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THECHALLENGE

Queen of the
mountains

She may look frail, but Lizzy Hawker is
Britain's greatest endurance athlete,
running ultramarathens while climbing
the height of Everest. Ed Douglas
tries to keep up inthe Alps

(PHOTQGRAPH,JUDITH SPANCKEN

August 2009 OSM 43




play

hen Lizzy Hawker starts

running, I see at once why

she is one of the best ultra-

athletes in the world. She
holds her elbows out and quite still, while her
feet are planted widely on the rocky trail we're
following above the Col des Montets in the
French Alps. She just eats up the ground.

‘Ahead of us, the smooth white bump of
Mont Blanc glares in the sunshine, but there’s
little time to contemplate the view. On rocky
sections, Lizzy’s feet skip precisely from
foothold to foothold. Trail running isn't like
road or track running. There are obstacles
and dangers to avoid. Above our heads are
steep granite cliffs. Below us the ground drops
sharply away into deep pine forest.

She makes it look so effortless I assume
I can just follow her lead, but find my feet
aren’t quite so well connected to my brain.
She’s a natural. T have done this before, but
can't come close to matching her precision.
“When I'm moving,” she tells me, “whether
it’s running or being in the mountains, that’s
when I know myself more. Running is just
part of me.

Four years ago, Hawker lined up in nearby
Chamonix for the Ultra-Trail du Mont Blane,
a race around the highest mountain in the Alps.
The course then was 155km long with 8,500m
of ascent and descent. That’s four marathons
back-to-back and almost the height of Everest
to climb. The winner would cross the line in
just over 21 hours. Then 28, Lizzy had little
idea what would happen next. She had never
run so far. She had no support team and no
plan. Under current rules, she wouldn’t even
have been allowed to take part. In the world
of ultra-running, Hawker was a complete
unknown. “I mean,” she says as we stop for
a breather. “Even I hadn't heard of me.”

That day, as usual in mass starts, Hawker
had to wait to start running. But once she did
she could not stop. Through the evening and
into the night, she moved steadily through
the field of 2,000. Running after her in bright
sunshine, I try to imagine navigating this
terrain at speed in the dark. Not easy. But
halfway round, she caught the race favourite.

Hawker seems almost apologetic about her
determination to win. But as she runs there
is not a moment of hesitation, just pure focus.
“I thought to myself, I'll see if I can be the first
woman to cross the border into Switzerland.
And after that, I just kept going” She was
the first woman across the line, finishing in
26:53:51. Overnight, an ultra-running star was
born. It was no fluke. She has won a string
of races since, including the 100km world
championships in 2006. After running seven
and a half hours, the margin of victory was
four seconds.

But it’s in the mountains we are running
through now that Hawker excels. Last year
she regained her UTMB title, knocking an
hour off her time on a course eight kilometres
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longer and with more ascent. The next woman
was more than two hours behind her.

Hawker is back in Chamonix to give a trail-
running class and to defend her 2008 UTMB
title in August. She agrees to take me alonga
section of the course to show what it takes to

Lizzy Hawker shows Ed Douglas some ultra-marathon terrain in her pla
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yground, the French Alps.

win such a monstrous race. In photographs,
she can look frail. In the flesh she appears
more robust, though spare and compact, like
most ultra-runners. Her head is perfectly still
as she reads the trail ahead of her.

Then she watches me. “You cross your
arms too much,” she offers. “That can restrict
your breathing” Which, I'm guessing, can’t be
good at altitude. She also shows me a stride
pattern for climbing steep sections. Rather
than shorten my running stride, she shows me
how to lengthen my walking stride, which is
just as quick but uses less energy. Walking fast
is a critical part of mountain ultra-marathons,
where it is often too perilous to run.







