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I started the intro by saying that Billy Bland 
was NOT a very good runner. By this I meant 

in the early days. Billy first raced at Keswick 
Sports, and came virtually last. He used to 
get very nervous before races. But he had 
good genes. His father Joe was a Guides 
racer, who had a resting pulse in the low 30s, 
similar to Billy’s. There are good genes else-
where in the family: Stuart, Gavin, Jonny, and 
Chris Bland all performed well on the fells.

Early on, Billy was asked why he only 
won the British Fell Running title once, 
and his reply gave a good insight into his 
psychological makeup. He said it was because 
he wasn’t good enough. 

‘It was best 10 races from 15 at that time 
and so you could pick races that suited 
yourself. Over the years it has got reduced. If 
I had picked the championship races I could 
have won 3 or 4 British titles, because I could 
have picked them to suit myself. I wasn’t the 
best by any means, but I was a tryer. Not 
being the best, I had to train harder than 
everybody else, that is how I saw it. The 
harder you train, the better you get. Then 
you start beating people you didn’t think you 
could beat. I really enjoyed my time climbing 
the ladder. When you start to be a winner 
then a certain part of the enjoyment goes out 
of it, because you are just there to be shot at.’

Another early question was whether 
nervousness stopped him winning more. Billy 
thought not, saying, ‘I was 17 when I first ran 
at Keswick Sports but had never ran as a kid, 
not competitively. It was all new then. I was 
just a boy out of Borrowdale and turned up 
amongst a lot of people. I did my training, 
something like 20 mile a week, which I 
thought was enough at the time. I would get 
there [at a race] and it would just spoil my 
day, so I said to my brother, “I am not going 
to do it”. Then I got some confidence later as 
I got better, but I couldn’t have seen myself 
sitting here spouting on. But you get more 
confident as you get older, in what you say 
and do, and couldn’t give a toss what people 
think of you anyway.’

Asked what he would do differently, he 
illustrated how he developed as an athlete.  
‘I got enjoyment from getting better and 

meeting other lads, and talking about how 
many miles they did. Then I started doing 40 
mile a week when I thought I was breaking 
through. People talked of 100 mile a week 
and the penny drops as you are not doing 
nearly enough, and you will never beat them. 
So, it is a learning process. I would always say 
to anybody who was a winner immediately 
that I was sorry for them. Because I think 
you need to get beaten a lot of times, and 
serve your time. Then there is a lot more 
enjoyment when you get to where you want 
to be, or as good as you can be. I wouldn’t 
want to change owt really.’

So, did a coach help Billy get better then? 
His reply showed his single-mindedness. ‘No, 
I am a serious bad hand at NOT doing what 
I am told. My mother thought I was stupid 
because I wouldn’t do as I was told, but I 
think she was wrong! A coach wouldn’t have 
had a chance with me. He would have said 
“Billy you are doing this” and Billy would 
have done something else! You don’t tell 
me what to do. You have to be your own 
man and make your own mistakes. You learn 
better from making mistakes. I got enjoyment 
out of doing it my way.’ When asked to 
share any mistakes he made on the way, he 
chuckled and said he didn’t have time to 
explain them all.

When asked what his normal training 
pattern would be, he explained that he would 
be out virtually every day. ‘No such thing as 
rest days, there had to be a reason to have a 
rest day. Just get out and run. 70-100 mile a 
week. I didn’t often top a 100, but I did 
average 70 right through the year. It doesn’t 
sound a lot, but it was nearly all on the fells. 
They weren’t cheap miles, and they weren’t 
soft miles. I would be at 90% of race pace a 
lot of the time. Get yourself abed at night, 
get plenty of sleep and you recover for the 
next day. I didn’t go down the pub, I wanted 
to wake up ready to go again. Work had to 
come first mind. I wouldn’t have wanted it 
any other way actually.’

This response prompted someone to 
ask if Billy would say he was a ‘natural’. 
He replied that he was a natural downhill 
runner, but that he had a basic lack of speed. 

He expanded on his training approach and 
lifestyle choices. 

‘I could have done loads of sprint training 
and still been useless at it. You had to work 
on your ascending though. For me that was 
just going out, say Scafell Pike and back, or 
Gable, this that and t’other, and the more 
you do the better you get. If you wanna go 
to a nightclub you probably won’t want to 
go out the next day. Farm lads now, all they 
want to do is sit on their arse on a tractor, it 
is as if they haven’t any legs.’

Noting his 70-100 miles a week, someone 
asked if Billy ever suffered from overtraining. 
‘Yes, quite possibly on certain days I can 
think that I over-cooked it. One Duddon 
race in particular I can think of when I was 
only two miles in and I was kicking stones. 
Couldn’t pick my feet up, brain wasn’t 
sending messages fast enough. I got around 
and I think I won it, but I was obviously tired 
when I set off. That is what happens to you 
when you are fatigued. Funny thing is I ran 
myself legless that day and then the next 
day I was bloody flying. I am not kidding. I 
could run the Borrowdale race and then the 
(short) Latrigg race the next day faster than 
when it was on an individual day with no 
race before. Isn’t that strange. My brother 
Stuart and I used to say that you could clean 
out your body and it be empty, and as long 
as you got a good sleep and plenty to eat, 
and you needed to be fit mind, then you 
could recover. We both commented that your 
breathing would be fantastic after a long 
race. Next day your legs might feel a bit shit, 
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I wasn’t the best by any 
means, but I was a tryer
Billy Bland was on top form at the Due North ‘Conversation with Billy Bland’ event 

at the Skiddaw Hotel (Keswick) on 9 Feb. Billy had particularly asked for an unscripted 
event, and after a brief introduction from me, he fielded questions from the audience 

and entertained (and educated) them royally for over an hour and a half.
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Above: The talk audience was enthralled.
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but your breathing was bang on, really good. 
There was something there, maybe because 
we are the same breed, I dunno.’

Billy was asked if there was one person 
when he was younger that he looked up to in 
the sport. After damning a couple of runners 
with faint praise, he highlighted two he 
rarely bettered even when at his best. ‘Well, 
Mike Short was a fantastic uphill runner, but 
useless downhill. Harry Walker, a big feller, 
another good uphiller but crap downhill. 
They were two names that I thought I would 
never be as good as. Eventually I got them 
though. Later, of course Kenny Stuart and 
John Wild came on the scene and I was never 
as good a runner as they were. But I did get 
them occasionally. But no, I never wished I 
was anybody else. I wanted to get the best 
out of myself, and I was enjoying what I did, 
which is why we do it.’ 

Mention of Stuart and Wild prompted 
someone to ask Billy for any memories of 
the 1983 season (as described in my book 
‘Running Hard: the story of a rivalry’), 
both the races and the atmosphere. He 
told a longish story that I feel summed up 
both his respect for other runners and his 
competitiveness.

‘I used to watch Kenny Stuart and John 
Wild from behind mostly. I probably got an 
odd victory in 1983, Borrowdale maybe, and 
I did stop Kenny getting a full house in the 
championship one year. I certainly beat John 
in the Borrowdale one year when he had to 
finish 4th to win the championship. He came 
and he finished 4th. I was interviewed after 
I had won it and I said I was disappointed 
in John, as he hadn’t come for a race, just 
to get a position. He heard about that 
and I think the next year he come to nail 
me down, I am absolutely sure of that. He 
didn’t admit it, and probably won’t admit it. 
We had gone clear heading towards Allen 
Crags and it was misty and we were talking 
away, because I like talking and John likes 
talking. He was following me, so I said “shut 
up John, as we are not quite where I think 
we want to be”. Turned out we were only 
about 30 yards below where I wanted to 
be, but I needed quiet to get back on to the 
exact line, by recognising some stones or 
whatever. We went on through to Scafell Pike 
and I thought if I can’t get rid of him on the 
Corridor Route then I have had it. Anyway, I 
didn’t get rid of him, and we started climbing 
Great Gable and he started grunting like a 
pig [demonstrates] and I thought I’d maybe 
got him. We just left the top of Gable and 
it was still misty, when I heard this shout 
from behind me. I said, “alright John”, he 
said “yeh”, and I thought that will do me. He 
couldn’t see me in the mist and couldn’t get 
back to me. Got down to Windy Gap and he 
set off towards Ennerdale by mistake and 
didn’t finish that day. It was a big feather in 
my cap because he was a top runner, he won 
two inter-counties didn’t he, and I felt I had 
nailed a good’un that day.’

Billy discussed his mindset for preparation 
and racing. ‘I knew if someone else was out 
training then you weren’t gonna beat them. 
So, kick yourself in the backside and get out 
there running, then you have a chance. If 

the other guy is sitting on his backside three 
days a week then you will get him. That is 
preparation. On race day you have got to 
pace yourself and know what you are capable 
of. No good turning up and in the first two 

“But you get more confident as you get older, in what 
you say and do, and couldn’t give a toss what people 

think of you anyway.”

Above right: BillyBalnd.
Below: Bob Graham’s gravestone.
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miles trying to compete with someone who is 
a better starter, let them go. No need to beat 
them in the first part of the race, you need 
to beat them at the end. Don’t get drawn 
into blowing it in first few miles. If you are 
good enough then you will catch them, if you 
are not good enough then you won’t. Your 
confidence in this aspect should build over 
the years, you are learning.’

The audience were beginning to see that 
nothing was out of bounds, and he was asked 
if he had ever been lost on the fells (knowing 
he had an excellent knowledge of the fells). 
He answered with typical honesty. 

‘Yes, I have. Sometimes I might have 
followed someone if I didn’t know the race. 
I have not been lost much locally though. I 
have a real good memory of what I had seen, 
and I took notice of what I needed to. If you 
are going to win a race, then no one is going 
to show you round. I need to run it at my 
pace and make the best advantage of what I 
have got. If I can get shot of someone down 
a hill, then I will. People used to say I knew 
where I was going, well I did. You all start on 
the line together (normally), you follow me if 
you can keep up, and I will show you the way. 
There is no such thing as a short cut. If you 
choose to go further than you need that is up 
to you.’

One of the pacers from Billy’s 1982 BGR 
record was in the audience and I asked him 
for input from his perspective. Martin Stone 
noted that it was a privilege to be part of 
it, before adding, ‘it is quite possibly one of 
the very few Bob Graham Rounds where no 
vehicle has gone around to Wasdale. Billy 
insisted that was far too over the top, so 
Bob Whitfield and I had to walk over from 
Borrowdale with bottles of Mackeson and his 
wife’s fruit cake in our sacks. Bob then paced 
the next section back to Honister. That was 
how it was.’ 

Billy went on to explain the one blip he 
had on the record round. ‘Joss [Naylor] was 
there too and you [Martin] went to Sail Pass. 
I got to the top of Yewbarrow and Joss says, 
“I’ll just give your legs a shake out”, which 
is known as the Naylor Shake, which you 
may have heard about. It is supposed to 
shake the lactic acid out. There was nowt 
wrong with my legs, but he wanted to do it 
anyway! Martin, you were there on Kirk Fell 

and I heard you and Joss say, “he is gonna 
get under 14 hours”. I don’t know whether 
I was supposed to hear, but I did, and 
subconsciously we must have just picked up 
the pace a little. Then coming off Grey Knotts 
I just ran out of petrol and had to sit down. 
I was looking at Honister a few hundred 
yards away and I needed to be there, but 
went all dizzy. Changing the pace is definitely 
something you shouldn’t do, because you will 
bring on a bad patch. We spent 13 minutes 
at Honister sorting me out. I refuelled and off 
we went again.’ 

I asked at this point if there was any talk 
in the support team about what time to 
expect Billy to do. Martin replied that they 
were expecting it to be around 16 hours. ‘By 
Wasdale we were wondering if Billy had gone 
too fast and could possibly hang on without 
having a massive bad patch. When we were 
stood at Honister we could see Billy sat down 
and were thinking just come down here.’ Billy 
chipped in with, ‘I expect you were thinking, 

“Aye, what you playing at, get up”! I didn’t 
plan to stop, but there you go.’ 

Eventually a member of the audience 
asked why the record has not been beaten, 
and Billy’s response was that it has been 
given too much respect. ‘At the time I was 
setting records and winning most of the 
Lakes long races. So, I can see why maybe 
people at the time thought they couldn’t 
beat it. It is going to go someday, it has stood 
for too long. I am sick of hearing about it 
actually! Come on, get on with it. You need 
fuel, and you need fitness. It is nothing to do 
with speed, you just need to maintain pace.’  

Then someone asked whether a woman 
could take the record [to cheers from the 
audience]. After the briefest of pauses, 
Billy calmly said, ‘Er, no. [to laughter] I have 
absolute admiration for Jasmin Paris, and 
it is her that has raised the game for other 
women. Good on her. But she couldn’t 
do that time. A woman is basically 10% 
athletically below what a man is. I am not 
being sexist, but I have great admiration for 
women and the way they go about things, 
and they are not as macho about it.’

Billy commented on his own strengths 
when asked about the record pace, 
confirming that it was under race pace. ‘I was 
just running by feel. You know what you are 
capable of. I did very little running up hills, as 
I was a good strong walker anyway. Anyone 
trying to break it, they need to be good 
downhill as that is where they might lose 
time. Probably need to be better at going 
up too. I was born a good downhill runner. I 
mean that, born a downhill runner, because 

if you are not a good’un from day one you 
will never be a good’un. You might get better, 
but you’ll not be a good’un.’ 

One questioner asked about an outsider, 
like Kilian Jornet, coming to try for the 
record, to which Billy replied that he would 
much rather it was a British person. He 
expanded, ‘I don’t like the commercial side 
of it. Let’s face it that is what he [Jornet] is 
coming for. He has been setup and I don’t 
think that is in the spirit of the thing. I don’t 
know the lad and I am not going to have a 
down on him. If he can do it, he can do it.’ 

Discussing his two BG rounds (the 18-50 
and the 13-53) Billy was asked which round 
he felt the worst after, and he immediately 
said the 18-50 one. 

‘I was a whole lot fitter when I did the 
13-53. A lot of people talk about pain, and 
going through the pain barrier. I have never 
felt pain in my life when running, and I mean 
that. I used to train with young Mike Fanning 
when he was coming through. He would say 

“my legs are screaming”. I’d say “what the 
hell are you on about Fanning”, as I never 
experienced that. I faded away and had to 
lie down, but never through pain. Maybe I 
have been lucky. [Audience member: maybe 
you were not pushing yourself enough!]. I 
consider I trained hard, but I may have given 
up easy sometimes. John Wild would run till 
he was sick. You wouldn’t catch me doing 
that, I’d just slow down. My strong point was 
preparing myself for what I was going to do.’

Billy was asked how he thinks he would get 
on with Bob Graham, the man. ‘I didn’t know 
of him, but there is an amusing story there. 
His gravestone is in Borrowdale churchyard, 
just half a mile from where I live. Steve 
Chilton, when researching his book, couldn’t 
make out the writing on it. So, from the sale 
of his books he paid for it to be lifted and 
cleaned up. I was aware that it was there, but 
had never been to look at it, but believe it or 
not it says that the Bob Graham Round was 
130 miles. So, they had either gone a long 
way between tops or got it wrong. It is only 
half as far really.’

Was he ever tempted by the Paddy Buckley 
Round or the Charlie Ramsay Round? ‘No. If 
the Bob Graham Round wasn’t in the Lakes 
then I wouldn’t have run it. I have lived all 
my life in the valley I was born in. I have been 
around a bit in the sport, and on the continent 
on my bike, and I like it when I go, but there is 
only one place for me and that is Borrowdale. 
Many people go away to work and that, but 
many hanker back to where they were born. 
Churchyard is next stop for me!’

Two more questions were on Billy’s best 

A lot of people talk about pain, and going through 
the pain barrier. I have never felt pain in my life when 

running, and I mean that. 

Above: Billy and the author.
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achievement outside of the Lake District, 
and what his legacy might be. Addressing the 
first, he commented that he, ‘won the Welsh 
1000m Peaks, maybe twice I think, it doesn’t 
matter. Ben Nevis, I was pleased with that, as 
I didn’t think I would win. That became a bit 
of a millstone round my neck as I thought I 
should have won more [Bens] than I did, but 
that was my fault. Edale Skyline, because it 
wasn’t my kind of running really being too 
flat, so I was pleased that I won that.’ As to 
the second he explained: 

‘Obviously people do see the Bob Graham 
as something special, but to me it was never 
as important as the Ennerdale, Wasdale, 
and Borrowdale races. It was where I lived. 
If the Bob Graham hadn’t been where it is 
then I wouldn’t have done it. But winning 
the Borrowdale race because I lived in 
Borrowdale all my life, it was my Olympics. To 
win Borrowdale to me was more important 
than to win any race anywhere else. The 
Borrowdale record is a good record, and so is 
the Wasdale.’

Coming to the end of the evening he 
was asked at what age he stopped running 
competitively, and why he did stop. ‘I won a 
race when I was 50, just kind of a minor race 
at a local show and I happened to win. I had 
kinda packed in by then anyway. I ran really 
well up till I was 43 I think, and not bad at 
45. To be honest the fire was going out, and I 
had taken it as far as I could. The training was 
less good, but once you build an engine up 
over a period of years that engine will still do 
you good, and it is doing me good even now 
as a cyclist. It will keep me in good stead for 
the rest of my life, which might be tomorrow 

[laughter]. I don’t run now as my ankles ache 
too much. But my legs are strong enough, my 
knees are alright.’ 

We wound up with a question on his 
feelings about the Lake District being a 
World Heritage site. His reply gave another 
side to the man. ‘I could talk for a week on 
that subject! Just don’t talk to me about 
politicians and that. The Lake District is 
seriously going backwards, less wild flowers, 
no fish in the beck, and wants sorting out.’

Billy gave thoughtful and honest answers 

all evening, and did not mind in the least 
what he was asked. There was loads more, 
but I hope these highlights give a deeper 
insight into why, and how, Billy Bland was so 
successful on the fells, and into his complex 
personality. Despite the quote (from him) 
used in the title of this piece, I genuinely 
think he was one of the very best, and yet 
was also one of a kind, who we will not see 
the like of again.

Below: Billy and Martin Stone in long bottoms.


