
ý  BY S T E V E  C H I LT O N

The John Charles Sports Centre is 
approached via an industrial estate in 
south west Leeds.  As I pulled in a large 
group of triathletes must have just finished 
a morning swimming session. I was there 
for a meeting which had been arranged 
to be in the Centre’s café. Being slightly 
early I joined several others in having one 
of the warm home-made cherry scones 
that seemed to be the (re)fuel of choice 
for these athletes. Sitting down with scone 
and coffee I acknowledged the presence 
of my interviewee, who was finishing what 
looked like a post-training debrief with one 
of the athletes.

Jack Maitland is Director of Triathlon at 
Leeds Beckett University, and part of the 
British coaching team for triathlon, and 
thus working regularly with the Brownlee 
brothers, who are based in Leeds. He was 
also previously an outstanding fell runner, 
having won the British Fell Champs back 
in 1986. I was there to interview him as he 
was a contemporary of, and fierce rival of, 
Kenny Stuart and John Wild. He had just 
started running the fells in the incredible 
1983 fellrunning championships season, 
when Stuart and Wild went head-to-head 
over the full season of 15 races. As he 
progressed over the next couple of years 
he became perhaps their chief rival, and 
eventually succeeded Kenny Stuart as British 
Champion in the 1986 season.

I sat opposite him, watching his craggy 
face break into frequent laughs as he recalled 
incidents from his career. He had brought 
along his own training diaries for the mid-
eighties, which proved really useful when we 
started looking back at races in which he had 
raced Stuart and Wild in that period.

Maitland was born in Aboyne in 
Aberdeenshire in 1962, and attended 

Aberdeen University to study Computer 
Science in 1978-82. He took a year out 
working at making orienteering maps, 
by hand as this was before the advent of 
computer cartography. It allowed him to 
train for his sport, basically. He went and 
trained in Norway, then moved to Leeds to 
do a postgraduate course in teacher training. 
He made the British Junior and Senior 
Orienteering squad, so orienteering was his 
main sport initially.

When he went to University he joined the 
swimming club, the volleyball club and the 
running club. But really he only did running 
and orienteering. Meeting Colin Donnelly at 
the university was something of a catalyst 
for doing more fell running.  He recalls, ‘I had 
done some hill races in the area of Scotland 
I come from as a kid, like at the Highland 
Games for instance. I started running to 
support my orienteering really. I had one 
slight skirmish with the professional running 
scene. The pros didn’t like it if you went and 
raced against them. Once I started doing 
amateur races I got the message that I wasn’t 
welcome in the pro scene anymore.’

Maitland is often touted as one of the 
best descenders on the fell scene. However, 
he played down his own ability somewhat. 
‘I think when I first started going on the 
continent for mountain races I was bringing 
my British skills where it was suddenly better 
than those that were already racing. I wasn’t 
the best descender in British running. At the 
time Kenny and John were at their peak I was 
racing for third place. Maybe I was a better 
descender than the other challengers like 
Sean Livesey and Dave Cartridge.’

I asked Jack to analyse his own ability over 
different courses. He chuckled, ‘I liked to race. 
In fact I did a fantastic amount of racing. In 
1984 I did 107 races, 38 orienteering, 27 fell 

and a mixture of road and triathlon, with 
26 wins. I ran 22 miles short of 4,000 miles 
that year.’ For comparison purposes, that 
is just about double my own mileage that 
same year, as I moved towards my peak year 
as a marathon runner. Jack continued, ‘in 
1983 I had done a bit less but did do three 
marathons, and was still really an orienteer 
at heart. I enjoyed all distances. I think I 
probably liked up and down races rather 
than the horseshoes. It didn’t matter really. I 
liked a Blisco or a Ben Lomond.’

Moving to triathlon was another challenge 
for Maitland. He went to New Zealand to 
make orienteering maps in the winter of 
1985-86, travelling out in November 1985. 
‘The guy I was making maps for was also 
organising a triathlon, and he said “why don’t 
you do it?”. I trained for a couple of months 
and did that one.’ Maitland did that first 
triathlon 16th Feb 1986 in Taupo (coming 
3rd), then did the New Zealand Champs 
Triathlon on 23rd February (this time 7th) and 
another triathlon on 2nd March (coming 4th).

‘Then I came back to Europe in March and 
raced the fell and mountain running season 
[and won the British Fell Champs]. I didn’t do 
any triathlon until the end of the season. I 
did the Annecy-Le Semnoz mountain race 
(coming 7th) and they said there is a triathlon 
next week why not stay and do that. I said 
I haven’t got a bike and so they lent me 
one!’ That was the Annecy Triathlon on 31st 
August, in which he came second. 

After that he did a mix of fell and triathlon 
races for a few years. At the end of 1989 he 
did the World Mountain Champs and came 
10th in an uphill only race. ‘I think I knew 
I wasn’t going to win a medal and that I 
had reached my limit. The Commonwealth 
Games was including triathlon in 1990 and 
I knew I could get in the Scotland team. I 
did, and having done that I thought I would 
see if I could get in the British triathlon 
squad. Fell running had seemed a solo thing 

In profile: Jack Maitland
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really and I enjoyed the team aspect of 
orienteering and triathlon.’

Halfway through the interview I could 
see out of the corner of my eye first one, 
and then two, Brownlees come and sit at 
a table nearby. Resisting the urge to halt 
the interview and rush over to them and 
ask for a selfie, I did swing the questioning 
off topic and asked Jack the Coach about 
working with the two of them. What he told 
me surprised me somewhat, and caused 
me to reflect on what Jack was telling me 
about his own athlete/coach status when 
performing.

He has an honest response when asked 
about his own attitude to being coached 
himself. ‘I was largely self-coached. I wasn’t 
a very coachable athlete I think it was fair to 
say. When I got into triathlon I was bringing 
some ‘running expertise’ to it, whilst Robin 
Brew brought swimming knowledge, 
for instance. I got the idea I could do 
some coaching as I was already trading 
information. ‘

I had assumed that Maitland would be 
applying a strongly scientific approach to 
his coaching of the World Class triathletes in 
his care (think Brailsford’s ‘power metering, 
and marginal gains’ approach in cycling). 
It seems not, as this was Maitland’s reply 
when I questioned him about it: ‘Actually 
that is interesting, as my way is pretty 
non-scientific. It depends of course what 
you mean by science. There is planning, 
organisation, recording and structure, which 
are all important. But heart rate monitors, 
power meters and lab tests, well we hardly 
use that at all. Our athletes have been 
tested. So I learned a lot from testing them 
and used that information. I don’t think it 
is that valuable to keep testing them, you 
know from their training form and their 
race form how they are doing.’  He then told 
a quick story about being tested himself. ‘I 
did have a VO2 max test once, when I was 
starting triathlon, and I remember it being 
pretty high [it was 85.1 ml/kg/min]. The guy 
doing my test said I should take up cycling!’

I wondered how he would assess the 
physiological differences between the 
Brownlee brothers. ‘Alistair and Johnny are 
similar aerobically. Johnny has a little more 
speed and would be favoured to win over 
short distances. Once you get beyond a 
certain distance Alistair’s two-year training 
age advantage would probably take over.’

Being a fellow vegetarian I wondered 
what had prompted Maitland and whether 
it affected his sport in any way. He replied, ‘I 

became vegetarian when I was orienteering 
and have had no issues around protein 
intake for instance. I had a few health issues 
from overtraining and got a bit anaemic, 
but who knows really. A lot of the top 
Norwegians were veggies and we went on 
an Eastern Europe trip and the food was 
horrible so we tried a veggie diet. Me being 
stubborn, I carried on!’

Jack Maitland certainly left his mark on 
fell running before moving on to triathlon 
and then coaching. He still has the course 

records for Pendle from 1984 and Blisco 
from 1987. His take was that he thought, 
‘that the Pendle course may have changed, 
I find it hard to believe otherwise, but don’t 
think Blisco has.’

He was involved in club athletics for a 
while. ‘I moved to Leeds and joined Pudsey 
and Bramley. People like Gary Devine were 
probably the main driving force at the time. 
I would hang out with them and also some 
of the Bingley guys.’ 

As we wound up he mentioned a couple of 
things he HADN’T done. ‘I never did the Three 
Peaks Cyclocross. I had a cyclocross bike, 
which did it once, when I lent it to someone! I 
also never thought of doing the Bob Graham 

Round. I might have considered it, but wasn’t 
doing fell running for long enough before 
moving on to triathlon.’

What he did admit was that he had raced 
tired sometimes. ‘But some of the times we 
ran were outstanding’, he retorted.

Jack feels that the highlight of his fell 
career was probably winning the British 
Championship. In mountain racing it 
would be winning Mount Cameroon and 
the Everest marathon (both in 1989). 
‘You remember the wins, don’t you. I won 
Burnsall but never won the Ben, Snowdon 
or the Three Peaks. I had a lot of seconds! I 
came against some very classy athletes in 
that era. I think I got the most I could out of 
myself, for instance in that Snowdon race.’ 

So, what is life like for Jack Maitland these 
days. He obviously gives a lot of time to his 
triathletes. He revealed that he does a lot of 
yoga now. ‘I ride my bike with my athletes 
once a week, but just with the women now! 
I follow the fell scene a bit, and I still get The 
Fellrunner.’

Steve Chilton is author of ‘The Round: in Bob 
Graham’s footsteps’ 
https://itsahill.wordpress.com/

1989 Jack with Views 
of Everest behind

1989 Everest Marathon winner

PH
O

TO
 ©

 J
A

CK
 M

A
IT

LA
N

D

THE FELLRUNNER SUMMER 2016 55


