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A man of the Lakes
Pete Bland: an appreciation, by Steve Chiiton

I t was with a heavy heart that I learnt
that Pete Bland had died at the end

of November. He had lived all his life in
the Lakes, but possibly was not someone
that many would recognise if they passed
him in the street. He is probably best
known for his sports shop and travelling
Big Red Van, which used to be at many
running events across Northern England
and further afield. He was also a high
standard fell runner and gave countless
hours of his time in supporting events,
as race organiser and official in the Fell
Runners' Association (FRA).

Pete Bland was born in 1941. His
grandparents were from farming stock
in Troutbeck, near Windermere. Pete
was born in Windermere, and his wife
Anne is from Levens. Pete went from
school to pro fell racing, as many of
his contemporaries did. He started
running aged about 12 when he was at
Windermere Grammar School. Pete was
entered in the school race and he won.
He continued at school, winning all the
cross-country races, and the mile in the
school sports. When he was 13, he told
his dad he wanted to be a fell runner.

There were one or two lads a bit older
than him on the estate where he was living
who were already into fell running. He met
them and got introduced to one's father,
Jimmy Hicks, who became his trainer. He
joined his group of fell runners and started
running locally. There was usually an under-
17s race at the pro events, and at Ambleside
Sports there was an under-14s too. He won a
table lamp at one race - weird prizes for kids.

Pete and Anne Bland
(photo by Matt Bland)

Unfortunately, Pete had a bad accident
when he was 14. He was a pillion passenger
on a motorbike that lost an argument
with a lorry. That curtailed his fledgling
running career for quite a long time. He
had a double compound fracture just
below the knee and was told he wouldn't
ever run as well again, but he carried on.
Jimmy Hicks had a house that backed on
to a football field and he used to go there
to run around and around the pitch.

Pete managed to get quite fit and by
the time he was 16 he finished fourth in
the Junior Guides race at Grasmere. He
had won his first senior race by the time
he was 18, at Knock, near Appleby. Over
the years Pete performed consistently on
the pro circuit. He didn't win Grasmere
but achieved one second and three thirds.
He won at the Ambleside Sports in 1968,
on his ninth attempt.

Pete was also working extremely hard,
in his pro days, to earn a crust. He moved
to Staveley in 1965 and was working at K
Shoes at the time. He worked there for
20 years and then branched out when a
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friend invited him to join his business.
It was a kitchen design and fitting firm
originally. They eventually had a big
showroom in Kendal on the waterside.
They built an extension and opened a
wholefood cafe, with Anne doing all
the baking. They also had a sports shop,
which was called Waterside Adventure
Sports and was not just for running gear
but also climbing and cross-country skiing.

In 1981 it went bust and Pete lost a
good deal of money. He started his own
business, with Anne, from the house. His
front room was the shoe-fitting room.
They made a success of that venture, as it
built their reputation, and allowed them to
open the shop - Pete Bland Sports - later.

Pete ran as a pro until 1972. At 31
he was getting bored with the pro scene
because he had been going to the same
places for 20 years virtually, to run short
15-minute races. In the 1970s the race
scene was expanding, and he started
running some of these new races while
still a professional, unofficially - until he
was reinstated as an amateur. Pete had a
long and relatively successful career as an
amateur, one of the highlights being the
KIMM (now OMM), where he and wife
Anne won the mixed team event.

Retiring from racing at 50, he was still
involved in the sport and managing the
shop before handing over to his son Matt.
He was race organiser for the Kentmere
Horseshoe race for 40 years, England
mountain running team manager for
10 years, and a member of the FRA
Committee and, via his business,
sponsor of the British Fell Running
Championships plus many individual
events. Among the other races he
organised were the Rydal Round (part of

Pete winning atAmbleside
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Ambleside Sports), Grasmere, Loughrigg
and he recently added the Reston Scar
Scamper to his portfolio.

He once explained that The Kentmere
race came about quite simply because it
was one of his regular training routes. "I
live at Staveley and one day on a training
run with Mike Nicholson (of Kendal)
I said, 'this would make a great race'.
It looked a fantastic course, a natural
horseshoe. So, I put on a race round it in
1975." He said he found organising races
very satisfying.

Pete Bland was very much a man of
the Lakes, and devoted most of his life to
two things: his family and running. He
was extremely well respected both in and
out of the sport of fell running. So much so
that I counted more than 1,000 condolence
messages on the social media post from the
family noting his passing, all within one
and a half days. One of the nicest comments
was that he "ran a service not a business".

His legacy will be the continuation
of the many events he supported, the
memories of his kindness, and the service
that his family shop provides. •
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