
Commonwealth Championships for
Ultra-distance and Mountain Running
Section 3 Ultra- distance Start of 2006 IAU World 24 hrs Challenge, Taipei.

Jonathan Wyatt (New Zealand. Five time World
Mountain Running Champion

Commonwealth Championships for
Ultra-distance and Mountain Running

Ultra-distance Running

The history of ultradistance (distances beyond the marathon distance of 42.2 km) goes back at least 3.6
million years ago when the pre-human Australopithecus Afarensis walked the earth on an upright bipedal
body. The ability to walk or run without tiring for long distances has been retained over the millions of
years to become part of our modern day sport.

Ultra-distance races are recorded in Britain from at least Georgian times; in1787 Lieutenant Colonel Thomas
Thornton ran 50 miles to win a wager. In 1765 a young woman ran 72 miles (116k) from Bleaneago,
Scotland to Newcastle in one day. Early ultra distance runners were called “pedestrians” (women
sometimes referred to as “pedestriennes”. Foster Powell, born in 1737 and regarded as the Father of British
pedestrians raced from London to York and back in 5 days 15 hours and 45 minutes aged 57. In 1784 he
covered 112miles in 24hrs. This tradition continued during the early 19th century but then died away.

The Commonwealth has a tradition of ultra distance running. In 1921 the first Comrades Marathon, over 90
kilometres, was held in South Africa to commemorate soldiers fallen during World War 1. This one of the
world's longest ultradistance races, with fields of 13,000. During the apartheid era, this marathon was
notable for being one of the few events where people participated regardless of colour.

In 1953 a London to Brighton race was established and continued for over 50 years.

However, it was only with the marathoning craze in the 1980's that interest in ultra-distance running really
took off. In 1982 a group of British RAF officers decided to test whether the original story behind the
marathon was true; was feasible that the Greek messenger Pheidippides had really run all the way from the
Battle of Marathon to Sparta in 36 hours? They confirmed it was indeed possible and in 1983 the
Spartathlon was born. Since then there have been winners from Commonwealth countries on numerous
occasions.

For the last two decades, the sport has been governed internationally by the International Association of
Ultrarunners, which currently has 47 national
Federations affiliated. The IAU has held
international competitions since 1987 when the
first IAU 100km World Challenge was run. It has
been run annually and in the 22 years,
Commonwealth athletes have won 16 individual or
team medals including 4 golds. The global 24 hour
event has, by comparison only been held annually
since 2001. However in the European 24 hour
championship, which has been held since 1992,
there have been 7 Commonwealth medallists.


