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‘I wanted to do the BGR, I would have really 
regretted it if I hadn’t. I had half thought 
of doing it on the way down through the 
Lakes on my continuous run over all the 
3000 foot mountains of Britain and Ireland. 
Wouldn’t that have been cool?’

Impetuous maybe, but in a way it nicely 
encapsulates Hugh Symonds and the way 
he thinks. In the mid-1980s he was one of 
the finest fell runners, winning some of 
the classics, including the Three Peaks and 
the Ben Nevis races. He has always loved 
travel and is currently participating in some 
spectacularly long cycle expeditions in 
different parts of the world. He was in the 
country earlier this year and I spoke to him 
at his home in Sedbergh about his early life, 
and the ups and downs of fell running. 

Hugh Symonds was born in Berkshire in 
1953, and lived there for two years before 
his parents moved to near Altrincham, 
where he went to school near Moss Side, 
at William Hume Grammar School. ‘There I 
played rugby which I decided wasn’t for me 
when I was about to score a try and I got 
tackled, and got hit in the testicles. I went to 
ground and felt sad, and thought what sort 
of sport is this? On the way home I was on 

the bus and chatting to someone and they 
said have you tried running. You just do it, 
he said, we go round Alexander Park.’ 

He joined in and had a go. Very quickly 
he found he was loving it. ‘I was cruising, 
jumping fences, and it was grand. I got on 
the school team and was beating people 
older than me. For the first time in my life 
I felt I was doing something.’ He started 
winning school races, and his father 
encouraged him and thought he should 
be doing more, and he found out about 
Altrincham AC and Hugh went along. He 
met a man there called Alan Hardman, who 
was Club Secretary, who encouraged him. 

‘I went to training on Tuesday and 
Thursday evenings, and went to Gatley Track 
and did reps. I would be about 15 or 16, 
and was doing races beyond school like the 
Manchester League, Cheshire Champs, the 
North of England Champs and the National. 
I won the Lancs Schools cross country, the 
Manchester Champs at 1500m, the Lancs 
Champs at 2000m steeplechase, which took 
me to the English Schools – where I was 
5th in the steeplechase at Crystal Palace in 
1971. I was 20th in the English Schools cross 
country Champs in Luton in the same year.’

He was inspired by the club’s Olympians, 
Alan Blinston who went to Mexico in 1968, 
and Jeff Norman who went on to run the 
marathon in 1976. He recalls that they 
were very inspirational and helpful. ‘It was 
quite something for a youngster to train 
alongside them. Running became part of 
my life. I would say it helped me discover 
who I was. Before that I was maybe the sort 
of person who was timid and sometimes 
got teased. Running gave me something 
tremendous.’

Then he went to Durham University in 
1972 to read Mathematics. He loved being 
on the cross country team, and did some 
track athletics there, but it was becoming 
less interesting to him. ‘I wanted less track 
and more off the beaten track. Whilst I was 
at Uni I did the Three Peaks race, badly, 
maybe coming about 30th. I know I had been 
hoping to do well as I had done a marathon 
in about two and a half hours.’ He was 
further inspired by Jeff Norman, who had 
won the Three Peaks six times. By then Hugh 
had competed at the Whernside Junior fell 
race and come in the top five. ‘I had a latent 
interest in fell running although I had no 
success yet. I just thought I want to do this. I 
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loved running around on the hills.’
He recalls a really memorable event 

where he went with Jeff Norman and some 
others to reccie the Three Peaks course. It 
used to be hardly marked at all. ‘The big 
question mark was how to get from Pen y 
Ghent to Ribblehead. It was a big free-for-
all. We ended up at the Hill Inn and bumped 
into Joss Naylor, who was also doing a 
reccie. He seemed to be dressed in a sack 
held together with safety pins, and had hair 
all over the place’, Hugh chuckled.

At university Hugh met his wife Pauline. 
After university he had a quiet time 
athletically as he went to India to teach 
maths in a school in the Himalayas. The trip 
satisfied a lot of desires, as they explored 
and did a lot of walking. ‘We travelled back 
overland through Afghanistan and Turkey in 
1978.  I hadn’t spoken to my father for a year 
and a half, and phoned him from Dover. He 
had been really worried about us fitting back 
in to England and how we would make ends 
meet, which didn’t bother us at all really. He 
said there is a job going teaching at William 
Hume Grammar School, teaching maths.’

Hugh thought he didn’t want to go back, 
but on the bus to London from Dover he 
and Pauline discussed it and thought it 
might actually be a good idea. Hugh applied 
for the job, had an interview and got the job. 
They bought a house in south Manchester, 
and lived the suburban life there, with 
Pauline working for ICI. Hugh did some cross 
country for Altrincham again, and did some 
road running, but he didn’t really enjoy it as 
much as he did as a schoolboy.

They were expecting their first child, 
Andrew, in December 1980. They began to 
think they would like to live somewhere 
more rural than south Manchester. Hugh 
spotted a job in Sedbergh - at the school, 
teaching maths. ‘I came for the interview 
and while I was here I went for a run up 
Winder and I thought I want this job, I want 
to live there.’ Fortunately, he got it, as it was 
a life-changing experience for the whole 
family. It had a profound effect on their 
three children. ‘In August 1981 I had just run 
the Lancaster to Morecambe marathon and 

sort of enjoyed it. But I was transitioning to 
fell running in the autumn of 1981. I joined 
Kendal AC and they were very welcoming. 
I did some cross country and road races 
for them. I realised I might have talent for 
racing on the fells when I ran Ben Lomond 
in 1982, when I think I came third. I thought 
wow I can race these people.’

The wanderlust was really from within 
himself, as there was very little outdoorsy 
background in his family. ‘We went to 
Gairloch on holiday in about 1968 and I 
remember seeing An Teallach, and thought 
I want to go up that and wondered (at the 
age of 15 or so) how you would do it. Some 
people see hills and just want to go up them.’ 
One set of grandparents lived in Llandudno 
and the others in Welshpool. He vividly 
remembers going to North Wales and seeing 
hills and wanting to go up them too.

I was interested in his thoughts on why he 
never won the British Champs. Hugh laughs 
gently as he responds, ‘first and foremost I 
think there were runners better than me. I 
would say that Kenny Stuart and John Wild 
were better runners than me. I’d say to be 
British Champion you had to specialise and 
say they are the races I want to do. At the 

time there was a championship called ‘All 
the As’, and one year I am pretty sure I won 
that [he did].’ He also ploughed his energy 
into being Editor of Fellrunner for two years, 
after Andy Styan and he handed over to 
John Reade. 

From his results, you might think 
Symonds had more chance in long and 
medium races and had not been so good in 
short fell races. Up to a point Hugh agrees, 
as he explains. ‘I did win some shorts – eg 
Eildon Two Hills. I felt my strength was in 
longer races and I enjoyed them more. You 
could set off on a long race and really just 
cruise the first hour and gradually waste 
yourself. If you were in for a good run it was 
a real experience of pleasure. If it was a short 
one it was not time enough to have that 
experience, it was too much punishment. I 
remember some short ones being too fast 
for me. I sometimes went off too fast on 
them and paid the penalty. There were also 
some Saturday races I couldn’t do because 
I taught at school on that day sometimes. A 
race I really would have liked to have done is 
the Paps of Jura, but it wasn’t on as it always 
clashed with the school prize giving.’

I wondered what Hugh thought had 
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been his best race. ‘At Wasdale I was second 
twice, which was hugely frustrating. In one 
of these I was ahead of Billy Bland at the 
top of Scafell but messed up the navigation 
in the mist. Ennerdale victories were really 
satisfying, as were the Three Peaks ones and 
the Ben, which was a surprise. But best of 
all was Vignemale (the highest peak in the 
French Pyrenees) in 1988.’ Hugh explained 
how he had come to run this race. ‘In 1987 
all five of the family had been cycle camping 
on tricycles. I had researched that there 
was a mountain race at the end of our tour 
near Courterai (Cabelleros). I won it and 
they invited me back in 1988 to do the 
Vignemale race. I felt quite ropey, driving 
out there. It was the week after Wasdale. 
After about an hour in to the race I was lying 
about 10th. Despite the altitude I began to 
feel better and by the top I was third, on the 
roped section. I seemed to be going faster 
than others and within half an hour of the 
top I was leading. I was running in Walshes 
and descending faster than anyone else and 
went on to win and broke the record. They 
really treat winners well on the continent, 
with a lot of razzamataz. Having not 
expected to win it was wonderful.’

At the Three Peaks Hugh had been second 
to Kenny Stuart in 1983. Hugh recalled that 
Kenny had been a bit of a nemesis. ‘When 
Kenny wasn’t at a race I used to think I could 
win the race. I came close to beating him 
at Coniston in 1984. I was ahead of him on 
the descent off Coniston Old Man. I was 
pulling away thinking I could win. There 

was nothing in my mind which said I can’t 
beat him. I got ahead but on the run-in he 
had greater leg speed, and he beat me, by 
15 seconds. That was a week after the Three 
Peaks race in 1984.’

So, was Hugh more capable at ups or 
downs? ‘At first I was much better at ups. I 
thought if I am going to be any good I need 
to train for downs. I had a good training 
partner in Bob Whitfield from Kendal AC. He 
lived in Clapham and we used to alternate 
between here and his patch (and run 
around the Ingleborough area). Bob was a 
fantastic descender. I think training with him 
helped me learn to descend. I would also 
chose some steepest places in the Howgills 
and specifically practise running downhill 
fast. I would do rep sessions with downhill 
as well as uphill in them. There is no point in 
being first to the top in a race if you are not 
first to the bottom was my attitude.’

To illustrate this point Hugh notes that in 
1984 he was first to the summit at the Ben 
Nevis race, ahead of Kenny Stuart, but didn’t 
win. ‘I won a bottle of whisky for that, but 
so what. In 1985 I was first to the top again. 
The night before we went to a bar and 
probably had a pint and Jack Maitland was 
there grinning like a Cheshire cat. He had 
just won the Sierre Zinal and was obviously 
really confident. I thought Jack would be 
hard to beat, but I knew Kenny wasn’t there.  
Coming down about half a mile from the 
top Jack overtook me and I said to myself 
don’t let it happen. I just ran and tried not 
to think of accidents or of falling. I pulled 

away from him and I won and I seem to 
remember it was a slower time then the 
year before. I think changes to the path have 
made a difference, and I don’t think it is as 
fast now.’

When it comes to reflecting on his 
overall achievements Hugh found it hard to 
choose a particular one. ‘One would have 
to be running from Ben Hope to Brandon 
in 97 days and then writing the book about 
it [Running High]. That would have to be 
the highlight for me. When it comes to 
individual races they were all so different. I 
can’t really decide. I would probably make 
it equal between the Ben, the Three Peaks 
and Vignemale.’

As well as discussing his own 
achievements, we also talked around the 
subject of ‘best ever fell runners’. Hugh told 

ý  BY S T E V E  C H I LT O N   H T T P S : / / ITSAHILL.WORDPRESS.COM



THE FELLRUNNER AUTUMN 2016 21

me a story about a time he stayed with 
Gary Devine in the Pyrenees on a bike trip. 
Hugh recalled that, ‘Gary asked me who I 
thought was the best ever fell runner. I said 
Billy Bland or Kenny Stuart – they were two 
different things, chalk and cheese. Gary 
Devine surprised me when he came back 
with Colin Donnelly, who still holds some 
records. He won Ben Nevis race almost 10 
years apart [1979-1986 actually].’

Many fell runners think the Bob Graham 
Round is a difficult thing to fit in during the 
summer if you are a competitive athlete. 
Hugh subscribes to this view, commenting, 
‘to be fair, my years as a successful fell 
runner were only really between 1982 
and 1988. I am so glad I had that period. 
I now think it was a bit short really, but 
that is just the way it went. There was no 
way I could consider doing a BGR in that 
window when I was at my best. If you did 
the BGR one summer you would knock 
out several races. In 1989 I really tapered 
off performance-wise in races.  It was 
frustrating, but clearly it was because I 
was totally focussed on the mountains of 
Britain run in 1990. I was doing really long 
training runs and basically slowed down. 
Doing the mountains run I slowed down 
even more. If you go out running for 6 or 7 
hours or so for nearly 100 consecutive days 
you are not going to be fast any longer. I 
was actually talking to Steve Birkinshaw 
about this recently at the Sedbergh Hills 
race, after his Wainwrights effort. I think he 
found it interesting to talk to me, but was 
probably not very encouraged!’ 

In 1991 Hugh tried to race again, but not 
very successfully. ‘We were having a big 
building job done, and I also got plantar 
fasciitis for a year which was horrible. By the 
time I became a vet in 1993 I was back on 
keel. I won a couple of vet 40 races, one vet 
50 and now one vet 60 race, which was the 
Wild Boar race 2 years ago.’

Hugh did do the BGR in the end 
though. ‘I knew I was slowing down on 
becoming a vet. I started running with Mark 
Higginbottom, and we said to each other 
“why not do the BGR”. We supported each 
other with a couple of friends in some parts. 
I am so glad I did it (in 1995).’ 

We got to talking about Billy Bland’s 
record time for the Bob Graham, and Hugh 
gave his thoughts on it being bettered. 
‘Jon Broxap paced Billy on part of his 
record BGR in 1982. Jon said that on the 
stage he was on it was at run at the pace 
of a Wasdale race. So it was like doing 
multiple Wasdale races back-to-back. Our 
eldest son Andy lives in France and knows 
Kilian Jornet quite well, and he thinks 
Kilian could break Billy’s record. I don’t 
think so actually. I told Andy that I don’t 
think Kilian would break the BGR record 
OR Finlay Wild’s sub-3 hour Cuillin Ridge 
record. It is partly because running in 
Britain is so different from the continent. 
The sort of running you get on the BGR 
you don’t really get in Europe – getting 
your feet muddy and stuff. Very few 
foreigners have been successful on the 
BGR. This difference is more noted on the 
Bob Graham than the Cuillin Ridge. If you 
are a really good climber there is a lot 
of rock on the Ridge. If the weather was 
good, which is a big if, maybe Kilian could 
do the Cuillin time. But it wouldn’t be on 
the first attempt. He would have to reccie 
it. It is a huge time commitment that I 
suspect Kilian wouldn’t have.’ 

In passing, Symonds noted something 
that I had not been aware of before, and 
that was the fact that in 1997 he had helped 
Mark Hartell on his successful 77 peak 
extended BG round. ‘I was on the section to 
Threlkeld, but was happy to stop as he was 
going so fast!’

He says he never really thought of writing 
anything else after the book on the UK 

summits traverse. ‘My inspiration came from 
people like Bruce Tulloh. I saw people doing 
huge runs and thought I wanted to do one 
of these. I wanted to do something like this 
once, and write about it. I don’t know if I 
ever wanted to write another such book.’

Hugh had a serious health issue in 2014, 
being diagnosed with bladder cancer.  
Talking about it with me just recently he 
commented that, ‘others challenged by 
such things may be encouraged by my 
experience. I had an operation followed by 
8 months of a mixture of chemotherapy 
and radiotherapy. At one stage I was cycling 
with a chemo bottle in the back pocket of 
my jersey.’ 

His attitude to life was typified by the 
fact that he cycled every day throughout 
the treatment. Without any sense of drama, 
he casually mentions that, ‘on the way 
home from the first treatment I stopped 
and said I must go for a run.’ Since then he 
has cycled many an adventurous mile – for 
instance down through South America, 
across Australia, around New Zealand, then 
through Cuba and Mexico on one trip. He 
says that he and Pauline are now planning 
to spend the coming winter cycling in 
Central China and South East Asia. 

Having been through a similar health 
situation, I can but admire the attitude of 
someone who plays the cards dealt to him 
in such a positive way.


