a longest run of 18 kilometres (11 miles), she finished second in a time of 3:24. The following year, she improved her marathon time to 3:09, which would be the last time she ran more than 3 hours for a marathon before the age of 50. But it was in the long and really long races that Eleanor would shine brightest: she went on to set more than 30 world records across distances from 48 kilometres (30 miles) to 6 days and achieved 6 world titles.

In 1983, Eleanor was the only woman to take part in the first ever running of the Spartathlon race, a 245-kilometre (152-miles) ultramarathon from Athens to Sparta in Greece. She recalls the difficulty she had being accepted into the race. The organizers were strongly opposed to women running the race, and it was only after some of the male ultrarunners intervened that Eleanor was allowed to compete, leaving her with no time to train specifically for the race.

Despite the lack of preparation, however, Eleanor finished ninth overall, beating many well-regarded male ultrarunners. In an interview with Katie Holmes, from the website runyoung50.co.uk, which boasts a wonderful wealth of detail on the history of women’s running, Eleanor says of blazing a trail for the many women who have since run Spartathlon: ‘I was always very conscious of being a pioneer and that was one of the motivating factors for me. I was well aware of the fact that there were very few women [doing ultrarunning] and that I was fortunate in that I was around at the right time and able to take the opportunities. I was doing it not just for me but for other women that might want to. I knew it wasn’t the sort of thing that would attract hordes of people, but it would make the way easier for anybody else that wanted to come along and do similar things.’

Since the return of women to 100-mile running, less than 50 years ago, the records have almost halved. At the time of writing, US ultrarunner Camille Herron’s astonishing road (12:41:11), track (12:52:50) and trail (12:42:40) records are testament to what’s possible if women are given the opportunity to train and race consistently, blazing a trail of hope for those who follow.

And yet, as I explore the history of women’s ultrarunning, unearthing stories of women achieving incredible feats of endurance in the late 19th and 20th centuries, I wonder why it feels like we’re still breaking new ground, even now. Why does it so often seem like women have to fight to get to start lines?
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