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I don’t know if I will ever do the 
BGR. It doesn’t float my boat, 
but I’d love to be able to say I’d 
done it, but that is about it. There 
are so many things to do, and I 
know that doing that you would 
miss out on so much more. I could 
probably go and potter round, but 
I wouldn’t want to that. I would 
rather do some races than do that.

These were the words of Rob Jebb when I 
spoke to him in 2012, as part of my research 
in to the history of fell running. He seemed 
to subscribe to the same theory as several 
other top athletes (Kenny Stuart among 
them) – that doing a Bob Graham Round 
would basically mean you would have to 
expect to miss pretty much all that season, 
as far as racing hard was concerned.

So, it was with a certain amount of 
surprise that I heard that Rob Jebb had 
put in the second fastest ever Round, of 14 
hours 30 mins on 16 July 2016. Unable to 
find much detail about it, I approached him 
for an interview, which we conducted on 
the middle weekend in September.

Relaxing opposite me after his Sunday 
bike ride, Rob Jebb explained the way that 
the Round came about. He had just helped 
Adam Perry, who was doing a 24 hour 
maximum peaks attempt, and they told Rob 
it was on 15 hour pace, although now he 
is not sure whether that is true or not. Rob 
explained. ‘We ran what would be leg 2 of 
the Bob Graham, over Clough Head and the 
Dodds, but it puts in a few extra hills, like 
Catstycam, and some others after Fairfield. 
So a longer leg as it were. I sort of enjoyed 
it and was thinking it doesn’t feel too bad. 
The idea just started in my mind then. When 
I got home, well the next day, I decided I 
was going to do it. I asked Sharon what she 
thought about me doing the Bob Graham. 
If she had said “no”, that would have been it. 
But she just said, “about time, you should do 
it before you are too old!”. That was it.’

I had prepared a complicated question 
about what it was that had driven him, or 
maybe what he wanted to achieve once he 
had decided to do it. It was on the lines of: 
“Was it a case of ‘I’m gonna do one, else I’ll 
regret it’; or ‘I’m gonna see if I can do a really 
fast round’; or even ‘how approachable 
is Billy Bland’s time, could I get there’, or 
something else?”

Taking that lot in, Rob calmly responded 
that it was not any of those really. He 
explained, ‘I wanted to do the best I could 
do. I wanted to beat Jasmin’s time, definitely. 
Although that wasn’t my main motivation 
for doing it. If anything you could say that 
Jasmin running so fast could put you off 
doing it, because she did such a good time. I 
just decided that is it, I want to do it. I never 
thought about Billy’s time, that is still on a 
pedestal really. I thought there is no reason 
why I couldn’t do the second fastest time. I 
am a better runner than those guys in third 
to fifth place on the list.’

Once he had decided, the first thing he 
did was to go for a reccie the next week, 
running legs 1 and 2 at a decent pace. 

He couldn’t even get up Fairfield once he 
got down from Dollywagon. He laughed, 
expanding, ‘I looked at it and thought “oh 
no”. I went back home and was utterly 
exhausted, but was still determined to 
do it. Some of the schedules are online. I 
got those for Billy Bland, Mark Hartell and 
Jasmin Paris. I drew out a schedule that was 
a couple of minutes faster than Mark’s time. 
That was the plan.’

Having decided to do it he kept his plans 
pretty much to himself initially. I asked who 
he spoke to or took advice from. ‘I know Billy 
[Bland] really well, but didn’t discuss it with 
him. I discussed it with Scoffer, talked about 
it with my dad, and they were both really 
enthusiastic. My dad thought the planned 
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time was too fast. But I have never done 
things by half. The way I thought was go off 
at a decent pace and if I fall to pieces after 
Wasdale I could have a two-three hour sleep 
and still get under 24 hours.’ 

Apart from legs 1 and 2, he had not run 
the other legs as such. He explained, ‘I 
helped someone on a round about 5 years 
ago, and another time 20 years ago when 
I helped someone else. No longer ago, 
I was just eighteen.’ This lack of specific 
knowledge manifested itself on his own 
round. ‘I knew roughly where we were 
going, but to be honest it was bit of shock 
when you are going to Scafell that you have 
to take all the summits in. But navigation 
was someone else’s job, I didn’t have a clue!’ 

When it came to organising pacers, 
he just rang around his friends, but Rob 
admitted that it was harder than you might 
think at such short notice, and he had to 
work hard to get people who were fast 
enough. ‘I had Simon Booth for leg 1, Scoffer 
was leg 4, my brother and Paul Cornforth 
and Gavin Bland on leg 3, and last leg was 
going to be just Sharon originally. Leg 2 
was a bit of a struggle and then I got Tom 
Addison and Nigel Wood. Everyone was 
really keen, and eventually on the last leg, 
because I was doing well everyone joined in 
really.’ As delicately as I could I asked if Gavin 
Bland was, shall we say ‘up to the task’. Rob 
replied, ‘he is not especially fit, but he did 
a really good job, and he was really keen. I 
had been to see him and he said I could do 
it. He just missed some tops out and was 
going round some.’

The attempt was not ‘advertised’ on 
social media, as Rob didn’t want too 
much attention. As it turned out he had 

loads. ‘I could have been World Champion 
previously and would have had less interest! 
Paul Cornforth did a video of me setting off 
and it was massive on social media during 
the day, so people knew it was happening 
then.’

So, the attempt was planned for just 
three weeks after he had decided to do it. 
Leading up to it the weather was bad, and 
there were a few people that were doing it 
the same day as Rob who cancelled their 
attempts. But Rob was determined to go 
ahead. ‘Because I decided I was doing it, I 
thought I will do it whatever the weather. 
On Friday it rained really heavily, and all 
night too.’

They set off from Moot Hall at 5am. It was 
fine by then, and Rob says they could have 
gone an hour later really. The schedule was 
set for 14 hrs 50 mins. It was misty until 
Clough Head, but from then on it was really 
nice weather. There was no rain, but it was 
really boggy over Great Calva. Not good 
going at all. 

Blencathra was done via Halls Fell ridge. ‘I 
had a look for the parachute descent route 
with Scoffer and we thought it was horrible. 
But I have since learnt that it is much further 
along the ridge. You run along and then 
down. I am a bit old school and I did think 
maybe you should go the way they have 
all done it. That is not the way Bob Graham 
went, is it?’

Rob says that early on leg 2 he had what 
was probably his lowest point. ‘Daft as it 
sounds, it was probably Clough Head. Even 
though it was early, it seemed to be just 
going on and on. I wondered what I was 
doing there. From then on I was fine. I wasn’t 
up by then either, I was about a minute or 

two down on legs 1 and 2. But on Fairfield 
this time I flew up it.’

He then started picking up time, and 
I speculated that his leg 3 three time 
schedule was too cautious. Rob disagreed. 
‘No, I think the conditions held us back on 
leg 1, as it was so muddy. Leg 2 is hard to 
get time on as it is such fast running. I don’t 
think there is much to play with time-wise.’ 
Rob knows he was gaining time on the third 
and fourth legs though. ‘But I lost five or 
six minutes on Scafell, when we went the 
wrong way coming off, after we had been 
up Broad Stand. We just made a mistake. 
There was a bit of mist on Scafell and we 
went wrong.’ By then there was no wind, and 
it was a nice temperature. 

I asked how Broad Stand had gone, 
given that he said he had never been over 
there before. ‘Paul Aitkin, who lives in our 
road, roped us on Broad Stand. I was really 
enjoying it by then, daft as it sounds. But I 
reckon I could look at that and maybe be a 
bit faster. I was a bit apprehensive, shall we 
say. The rocks all day were really dry, but up 
there it was as greasy as hell. Slipping about 
I was.’ 

Even though he had some top pacers, 
Rob revealed that, ‘some were struggling 
[laughs], a few got dropped really.’ I asked 
him to explain his road support point 
strategy, hearing that he just went straight 
through, and never stopped at all. ‘I had 
seen that Adam [Perry] didn’t stop and I just 
decided there was no point in sitting down, 
I could eat and drink on the next climb. 
Everyone said I was good at taking food 
and drink on whilst moving. I used to just 
shout as I went through, “I’ll have that!”. I did 
it on purpose because my dad set up deck 
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chairs, so I just ran through to wind him up. 
Dad did all the road crossings and Sharon 
was supporting and ran the last leg with us. 
Mum was at the first two crossings with the 
kids then she took them home.’  

With such a non-stop plan I wonder who 
was coordinating the feeding. ‘Me. I had no 
idea what food I would be OK with. I have 
never done anything that long. But I didn’t 
need anyone to tell me to eat. I am not silly. 
I knew what I had to do. I watched Adam 
and he never seemed to eat at all. He says 
he doesn’t need to, but I think more from 
my cycling background I was expecting to 
be eating all the time. I ate pretty much all 
day long.’

He described a typical scenario, and the 
impressive range of food he had managed 
to consume. ‘As soon as I was going uphill I 
would have something. I ate stew and soup 
at round crossings, in a cup handed to me 
on the hill. During legs I had custard, fudges, 
rice pudding, jam sandwiches, the odd gel, 
but I decided that I didn’t want too many - 
they are horrible really. Also a few sweets, a 
bit of chocolate, nothing unusual. It seemed 
to work though. I never ran out of steam, I 
felt strong the whole way. I went through 
highs and lows food-wise, but never a 
massive low.’ 

Although it well overall, there were minor 
problems later on for Rob. ‘The worst was 
descending later on as my knee got really 
sore, and my toenail hurt on downhills. 
Downhill it is not like you are racing, you are 
just going steady. But it was painful towards 
the end.’

Rob feels that he gave it all he had on the 
day. ‘Yep, I was strong on the roads back to 
Keswick, considering how long I had been 

on the go. I changed shoes for the road, but 
that was a mistake. My road shoes are just 
a bit smaller and they didn’t help the toe 
situation due to that tightness. I would have 
been better in my wet fell shoes.’ 

Despite that his recovery has been really 
good, and he has raced loads since then. 
Analysing the effort, he says, ‘I don’t think 
it has affected me to be honest. I am not as 
good in races, but I am not as good anyway 
[laughs]. I had a real bad knee after it, and 
I lost a toe nail. It is strange because at the 
finish I felt fine, but within half an hour of 
finishing I couldn’t walk. Sharon had to bath 
me that night! The next day we went for 
a walk down Kentmere and it was if I had 
done an ‘A’ Long fell race. I went running on 
the Wednesday.’

On being asked what the best thing 
about the day had been, Rob reckoned 
there were loads of highlights. He listed: 
‘Being with all the people, the camaraderie 
type of thing was great. I really enjoyed that. 
Finishing - and running through Keswick. I 
found the road hard though. It was a shame 
my children were not able to be there, as 
it was too long a day. Now I wish they had 
been there. Billy Bland came to watch us at 
Honister, and at the finish, and was really 
nice to me. Billy just said “well done, you’ll 
be back running in a few days”.’

Reflecting on the whole experience, Rob 
says he is really glad he has done it. He adds, 
‘I am a proper fell runner now [laughs a lot]. 
I know I said never, but I am a bit impulsive 
sometimes.’ I probed as to whether it might 
inspire Sharon to do it. After a very short 
pause, he replies, ‘No, she says not, but I 
keep telling her she should! It has inspired 
my brother, and he says he is going to do it 

next year. He’d get round, no bother. I would 
like Sharon to do it, but it is up to her.’

When pressed, he does admit that he kind 
of wishes he had done it ten years ago now. 
‘Could I have gone faster if I had done it 
earlier? You don’t know really, do you. I think 
so, but then I didn’t know what to expect 
when I did it. I just went.’ 

I finished by asking Rob whether Jasmin, 
Nicky and his own BGR efforts were likely 
to inspire others. He responded with a 
considered, but personal, view. ‘I think what 
I have done will open the floodgates for 
people to have a go. I think Billy’s time is 
approachable, why not. I think I had a really 
good day and I shouldn’t put myself down 
really, because it felt good. But people may 
start to think perhaps they could have a go. 
For instance Simon Booth may be a little too 
old, but he should have had a go earlier. He 
says he couldn’t, but he would have been 
an absolute candidate for me. Now, Ricky 
Lightfoot is the man, isn’t he? I still think 
you’d have to be capable of winning an ‘A’ 
Long fell race in a decent time to stand any 
chance of beating Billy’s time. Remember 
none of the next three guys - Mark Hartell, 
Stuart Bland and Mark Palmer - were in that 
category, which is why they were an hour 
behind in my opinion. I know it is different, 
but that is my view.’

As it happens, I was chatting with Kenny 
Stuart the day before I interviewed Rob 
Jebb, and he gave me his take on Rob’s 
round. We had been reminiscing about 
Kenny’s heyday in the mid-1980s, but 
Kenny took the time to give his take on 
recent events, and the perennial topic of 
Billy’s time being beaten. Firstly, was Kenny 
surprised at Rob Jebb’s time? ‘Yes in some 

ý  BY S T E V E  C H I LT O N   AUTHOR OF ‘THE ROUND: IN BOB GRAHAM’S FOOTSTEPS’



THE FELLRUNNER AUTUMN 2016 29

ways, but not in others. I mean the fact that 
he is not a good descender is bound to lose 
him some time somewhere, but in an event 
as long as the BG your speed coming down 
is maybe not that important, if you know 
what I mean.’ Moving on the BG record time, 
Kenny added that, ‘it does bring Billy Bland’s 
record more into perspective though. I still 
don’t think there is anybody with the calibre 
of Billy around.  But it might be that Rob 
Jebb’s time is there in second place for a 
heck of a long time as well.’

Kenny had his own view on how the 
record might be beaten. ‘I feel that the 
likes of Ricky Lightfoot should really be 
concentrating more like we were in the 
1980s at his age. Putting a marker down 
- either doing a fast BGR, trying to get as 
far as he can in the World Champs (the 
real mountain racing champs), and the 
British Champs, top races like the Ben and 
Snowdon, running against quality Italians, 
and then moving on. I think he has the 
ability to do a fast Bob Graham Round as 
well. But perhaps the only way that it will 
be beaten is maybe by a slightly lesser type 
of runner (who feels no pressure) but with 
really good organisation, with a detailed 
minute to minute schedule.’ 

A year ago, when I was researching my 
book about the BGR (‘The Round: in Bob 
Graham’s footsteps’), I spoke at length with 
Billy Bland and he had some interesting 
things to say, as usual. On the subject of 
someone going out to beat his time he had 
some simple advice. ‘I say to anyone who is 
interested, never mind what times others 
have done. Just set out for a day on the 
fells and do what works for you. If it comes 
out alright, it comes out alright. Don’t get 
hyped up about hitting times.’ Then slightly 

contradicting his own advice about ignoring 
times he added, ‘actually, I think there was 
possibly another 10 minutes there to be 
gained.’ At one point in his round he had 
faltered, and as he put it, ‘it was like putting 
a nozzle in the car. I got some food down 
me and was away as if nothing happened. 
It just was a fuel thing.’ Having said that, he 
does think he got pretty much the optimum 
performance he could get out of himself. 

Billy also commented on the pressure of 
doing a round now. ‘I hadn’t the pressure of 
beating anyone’s times. I wasn’t under any 
pressure at all. I think it was quite fortunate. 
Anyone who does it now is going to be 
under considerable pressure.’

Could Billy imagine someone beating his 
BGR time? ‘Of course I can. But, I was quite 
dominant in long fell racing and did the fast 
round. Then McDermott and Hartell had 
taken the 24 hour total on and both tried for 
my time. I kinda knew they wouldn’t get my 
record. That puts it even more on a pedestal. 
They weren’t regular long fell race winners, 
they were long distance specialists. I never 
saw myself as anything special. I don’t think 
I am hard mentally, but I certainly got a 
confidence out of what I could do, knowing 
my ability and harnessing that in the proper 
manner.’

Billy then revealed something that I 
hadn’t realised before. ‘My focus wasn’t 
on the BGR. I just stuck it in because me 
brother was gonna have a go. Which coach 
would have told you that was a good idea, 
stuck between two long races? None. Now, 
I couldn’t care less if someone took my 
record. What I know is that is about as good 
as I was, within a few minutes. That is the 
satisfaction.’

In some ways Rob Jebb has done the 

same thing, also getting stuck in and having 
a go, no long-build and with hardly any 
specific practice for it, and then getting back 
to racing shortly afterwards.

All this leaves me with two intriguing 
thoughts, only one of which can ever be 
answered. Could Rob Jebb really have done 
a faster time if he had done a round a few 
years ago when nominally at his physical 
peak? Will someone be inspired to now take 
Billy’s time down after all these years? 

The final word lies with Rob though. He 
summed it up when interviewed shortly 
afterwards for the local paper. ‘I had a really 
good day and so enjoyed it. Obviously it 
was painful, but I was just enjoying it, going 
steady and was never in any real difficulty. I 
had some good pacers with me to prove I’d 
been to all the tops – some really good lads, 
who I couldn’t have done it without, I owe a 
lot to them.’


