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THE HEIGHTS  
OF MADNESS

Is Surrey’s Midsummer Munro  
the hardest half in Britain?  

Adrian Monti does the legwork

L E T  Y O U R  T R A I N I N G  L O O S E



W e might not openly 
admit it, but we 
runners can be 
suckers for clever 
marketing. When 
we read about an 

event that describes itself as the longest, 
steepest, muddiest, wettest or the most 
horrendous running experience in the 
history of the sport, our juices start 
flowing. Just ask the organisers of some of 
those tough-as-nails obstacle races that 
have sprung up in recent years.

I couldn’t help thinking about that 
gullibility/sense of adventure when I  
first heard about Trionium’s Midsummer 
Munro, billed ‘Britain’s hardest half’  
by the organisers. I wondered if this was 
just big talk or if it really did have a 
legitimate claim to the title.

The rolling Surrey Hills provide a 
beguiling natural backdrop to the race. 
Beguiling because, from afar or maybe 
while relaxing on a picnic rug with the 
family, this lush stretch of downland looks 
so inviting. But this benign appearance 
conceals a brutal streak that only reveals 
itself when you have to tackle its slopes.

The route includes Box Hill, a location 
that sends shivers down the spines of 
runners and cyclists alike. Team GB 
rider Mark Cavendish saw his gold medal 
dreams snuffed out on its zigzag climb in 
the London Olympics road race. It was a 
memory that didn’t exactly boost my own 
confidence as I lined up for the start. 

The event takes place in the middle of 
June, which explains the ‘Midsummer’  
in the name; the reason for the ‘Munro’ 
part is a little more obscure.

A Munro is a mountain in Scotland  
that’s over 3,000ft (914m). In the late  
19th century Sir Hugh Munro, a founding 
member of the Scottish Mountaineering 
Club, catalogued all such peaks. A popular 
pursuit ever since has been ‘Munro 
bagging’, where walkers and climbers try 
to tick off these mountains: there are 282 
of them, so it’s quite a challenge.

The name inspired Trionium’s head 
honcho, Rob McCaffrey, to create a course 
whose ‘ups’, if they were added together, 

would total more than 3,000ft. 
As well as such challenging terrain, 

Trionium events have their own quirky 
traditions and sense of occasion. These 
were encapsulated by McCaffrey, who, 
resplendent in his bold Union Jack shorts, 
led the singing of the national anthem 
moments before the 4pm start.

That was certainly a unique feature 
of this race for me. Another was that I 
was seriously contemplating walking 
after covering only 100m. If I needed 
reminding how tough the event was 
going to be, this very early struggle up the 
punishing Burford Slope, in a temperature 
of 23C, was the jolt I needed.

There were 10 lung-busting climbs, 
some as steep as the side of the house, 
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it was a course on which you felt you had 
to concentrate on every step; switching off 
now and then was not an option. Winding, 
flinty forest tracks were open invitations 
for ankles to twist – an offer mine 
accepted on at least two occasions. 

As the sun beat down, my spirits were 
lifted slightly by the constant flow of 
runners heading in the opposite direction; 
they were doing the Picnic Marathon, 
which had started two hours earlier. The 
pity evident in my face was matched by 
the envy in their eyes that I was doing only 
half their challenge.

There were many fabulous views along 
the route, especially while chugging up 
White Hill after temporarily leaving 
the shady woods behind. The sight and 
sound of a lone Scottish piper’s exuberant 
playing near the peak helped draw us up 
one of the gentler climbs.

I realised early on that it wasn’t just 
me who was making heavy work of 
proceedings – the course was giving 
everyone an equally hard time. So I had  
to recalibrate my mindset after halfway, 
when I realised that my usual 1:45 (or less)  

finish time for a half marathon would  
have to give way to trying to get round  
in under three hours. 

But in adversity there comes great 
camaraderie. I will always remember the 
exhausted club runner almost in tears on 
the final flight of steps. I unconvincingly 
tried to give her some encouraging words 
as I very slowly passed by, and she replied: 
‘I’ve decided to stay at my mum’s tonight; 
she lives in a bungalow and I can’t even 
face my own stairs now.’

Her quip was still making me chuckle 
as I finally, gratefully, waved goodbye to 
the last of the 700 calf-straining steps 
and headed back towards Burford Slope 
alongside the River Mole. 

With the tantalising sight of the finish 
line, an exhilarating plunge down meant 
I finished with a smile on my face – rather 
than the grimace I’d sustained for most of 
the preceding 13 miles.

As I munched away at a cricket club-
style tea of sandwiches and cakes in 
the early evening, while applauding the 
victors at the prize-giving, I found myself 
wondering whether the Midsummer 
Munro can deservedly be called Britain’s 
hardest half marathon.

It was certainly my hardest. I’ve never 
run a half marathon in which so many 
usually capable runners – myself included 
– have been reduced to walking such large 
chunks of the route. And for that reason, 
this bruiser at Box Hill will go down in  
my running diary as one I’ve completed,  
if not truly conquered.

●  Run it The 2015 Midsummer Munro 
takes place on June 14 (trionium.com)

with similarly sheer descents on the other 
side. But any of the pleasure I enjoyed 
hurtling down a hill was countered by the 
knowledge I would have to scale it again 
on the second, reverse, loop of this course.

But in some ways, the hills weren’t the 
worst of it. For example, the well-worn 
stepping stones across a narrow stretch 
of the River Mole proved an unexpected 
challenge. I was only a few steps along 
when I realised how unsteady I was on  
my feet, especially as I was running at 
speed with two hefty South African trail 
runners right behind me.

At least the stepping stones only needed 
to be tackled twice. As for the flights of 
steps embedded into the chalk slopes, 
they seemed never-ending and will 
probably haunt me forever. 

Owing to the varying distances and 
heights, it was nearly impossible to 
sustain any rhythm either up or down, 
especially on the daunting – and 
appropriately named – Eiger Steps, which 
reared up before the race’s halfway point.

Because the terrain was so tricky, with 
very little flat between these undulations, 
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Midsummer Munro 
finishers are given  
a carrot as part of  
their finisher’s bounty. 
Here are three other 
tasty-sounding races.

PETTS 
WOOD 10K
Kent, October 11

If your palate needs 
something savoury after 
all those mid-race jelly 
babies, the Petts Wood 
race may be just what  
you need: once you’ve 
crossed the finishing line, 
you can treat yourself 
to one (or more) of its 
legendary spicy samosas. 
They’re almost as popular 
as the race itself, which 
takes runners through 
beautiful National  
Trust woodland in the 
garden of England. 
Runnersworld.co.uk/pw10

MARKET 
DRAYTON 
10K

Shropshire, May 10

Make sure you’ve got 
plenty of fridge space if 
you enter this one – the 
winner of our rundown of 
the UK’s 50 Best Races, in 
the February issue (it also 
won best 10K in 2012  
and 2013). Every finisher 
get a tray of yoghurt  
pots in the famously  
packed goody bag. 
Runnersworld.co.uk/
mdrayton10

PURBECK 
MARATHON
Dorset,  

September 20

It might not ease all the 
aches and pains after 
26 miles and 3,000ft of 
gruelling climb, but a tub 
of locally produced ice 
cream certainly helps. 
That’s what organisers 
hand out from their  
giant freezer as soon  
as runners cross the 
finishing line of this 
beautiful trail marathon. 
How cool is that? 
Runnersworld.co.uk/
Purbeck 

The Midsummer Munro
Mickleham, near Dorking, Surrey  
(2014 stats)
First man Marc Leyshon 1:52:06
First woman Lisa Buchanan 2:19:05
Starters/finishers 160/159 (99% finished)

T H E  R U N D O W N

1:45-2:00: 2%
2:00-2:30 23%
2:30-3:00 52%
3:00-4:00 23%

Finishing stats 

SPLENDID 
ISOLATION  

One man 
and his race

SLIPPERY WHEN WET
And not too easy  
when they’re dry


