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42
BOB’S AGE 

1932
YEAR OF RECORD

23hr 39min
TOTAL TIME

42 

SUMMITS

 
WHAT IS 

THE BGR?

The Bob Graham Round is 66 
rough-path miles over 42 Lake District 
summits with 8230m ascent. Since Bob 

first ran it, it has become a famous 
beat-the-clock British running 

challenge, but no-one has come 
within an hour of Billy Bland’s 

scorching 13hr 53min.
www.bobgrahamclub.

org.uk



The 24 hours 
that changed 

running history
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TRAIL HEROES

Steve Chilton is 
a committed fell 
runner, cartographer 
and award-winning 
author of It’s A Hill 
Get Over It: Fell 
Running’s History 
and Characters.  
See Steve’s blog:
www.itsahill.
wordpress.com

66 miles, 42 peaks, 27,000ft ascent in just one day. The Bob Graham Round 
is now the Lake District’s most famous running challenge, but who started it?

Words Steve Chilton Photography Abraham Photographic, Steve Chilton Illustration Steven Hall

very year, around 140 insanely fit people throw 
themselves at the Lake District’s most epic 
24-hour mountain running challenge, the Bob 
Graham Round (BGR). The 42-summit round 
from Keswick has now reached legendary status, 

but its history is little known apart from an excellent read 
from Richard Askwith in 2009, Feet in the Clouds. Now, 
Steve Chilton has delved deeper than any author before to 
share extensive, inspiring interviews with BGR completers 
past and present, many of whom seem to be powered 
mainly by good, old fashioned tinned rice pudding and cups 
of hot strong tea. Here’s an edited extract from Steve’s new 
book, The Round, starting right at the very beginning, with 
the remarkable Bob Graham himself. 

Who was Bob Graham?
Bob Graham was by no means a natural athlete. He was 
short and stocky, but had an excellent knowledge of the 
fells and was a keen, teetotal, vegetarian, non-smoking 
fitness enthusiast. Describing Bob Graham in English 
Lake Country, Dudley Hoys says, “he was powerfully built, 
modest, kindly, and as a sort of snack, after supper in the 
summer, he would skip up Skiddaw and back”. 

Bob Graham was brought up in Houghton, near Carlisle. 
Eric Walmsley knew him well, and recalled Bob’s time 
running Barrow House as a guest house: “Bob was an 
excellent cook and a great lover of people. You couldn’t help 
liking him. He was also a great lover of nature and could 
identify all the wild flowers. It was Bob’s habit to take his 
guests out fell-walking. Also present on some of these walks 
was the noted Grasmere artist, W. Heaton Cooper, who was 
a close friend of Bob’s. He would sometimes assist Heaton 
Cooper in choosing scenes for his paintings.”

There was more to Bob than fell-walking. He was a 
member of Keswick Rugby Club (though he did not play the 
game), and a keen tennis player. He also had a keen interest 
in music. There was a piece entitled Lakeland’s Champion 
Walker on the Air in the Lancashire Evening Post of 5 Dec 
1935 which showed another side of the Champion Walker: 

E
Not many ramblers who listened-in 
to the Mountain Singers [of Keswick] 
on the North Regional a fortnight 
yesterday realised when they heard 
Bob Graham, the compère, that they 
were listening to the finest walker in 
the Lake District. One could hardly 
call Bob a rambler, as no ordinary 
rambler could keep up with him. Only 
one man has been found so far, an 
Arctic explorer, who can keep up with 
Bob when he is out on one of his long 
walks… He has frequently been one 
of the search parties that have had to 
be organised when people have been 
lost on the fells. Owing to the nature 
of his work most of his rambling has 
to be done during the winter, and 
even on the coldest days he dresses 
as most ramblers would in the middle 
of summer. He travels light and often 
wears rubber plimsolls which he 
prefers to heavy boots. His strength  
of endurance is amazing.

Unusual training
Very little is known about Bob 
Graham’s preparation for his round, 
but by common consent the main 
training he did was to walk and run 
regularly on the fells, often during 
the night and covering considerable 
distances. In an article in the Autumn 
1972 Fellrunner magazine, Des Oliver, 
who knew Bob Graham, said that he 
regularly walked 50 miles over the 
fells whatever the weather: “As part of 
his ‘preparation’ for his attempt at 
the fell record he walked over every 



Top: Bob Graham 
(middle) at Dunmail 
Raise (wearing 
shorts which were 
pulled on especially 
for photographs) 
with his two ‘pacers’ 
Phil Davidson (left) 
and Martin Rylands. 
The Skiddaw/
Helvellyn section 
was done without 
wearing the heavy 
khaki drill shorts

Bottom: Memorial 
plaque to Bob 
Graham at Ashness 
Bridge near Keswick
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WHAT’S A 

BGR LIKE?

Trail Running editor (and completer 
in 26hrs 36min) Claire says, “Imagine 

being on the move for a whole day and 
night. Add a total ascent just shy of 

Everest up and down 42 Lake District 
summits. Then, for most, collapse!” 

Read her report here: 
www.clairemaxted.
wordpress.com

fell he intended to include in his bare 
feet. His reason for this was two-fold: 
to toughen the skin (he suffered no 
blisters when he eventually broke the 
record), and to save wear and tear on 
the footwear (gym shoes).”

When he did go walking it was for 
all-day efforts, not short strolls. This 
was despite having been turned down 
for service in the First World War 
because he had flat feet. Nonetheless, 
he moved fast over the rough Lake 
District terrain. Eric Walmsley said: 
“He took a lot of keeping up with as 
he always moved at a trot or a jog. He 
never ate much while out on the fells 

and never carried any protective 
clothing, just a jacket which 

he’d tie around his waist 
if the weather was 

warm. On his feet, he 
wore plimsolls or 
sandals, much to the 
disapproval of one 
friend who suggested 
he should wear 
boots. Bob took his 

advice for one walk 
only with the result 

that he slipped and fell 
down a gully. That was the 

last time he wore boots.”

The first ever Bob Graham Round
The round was done on a very warm day, and he wore 
tennis shoes, shorts and a pyjama jacket. His pacers carried 
a pair of boots for him, but he chose not to use them. He 
walked the uphills, and ran the downhill sections. There 
is some doubt as to Bob’s age when he made the round in 
June 1932. However, Phil Davidson, the last survivor of his 
quartet of pacers, said that the 42 peaks represented one 
for each year of Bob’s life. 

Phil said, “Bob was particularly good at downhills. I 
thought I could travel a bit, but I couldn’t do anything like 
his speed downhill. When it came to graft uphill I could stick 
with him. The hardest part was the second [leg]: 12 hours 
of continuous walking. You had to really persuade yourself 
to go on, at least in my case. You had that feeling, ‘why the 
dickens am I doing this?’ Who is benefitting and what is the 
use? After that there was a sense of achievement.”

No energy gels in 1932! 
Contemporary accounts suggest that Bob Graham and team 
ate very little during the round. Dudley Hoys asked Bob 
what he ate, and ‘greengages’ was apparently his reply 
– and when asked what really kept him going during the 
last eight hours of the effort, his reply was simply ‘will-
power’. Other sources suggest he had bread and butter, 
lightly boiled eggs, plenty of fruit, and sweets for energy. A 
contemporary report says: “In the early part of the day he 
ate fruit pastilles. At 10am he had a boiled egg, two thin 
slices of bread and butter and some tea. At 5pm he had two 
lightly boiled eggs and milk and soda. At 9.45pm he had 
some hot milk, and at the last 4 miles some hot strong tea.” 

The aftermath…
After completing his round, Bob claimed that he “felt 
almost as fresh at the end of his long day as he did at the 
beginning”, although he had apparently lost about half 
a stone in weight. He also told legendary outdoor writer 
Harry Griffin afterwards: “anybody could do it – provided 
they are fit enough”. Griffin also acknowledged that, “some 
people turn up their noses at these fell records”. He then 
counters, “nobody ever gets injured or seriously lost, despite 
the pace and the conditions which often prevail. This is 
because these people are first and foremost mountaineers, 
able to traverse difficult country speedily and safely”.

Harry Griffin remarked in his foreword to the 42 Peaks 
booklet, “I knew Bob Graham, and he often expressed surprise 
that nobody had succeeded in improving on his round”.

Bob was not the first, or last, to have his feats doubted. 
In 42 Peaks there is a comment that: “Some doubts were 
raised, certainly in private, as to whether Bob Graham had 
actually covered the distance and peaks claimed. He was 
not that well known a fellsman at the time. Had he really 
done it? Such doubts seem small-minded to us today, but 
they were genuinely felt at the time.”

Bob Graham Round ‘guru’ Fred Rogerson, made this 
comment in part explanation for his starting the Bob 
Graham 24 Hour Club, also pointing out that Bob was the 
first [of any 24hr round runners] to go in what is now 
considered the ‘normal’ direction, clock-wise: “I wanted to 
get recognition for what Bob Graham did in 1932, because 
he never got it at the time. People wouldn’t believe what he 
had done. But it was the epic of this century.” TR

Read more Steve Chilton’s The Round: In Bob Graham’s 
Footsteps, the highly readable history of the Lake District’s  

most challenging run, is out now, pb Sandstone Press, £17.99.  
www.sandstonepress.com/books/the-round


