
Travelling up the night before in a friend’s 
car, it broke down. Whilst his friend decided 
to take the car back home, he spent the 
night in a service station and then hitched 
up to Langdale at dawn. ‘So, I was a little 
the worse for wear and remember catching 
another hour’s sleep outside the Dungeon 
Ghyll. I guess this took the weight of 
expectation off me, so I wasn’t so nervous 
and maybe did better as a result. I was very 
pleased with my result, though was far 
enough off the pace not to see anything of 
the real Wild versus Stuart battle.’

These memories of the final race of the 
1982 fell running championships are from 
Malcolm Patterson. He finished fourth in 
the race, the Blisco Dash, which clinched 
John Wild’s second title win. Perhaps 
more importantly in the overall history of 
fell running, this was the fourth race ever 
between John Wild and Kenny Stuart, with 
John winning just one to Kenny’s three, 

having just been re-instated as an amateur 
runner to be eligible to run these events.

Wild and Stuart went on to have an 
epic season of racing in the fifteen 1983 
championship races, and Malcolm Patterson 
went on to be one of their great rivals, 
achieving some impressive victories himself.

Malcolm Patterson was born in 1958 in 
Manchester, commenting ‘someone has 
to be, and it explains my lack of interest in 
cricket, even though I moved to Yorkshire 
when I was three!’ His parents took him fell 
walking, and invariably up to summits, right 
from birth. ‘So I always loved to climb, but 
wasn’t so keen on descending! We used 
to spend every other weekend in the Lake 
District. I used to see folk running on the 
fells and sometimes went to Ambleside 
Sports.’

Malcolm Patterson started orienteering, 
and running as training, seriously in 1976. 
He made international standard as an 

orienteer, which was very much the sport he 
concentrated on. Explaining his background 
to me, he notes that, ‘I competed for GB at 
orienteering, but my major aim was to get 
selected for the World championship team, 
which I never achieved’.

Later he did the occasional local fell race, 
such as Guisborough Moors, as training. 
He recalls that, ‘one of my first fell races, 
done with fellow orienteers Chris Hirst (who 
won) and Robert Bloor (son of Three Peaks 
Winner, Jack), was the Marsden to Edale Trog 
in January 1980. Then it was Angela Carson 
(now Brand-Barker) who persuaded me to 
do one of her local fell races - Snowdon - in 
July 1981.’

Commenting on the Snowdon race, in 
which he finished tenth behind John Wild, 
Patterson remarked that, ‘this inspired me 
to switch from orienteering to fell running 
for the 1982 season - when I had my first 
serious go at the British championship - and 
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thereafter, apart from a couple of years 
where I tried to combine both sports, I was 
hooked. This was also my first encounter 
with the mighty Wild. He gave an impressive 
speech at the prize giving, which he was 
wont to do. Then showed his arse shortly 
afterwards, as he was also wont to do 
without prompting! It was my first big fell 
race and I enjoyed the whole experience 
immensely.’

Before he took fell running seriously, 
Patterson was already aware of, and inspired 
by, recent fell champions, particularly Harry 
Walker, Mike Short and Billy Bland. ‘But from 
the moment I met him, John Wild became 
an idol and great inspiration. Later I added 
Kenny Stuart to that list and then the Italian 
Fausto Bonzi.’ Within his club (Dark Peak 
Fell Runners) he had several mentors who 
he acknowledges gave him much valuable 
support. ‘The club as a whole gave me a 
great bunch of friends and training/racing 
partners, but in particular it was Andy 
Harmer whose performances inspired me, 
and the late Tony Trowbridge who gave me 
many wise words on how to train and race 
smarter.’

Malcolm’s first clubs were Eborienteers 
(the York orienteering club), and Dark Peak 
(for hillrunning), whom he joined in 1981. 
When he left Dark Peak eleven and a half 
years later, he wrote a long retrospective 
piece for their club magazine, which 
included:

My first encounter with Dark Peak Fell 
Runners went something like this:  Here I 
was running in the dark with a bunch of 
sweaty men (and a few unsweaty ladies) 
when one unseen club member engaged 
me in conversation:  “You look quite useful” 
he said, to which I responded by launching 
into a list of my achievements to date.  
“Never mind all that stuff. Did you say your 
name was Patterson?  Are you the b*****d 
who ran off with my wife?”

It was clearly a unique club that I was 
about to join.  If this encounter didn’t put 
me off, then doing the 1981 Club Champs 
almost did. I grimly pursued Rob Pearson 
and Tony Farnell on the directissimo route 
back from Kinder Downfall but by the time I 
got back to Edale, clarted in mud but alive, I 
was hooked ………..

Patterson remembers his first ever race 
victory to have been the York Round the 
Walls road race in …., whilst on the fells it 
was Pendle in 1982. Patterson won in 29-51, 
a minute ahead of Jack Maitland, who he 
already knew well through orienteering. 
Reliving it vividly, he says, ‘I still have the 
pressure cooker that was first prize! I 
remember it as just a blast, I think I was in 
the lead most of the way, and I loved the 
Big End. I took my mum, who was always 
my most loyal supporter, to the race, and 
I remember we got lost on the way and 
arrived so late that I just rushed into the 
registration area, grabbed a number and ran 

off. Some minutes later my mum wandered 
into the registration area, now empty of 
runners. She went up to the lone official 
at the desk and said “I need to pay for my 
son’s entry”. “Too late, I’m sorry” the official 
replied. Mum pointed up the hill and said 
proudly, “that’s my son in the green shorts at 
the front, but he hasn’t paid yet”.’

Malcolm Patterson’s first British 
championship race of the 1982 season was 
at Edale, which was also an iconic race for 
Dark Peak club members. Patterson had, 
‘prepared as best I could, by running round 
the route (in sections) beforehand and 
consulting the wise old men of Dark Peak 
– like Mike Hayes and Chris Worsell – as to 
the best route. I was at the front, proudly, 
nay arrogantly, pushing the pace, much to 
the consternation (or was it bemusement) 
of the wise old hands like Andy Darby and 
Bob Whitfield. I had a big reality check 
somewhere between Mam Tor and Brown 
Knoll when the two Johns (Wild and Reade), 
Andy and Bob pulled away. I hung on grimly 
for fifth. At least I had the consolation of 
being first Dark Peaker, ahead of Ray Aucott 
and John Blair-Fish (who have both sadly 
passed on).’

That year’s Ben Lomond race was a big 

adventure for Patterson, as he explains. ‘I 
had never been there before, had only rarely 
been to Scotland (I was living in Sheffield 
at the time). I was also full of confidence, 
having won races in recent weeks and was 
thinking that if I could finish fifth to Wild in 
a long race like Edale, I could do even better 
in a ‘Medium’, straight up and down race like 
Ben Lomond, which played to my strengths. 
It was a calm sunny day, though there 
was snow on the summit ridge. I started 
confidently, with scant regard for the fact 
that Wild was the best fell runner in Britain, 
not to mention the course record holder 
from the previous year! I was indeed first to 
the top, and able to judge how far I was in 
front of Wild by passing him on the return 
journey along that summit ridge. I thought 
the descent was going well, with no sign 
of my pursuers, until suddenly, about three 
quarters of the way down, Wild and Colin 
Donnelly passed me in quick succession. I 
couldn’t close the gap and had settled for 
third when, coming along the road and up 
the slight rise to the finish I was amazed 
to see Donnelly almost at a standstill. I 
was able to get past him and grab second 
spot, albeit half a minute behind Wild, who 
lowered his own course record to 1.02.17.’ 
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In July that year the Skiddaw race was in 
the championships. In driving rain, a low 
mist and a cool wind John Wild followed 
closely behind Malcolm Patterson to the 
summit, which he reached in 42 minutes. 
Wild closed the gap and shot down in 21 
minutes 38 minutes. The only time there 
had been a faster descent had been in 1969, 
when Jeff Norman had done it in a stunning 
20 minutes 55 seconds. Wild recalls that, ‘the 
descent was so wet and greasy I fell down 
more in that one race than I did in the whole 
of three years of fell racing!’

Malcolm Patterson very nearly didn’t get 
to the race at all. He was driving a hire car 
with three friends as passengers, when the 
throttle jammed (can you see a pattern 
emerging here?) and he was forced to stop. 
He wasn’t known for his car maintenance 
skills but, desperate to make the start, he 
managed to locate the problem and to fix 
it. Of the race itself he remembers the wind 
being really strong on the summit ridge. 
‘Being in the lead and completely alone in 
the mist, I took the decision to drop off the 
ridge on the return journey and so I never 
saw who was behind me or by how much. 
With the difficult conditions, I just focused 
on keeping upright on the fast descent, 
until I was startled, somewhere on Jenkin 
Hill, by the commotion caused by the “Wild 

locomotive” as he steamed past me not 
to be seen again until the finish, where he 
was waiting calmly with a cheeky grin and 
outstretched hand.’

That year Patterson also ran the 
Borrowdale race, remembering vividly the 
first steep and loose climb at this race, on 
the direct route to the first checkpoint on 
Bessyboot (since discontinued because it 
was getting so eroded and dangerous). ‘I 
think Billy Bland and John Wild managed 
to get a lead here, and I never saw them 
again. Meantime myself and a whole bunch 
of other runners emerged onto the misty 
plateau and, bearing in mind that Bessyboot 
is merely the highest of 1001 similar looking 
knolls, spent what seemed like a lifetime 
running like headless chickens from knoll to 
knoll looking for the checkpoint marshals. 
Eventually we gave up and ran off! [It later 
turned out that the marshals hadn’t been 
able to find Bessyboot either]. The racing line 
around Glaramara wasn’t so well established 
in those days, and being an orienteer, 
I decided to use map and compass to 
guide me. This had the immediate effect 
of gathering a bunch of about 20 runners 
behind me. About 10 minutes later I had 
the bizarre experience of running down a 
narrow valley and being confronted by Pete 
Haines, another orienteer, running towards 

me, map and compass in hand, with a 
similar group of devoted followers. Both 
confident of our route finding, we simply 
carried on straight past each other, though 
some of our followers did switch allegiance 
at this point!’

I think Malcolm is being a bit coy here. I 
asked John Wild for an overall impression of 
Malcolm and he replied, ‘I consider that he 
was probably the best map reader amongst 
us, or at any rate could navigate well at race 
pace. I remember him in several races taking 
a different line to others and in particular 
the Edale Skyline where he read the map 
well and was able to miss out one climb by 
contouring round the side of the hill.’

Malcolm Patterson then ran in the 
Burnsall Classic, on 21 August 1982, which 
was the very first time John Wild and Kenny 
Stuart raced each other. Patterson came 
fourth, beating Billy Bland by 3 seconds. ‘I 
enjoyed Burnsall. It is one of my favourite 
races, especially because of all the tradition 
and history behind it, and the atmosphere 
and tension on that start line. It’s the nearest 
most fell runners will get to feeling what it 
is like to line up in the Olympic 100m final! 
I was very pleased with my race, though 
annoyed to be overtaken on the easy lower 
half of the descent by Bob Whitfield. But 
it also sticks in my mind because it was 
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Kenny’s first race as an amateur and the 
first time I met him. I was delighted and 
excited - and my first impression was of a 
friendly and modest man that I immediately 
warmed to - but not everyone felt the same, 
sadly.’ Patterson explained that last remark 
by adding there that he felt there was some 
animosity towards Kenny as a pro turned 
amateur, not as him as a person. Wild won 
the race from Stuart, being the only one of 
the four races between them that he won 
that year.

Malcolm Patterson also ran the Ben 
Nevis race that year, but says he felt quite 
detached from the mighty battle up front, 
as he finished in 12th place. ‘You’ve got to 
remember this was my first time up the Ben 
– I’d stood at the bottom of the mountain 
on at least two occasions as a child, crying 
because my mother wouldn’t let me go up 
because of bad weather, so I still held it in 
awe. I think the build up to the race had 
used up all my nervous energy and the race 
itself rather overwhelmed me. After my 
strong climbs at Ben Lomond and Skiddaw 
I was shocked and appalled when I began 
to struggle half way up the climb. I just 
hadn’t factored in that extra 20 minutes of 
climbing time. After that, the descent was a 
nightmare! It was a humbling experience.’

Then at Thieveley Pike, Patterson was four 
seconds ahead of John Wild, but claims he 
doesn’t remember much about this race, 
despite it being the only occasion he beat 
Wild. ‘I knew he was coming back from his 
ankle operation, so beating him didn’t really 
mean much. I was quite pleased with my 
race, but somewhat overawed to be so well 
beaten by Kenny Stuart (I was over a minute 
behind), not to mention Hugh Symonds and 
the Andys (Darby & Taylor). As an aside, I 
do remember us runners getting frustrated 
on the start line at having to wait until the 
last poor sheepdog penned his sheep – the 
shepherd was none too pleased with us for 
whistling our encouragement.’

Malcolm Patterson did the iconic Butter 
Crags race this year, the only time he did. 
To him, ‘it is a lot like Burnsall, and I should 
have enjoyed it for the same reasons, but I 
had a bad climb and by half way to the top 
my race was effectively over. I was in awe 
of Kenny that day, and spent the next few 
months trying to work out what he had 
that I hadn’t. I remember over simplifying 
the gap by concluding that it was because 
he could descend so much better than 
me, whereas in fact there were many other 
reasons why he was so much better.’

The fifteenth and final race in the 1982 
championships was the aforementioned 
Blisco Dash, way down in mid-November. 
Stuart just outran Wild by 15 seconds, with 
Whitfield just 6 seconds behind Wild, and 
Malcolm Patterson next home, another 45 
seconds done, securing fifth place in the 
championships as a result. 

The next year (1983) Malcolm Patterson 
was deeply affected by this participation 
in the first championship event of the 

season. He recalls that he, ‘was massively 
discouraged by the experience of the 
Kentmere race – wanting to test myself 
against Kenny Stuart – but I fell victim to the 
bitterly cold conditions and retired, along 
with Kenny and a good percentage of the 
field. It left a mental scar! I still thought I 
could be an orienteer at the highest level, so 
I concentrated on that for much of the 1983 
season.’

He did come back though for the 
deciding race of the champs, at Thieveley 
Pike. He came seventh and says even now 
that it was a bit surreal for him to do this 
race. ‘I had missed all of the epic 1983 
champs Wild-Stuart battles until this last 
one – the decider. Those guys were in a 
different class to me that day and even 
though I raced, I felt I was just a bystander, 
coming in 7th. It felt a bit like turning the 
TV on late, and only watching Coe and 
Ovett battling down the home straight. In 
retrospect, I bitterly regret missing so much 
of the 1983 season.’

Malcolm Patterson had a bit of lean 
period for a couple of years despite racing 

widely, including on the continent. He 
never won the British (or later the English) 
Fell Championship title, with his best result 
being in 1987 when he was 5th in the British 
and 2nd in the English championships. His 
career summary in the DPFR article was:

I was fortunate to achieve a good deal 
on the fells during the 11 years.  Victories 
at races such as Kentmere, Ben Lomond, 
Pendle, Marsden to Edale, Kinder Downfall.   
Incidentally I think it was after getting lost 
on the way to Pendle, and sending my 
poor late mum to get my race number for 
me after I’d started the race, that the club 
bestowed on me the nickname “Bodger” – 
a person who makes something badly or 
clumsily!   

Anyway, back to the races. There was the 
glory of breaking a Kenny Stuart record at 
the Blisco Dash, although I ended up 2nd 
to fellrunner of the year Jack Maitland (but 
all credit to Jack, he just wasn’t going to let 
me win!). Another 2nd place at the mighty 
Snowdon International.  A 2nd place in the 
English Championship in 1987.  Successive 
international vests in the World Trophies in 
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1986-9, plus a last hurrah in 1991. I say with 
some feeling that Dark Peak took me from 
wallowing in the mud of Kinder Scout to 8th 
in the World …..

Then there was the annual pilgrimage to 
the Lake District in midsummer for the Bob 
Graham round attempt, where all the vast 
experience of the club stalwarts would be 
brought to bear on getting as many folk as 
possible into that illustrious sub-24 society 
- just one of the activities that defined what 
Dark Peak was all about.

Malcolm has strong memories of one of the 
international races. There had been plans 
afoot for a World Cup of mountain racing 
in 1984, but they fell through. When this 
happened the Italians, who were one of the 
nations who were keenest on the World 
Cup idea, held an invitational international 
mountain race at Zogno. The organisers 
played to the strengths of their runners in 
setting up the course, which was just 9.5km 
long and only just met the requirement to 
have 250 feet of climb per mile. The course 
was also on tracks all the way, and rocky and 
firm mostly. England, Scotland and Wales 
sent teams, to run against the hosts, plus 
Austria, Switzerland and San Marino.

The England team was chosen by the FRA 
committee on the basis of performances in 
the season’s shorter championship races. 
The race favourite was reckoned by many 
to be the Italian Fausto Bonzi, who at the 
time held the course record for the Snowdon 
race. He lived locally, at over 3000 feet, and 
was expected to do well. Malcolm Patterson 
took the field out early on, until Kenny 
Stuart put his foot down and gained a slight 
lead, leading at the turn by 10 seconds. He 
returned down to the finish in complete 
command, and beat Bonzi by 34 seconds. 
The Italians showed their dominance though 
by finishing 10 runners in the first 12 places, 
with just Scotland’s Colin Donnelly splitting 
them in eighth place. Malcolm Patterson 
finished 13th, with Hugh Symonds 15th.

Seeing himself reported as taking the 
field out early on, Patterson chuckles and 
expands. ‘Yes indeed, nervous energy made 
me start too fast! I remember struggling 
on the second half of the climb as a result. 
I then had a reasonably good descent, 
helped by cutting quite a few of the zig-
zags much to the consternation of the 
marshals, though I think most of the Brits 
did the same. I did get really bad and deep 
blisters which took weeks to heal and had 
me walking like a ballerina. I was (secretly) 
very annoyed that Colin beat me that day by 
having a faster descent, a pattern that was 
to repeat itself in several key races over the 
years.’

Malcolm Patterson recalls that, ‘Hugh 
Symonds was on the trip, and I remember 
him performing on the dance floor in the 
evening watched by a crowd of young 
Italian men. The fact that the club was called 
The Question Mark should have warned us 

heteros it was a gay club! The place was also 
prosecuted for running a prostitution ring 
in 2009. Kenny I recall sang hunting songs 
throughout the trip.’

There was a kind of fade-out from elite 
performances from Malcolm Patterson, as 
he explained. ‘After a great year in 1989 
(apart from a very bad race at the Worlds 
which I shouldn’t have run five weeks after 
having my appendix out), I did very little 
fellrunning in 1990 and then when I did 
come back in 1991 I had another bad race 
at the Worlds in Zermatt and this really 
dented my confidence. Basically I decided 
I wasn’t going to get any better, so I gave 
up international running and went back to 
orienteering for a few years. I did return to 
serious fell running in the mid-1990s, but at 
a lower level, and I was British Vet champion 
in 1998.’

On a separate occasion, I asked Patterson 
what his greatest feat/race on the fells was. 
He came back with a list and an interesting 
perspective. ‘One of my childhood idols 
was the late Billy Bremner, captain of Leeds 
United FC who was ‘ard as nails. His motto 
was “You get nowt for coming second”. So 
it is ironic that whilst I was pleased with my 
race wins – such as Ben Lomond in 1987, 
or Dollar (in Scotland) in 1989, where I set 
a new course record – my best races were 
when I didn’t win. So, second to John Wild 
at both Ben Lomond and Skiddaw in 1982, 
second at Snowdon in 1989 to John Lenihan 
(he was later World champion in 1991), 
second at Blisco in 1987 when Jack Maitland 
and I both beat the record, 13th in that 
Zogno (Italy) International in 1984, eighth in 
the World Trophy in both 1987 and 1988.’ 

The DPFR club magazine listed his 
favourite races, in a piece published when 
he left the club, which is reproduced in part 
here:

Favourite short race: I’d like to say Carnethy 
(which I won 3 times), but it has to be the 
“classic short shorts” for the tradition and 
the atmosphere, particularly Burnsall and 
Alva.

Medium: Fairfield Horseshoe - I just think 
that horseshoe-shaped courses have such a 
natural feel to them and I enjoy the multiple 
climbs.

Long: Jura - Just getting there is 
an adventure! The Paps make for an 
outstanding course, and then there’s “tea, 
cakes and a ceilidh” (plus beer and midges).

Abroad: Sierre- Zinal, a point to point 
race surrounded by marvellous scenery, 
great atmosphere, tough competition and 
it even has a descent - pretty unusual for 
Switzerland!

Toughest race: the above-mentioned Jura 
for its physical toughness and Burnsall for 
the mental pressure!

Most embarrassing defeat: 1987 Y Garn 
Race - I was leading with a few hundred 
yards to go when I tripped and fell on the 
path, allowing Colin Donnelly to pass me. 

And there was Dollar, a British Championship 
in 1989 when I missed the start because I’d 
misread the start time - I was out on a warm-
up run when I heard the gun go off.

Most admired rival: Kenny Stuart, 
probably the best all round hill racer ever, 
and modest with it.  

Malcolm Patterson has lived in Glasgow 
since 1982, now being a member of 
Shettleston Harriers. He is married to 
Christine (nee Whalley, an ex-international 
hillrunner and orienteer), and has two 
children, Robert and Laura. He is a librarian 
by training and worked in libraries of one 
sort or another until 2001. Since then he has 
been a self-employed researcher and editor. 

In addition to this he has worked part-
time for Scottish Athletics since March 2014, 
as a Coach Mentor for Hill and Mountain 
Running. He explains, ‘I am based in 
Glasgow, and am part of the performance 
development team, working to improve 
athlete performance across all athletic 
disciplines. As well as working with the top 
senior and junior hill runners in Scotland, 
I work with coaches and their clubs by 
supporting them in developing their 
athletes.’ 

Malcolm claims his current fitness is poor.  
‘I am running on average 2-4 days a week, 
2 of these days are the ones on which I take 
rep sessions, so I have to show the young 
ones how it is done!  Without this discipline 
my running would be more irregular and be 
even less. I get out on the proper hills for a 
run/walk once every 2 weeks on average.  
I’m a stone over my racing weight so it is 
hard work hauling my body up any decent 
gradient!’

I noticed when reading the manuscript of 
Steve Birkinshaw’s book on the Wainwrights 
record that Malcolm was a pacer for a 
section, so not that unfit then. But Malcolm 
explains that, ‘with Scoffer also pacing 
on my leg I was left far behind after a few 
miles so I really wasn’t any use at all! I did 
the Honister to Kirkstile Inn section over 
Haystacks etc. It would have been pleasant 
running if I hadn’t had a job to do which 
I failed to carry out!’ Good enough to be 
invited to travel down and help with the 
challenge, though.  

He adds, ‘Steve was going very strongly at 
this point, but bear in mind it was only his 
first day on the round.  I think he found the 
next section, into the night, considerably 
more challenging.  But all in all, his was a 
great achievement.’ Malcolm recalls that 
he has known Steve Birkinshaw since he 
was about 15 and in the North West junior 
orienteering squad, recalling that, ‘he was a 
great lad then and he’s a great man now.’

Malcolm Patterson was a great fell runner, 
and it is telling that he has chosen to put 
that experience to helping a new generation 
of runners to be the best they possibly can.

Steve Chilton
https://itsahill.wordpress.com/
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