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Lizzie Hawker gives 
her insight into 
this tough race
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An extrAordinAry footrAce Around MAnAslu, the world’s eighth 
highest MountAin, where beAutiful MeMories were forged froM 
discoMfort, sepArAtion froM ‘stuff’ And cAMArAderie, this is the story 
through the eyes of A runner And A first-tiMe rAce director
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i
t is not so often that you get the chance to race 
around an 'ornamented heap', especially one that is 
8000m high! What an incredible opportunity to take 
part in the inaugral edition of the manaslu mountain 
trail. it is a challenging stage race passing through 

some of nepal's most beautiful Himalayan landscapes in 
a part-circumnambulation of the world's eighth highest 
mountain, a 212k journey over seven race stages.

Oh, happy days. We left some blood, sweat, tears, 
laughs and smiles out on those trails in the sky around 
Manaslu. Along with some 40 other participants, ranging 
from local legend Upendra Sunuwar, to GB international 
marathon runner Holly Rush, to some who later admitted 
they weren't even really 'a runner', we made a tough 
journey, a jatra, that went far beyond being just a race. 
It was an exploration of a vast mountain landscape, an 
experience of some very different cultures, a physical 
challenge, a freedom for the mind. 

The beginning 
Our race began in the Hindu village of Arughat on the banks 
of the noisy Budi Gandaki river, which we were to follow 
up almost to its source. At an altitude of just 610m it was 
warm, villages and fields peppered our route along a trail 
that was often rocky and very rarely flat! Making progress 
along the steep-sided river gorge, rice paddies were 
gradually replaced by millet, barley and maize. Onwards and 
upwards, sometimes slowed by descending trains of heavily 
laden mules, we reached the pine forests of the higher 
valleys. Here Buddhist culture dominates, with stupas 
and chortens strewn along the trail. Laughing children and 
smiling faces greeted us as we moved swiftly through the 
villages; these unforgiving trails are their lifeblood. 

 
RB: “Why a multi-day stage race in the Manaslu region? 
Simply because it is a very special, relatively untouched part 
of the Himalayas, with a lot more to offer than just views 

Bottom left: An afternoon 
relaxing in Samagaon, the 
day's racing over

Top right: Serang Gompa 
(3200m)

Bottom right: Lizzy 
Hawker, feet in hot 
springs at the end of the 
first day's racing, with 
the village children
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Mani wall

Top: Upendra Sunuwar 
at the Tibetan border 
on our rest day

and trails. My hope was that all the competitors would leave 
with a great appreciation for the people of the area and 
their culture, as well as having enjoyed running through their 
valleys. It’s much less visited and commercialised than other 
areas, and Manaslu is a sublime mountain to run around and 
experience. In Nepal it takes time to reach the places that 
the roads cannot penetrate, and a multi-day stage race is 
the perfect way to get to those places. It's a great way to 
get to know your fellow racers too.” 

 
People started to feel the challenge of 'doing without', 
and began to realise the stamina that is needed for the 
relentless ups and downs of the often technical trails. 
'Flat' is a relative term in Nepal! Long days for the runners 
meant even longer days for our porters who followed us 
carrying heavy loads. Lodging and food is simple in the 
high valleys of Nepal, everything is carried in by foot, so 
luxuries become scarcer as you penetrate further into the 
mountains and away from the roadhead. Washing is limited 
to the cold water of the village tap - if you want to bother! 
Electricity is, more often that not, conspicuous by its 
absence (causing trouble for those enslaved by gadgetary – 
GPS watches, phones, cameras). Doing 'without' (relatively 
speaking) makes you realise that so much of what we take 
for granted is meaningless. What matters is food, water, 
shelter and friendship, not necessarily in that order! You 

start to remember how it is the small things that count; 
the feel of the trail under your feet, the cold air of the early 
morning, a mug of hot lemon handed to you at a checkpoint, 
a welcoming smile, a full stomach and a bed at the end of a 
long day of running, a warm stove on a cold night, a prayer 
flag fluttering in the winds. And so it was after our first 
day of racing, the delight of finding hot springs in which to 
soak our already dirty feet, laughing village children having 
shown us the way. 

 
RB: “The biggest challenges for the racers? This is Nepal. 
This is the Himalayas. You have to be prepared for the 
relentless hills and the roughness of the trails. You have 
to make an effort to stay healthy, there are many bugs 
that will stop at nothing to make friends with you. Squat 
toilets and the myriad of other small details of life in a 
non-western country can take people right out of their 
comfort zone. So the accumulating tiredness from days of 
hard running is mental as well as physical.” 

sacred stillness
We soon broke away from the main trail, to visit Serang 
Gompa (3200 m), a secluded monastery, a bastion of pure 
Tibetan Buddhism home to around 80 monks and nuns. It is 
a place of pure tranquility, a hidden valley (a beyul) detached 

Centre: Lee Harris 
descending from Manaslu 
Base Camp
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Results: 
1st Upendra 
Sunuwar 
(20:34:52),
2nd Lizzy 
Hawker 
(23:00:45),
3rd Holly Rush 
(26:37:15).

LIZZY HAWKER is an 
endurance athlete, who 
loves the mountains 
(to put it simply). more 
information can be found 
at lizzyhawker.com.  

RICHARD BULL, the 
race director, currently 
lives and works in 
kathmandu. He is the 
founding editor of 
a marvellous online 
resource of all things 
running in nepal 
(trailrunningnepal.org). 
for him running is 
a way to travel, it is 
more about the journey 
than the destination.  
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from the outside world, surrounded by icy walls stretching 
up to 7000m summits. But, here the exhausting climb 
combined with effects of altitude took its toll. 

 Dinner under the stars around the fire, a restless night 
for many, a blessing from the Rinpoche and it was time 
to climb up again through the forested hillside before 
dropping down through isolated villages back to the main 
river valley trail. Winding higher we left the forested lower 
valley behind and came out into the wide open landscape 
of the high mountains. A short steep climb led us up to 
the vast flat grazing lands near Pungyen Gompa (4400m). 
Manaslu towered 4000m directly above, perhaps the 
closest it is possible to be to the foot of an 8000m summit. 

lizzy: “A sacred stillness was there in that quiet place, 
as I took just a moment to pause between the sweat and 
honesty of the hard climb upwards, fighting tiredness, 
fighting the thin air, pushing to try (hopelessly) to catch 
Upendra ahead, and then the sheer delight of dropping 
downwards again like a bird falling out of the sky, 
skimming over the rocks and the gorse.” 

Reaching the village of Samagaon, the dominating feature 
is Manaslu. Its Nepali name, meaning ‘Mountain of the 
Spirit’ comes from the Sanskrit word Manasa, meaning 
‘soul’, and in the local Tibetan, Manaslu is known as Pungyen, 
which literally means 'ornamented heap'. As the Lama from 
Samagaon tells in the book Tibet Diary: “This is because in 
one sense the mountain is just a heap of earth, rocks and 
cliffs. That is the way it may appear to you. But to us it is an 
ornamented heap of religious teachings, an ornamented 
heap of riches...Just watch, tomorrow morning the radiant 
light of the sun will ornament that mountain.” 

And, wow, did it do just that. Manaslu stands proud and 
alone from the surrounding mountains, and its distinctive 
twin peaks take your breath away, just as surely as they 
catch the morning sunlight so beautifully. Whichever name 
you choose, Manaslu is an undeniably awesome mountain 
and endows the surrounding valleys and summits with a 

deep spirituality, that can't fail but touch your soul. It is 
a special region, as yet relatively untouched, and has so 
much more to offer those who visit than just its incredibly 
beautiful views and trails. You find your own heap of riches 
out there, and it is up to you what you do with it!

Reaching base camp
On from Samagaon, the race made a side trip to Manaslu 
Base Camp. Awesome glacial ice towers to one side of the 
trail, pine forest to the other, it was another hard pull up, but 
wow what a descent! Reaching Samdo, a Tibetan refugee 
village and the highest in the valley, we made a visit to the 
tiny, half-century old monastery to present our gifts.

RB: “How can we give something back to the places we 
are privileged to visit? Often just by using local services, 
buying food and lodging, or hiring local people as guides 

and porters. During this race we made a donation to a 
hydroelectric project for unglamorous but much needed 
maintenance, and distributed a number of portable solar 
lights to the villages and monasteries we visited.”

In our day-to-day life a week can pass quickly. On the 
trail things feel different. It took us just five days to 
reach Samagaon but with the demands of running day 
after day, and the newness of the daily challenges, it 
felt much longer. Legs were getting tired, the effects of 
cold, altitude and illness were all taking their toll, and the 
weariness started to show in our faces, either bearded, 
whitened from sun cream or reddened from the sun! But 
sharing the challenges of the trail together started to 
forge strong friendships. As the competitor who simply 
went by the name of 'Sputnik' said: “I realised I love the 
camaradrie of a multi-stage race where you spend so 
much time with your fellow runners. And, for someone 
who's never 'roughed it', I realised I can put up with a lot 
more, and make do with a lot less than I thought.” And, 
Zeanna added: “It doesn't happen very often in today's 
world, where we are all very individual, with different lives, 
different paths, that we come together as a group with the 
same goal, the same destination.”
 

Entering the unknown
Facing the unknown is always one of the biggest challenges. 
For some it was the prospect of running day after day after 
day after day. For some it was the unfamiliar food. For some 
it was the altitude. For some it was trying to keep warm. For 
some it was non-western toilets. For some it was the lack of 
electricity. For some it was the roughness of the trails. For 
some it was the long ascents and tiring descents. For some 
it was being out of contact with ‘home’. We experienced 
every extreme and all the variations that lie between. We 
all had moments when we felt we could run forever, we all 
had moments when we felt like we couldn't take another 
step. We got stronger day after day after day as our bodies 
became used to the effort we were asking of it. Our minds 
became quiet(er). We pushed ourselves and found that our 
limits are never where we think they are. This is multiday 
stage racing. As Holly Rush, GB international marathon 
runner, said: “I really didn't think that it would affect me in 
the way it did. I totally fell in love with the Himalaya and the 
Nepali people. It taught me that there is so much more than 
just running fast on tarmac.“

How to cope? Getting used to time on your feet is the 
key. Remember that the trails will be rough. Practise with 

TAKE A LOOK AT THE COMPELLING RACE 
WEBSITE (MANASLUTRAILRACE.ORG) FOR 
INFORMATION AND BEAUTIFUL PHOTOS!

the kit that you will use so that you know you can rely 
on it. As Delena suggested: “Be open and flexible to the 
experience that this type of adventure offers - learn how 
to adapt to changing weather conditions and learn how to 
manage your food and water intake.”

On reaching Samdo a rest day was on the cards. For some 
it meant the short walk up to Dharamsala, meaning 'pilgrim's 
resthouse', where we would make an overnight camp ready 
for an early start up to the pass, our high point. For others it 
meant a leisurely walk up to the Rui La (4998m) and peering 
into the wilds of Tibet beyond; a starkly open mountain 
landscape under the deepest of blue skys. 

But again, the effects of altitude and sickness were 
taking their toll amongst the group. The final test was 
the crossing of the high pass, the Larkya La (5135m). Its 
name appears on maps as a misspelling of Lhargyal La, 
which in Tibetan means something approximating 'victory 
height'. It's apt. The crossing was a (non racing) walking 
stage to avoid overexertion at altitude, but it still posed 
an enormous challenge. For some this was the highest 
point they had ever been to, for some the consequences 
of stomach bugs just added to the lack of oxygen. The 
'victory' of reaching the prayer flags that marked the pass 
itself was rewarded with a magnificent view along the 
backbone of the Himalayas. But what goes up must come 
down, and there was 3000 m of height still to lose, as we 
curled around the west face of Manaslu. We left behind 
the wild, open landscape of the high mountains, following 
a glorious riverside trail to reach the finish in the small 
village of Tilije. For many, it was the hardest day yet.

lizzy: “Whoever you are, the mountains will humble you. 
You will feel vunerable in the face of such immensity of 
landscape. You will realise your insignificance. You will feel 
a rawness of emotion. But, you will also feel an incredible 
strength at being able to make such a journey under your 
own power, at a run. Sometimes when we are taken out 
of our comfort zone we realise our limits aren't where we 
thought they were, we can go beyond that 'edge'. That is 
the reality of running, of racing, in the highest mountains. 
It is something very special.”

RB: “My hope in creating this race? That people would 
enjoy the experience, simply that!” 

The descent from Manaslu Base Camp

Upendra Sunuwar, 
the race leader

Above: The finish-line of 
the second day's stage

The start of the third day's racing

The descent from the Tibetan border


