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Introduction


[image: One woman and four men running in a road race, past houses, with numbers pinned to their vests. There is a small group of people looking on from the pavement.]

On Saturday 12 April, 1975, 27-year-old Margaret Ashcroft stood at the start of the Chris Vose 10-mile road race in Warrington, in Northwest England. Wearing her running vest, shorts and trainers, Margaret was there to race. Today, over 50 years later, tens of thousands of women stand at the start of road races in the UK each year. We think nothing of it. We have every right to be there and the idea that someone might stop us from running just because we are women seems far-fetched, ridiculous, unimaginable.

Yet for Margaret being at the start line was an act of defiance. In April 1975, women in the UK were not allowed to race further than four miles on the road, cross country or anywhere. Margaret was a rulebreaker and a ‘ghost runner’ – a lone woman running without numbers in a men’s race.

Running unofficially, Margaret was relying on the race officials turning a blind eye to her presence. They might try to stop her or threaten to report her to the governing body of women’s athletics. Her participation could have consequences. The Women’s Amateur Athletic Association (WAAA) did not approve of women jumping into races in this way and racing against men was strictly forbidden. The threat of suspension was very real.

One thing Margaret was confident of was that she would finish. A strong cross-country runner, she had won the Cheshire championships. Used to doing 10-mile training runs on a Sunday, Margaret was frustrated that women couldn’t race the longer distances. She was ambitious, aiming for under an hour at the Chris Vose 10 – a time still fast enough for a win at 10-mile races today, but fell short of her goal, finishing instead in 62:08, in 120th place, ahead of 42 men.

These details were recorded in a race report in the Guardian, which described Margaret as ‘an interloper’ in the male domain of 10-mile road racing but one of ‘a band of pioneers’.1 An opinion piece in the Manchester Evening News was rather more hostile.2 ‘No suffragettes in sport, please’, wrote Joe Lancaster, a former marathon runner and the paper’s athletics correspondent. He asserted that women’s desire to run longer distances was nothing more than ‘the latest whim among female athletes’ and predicted that once women were running 10 miles they would want to run further. It was the prospect of women finishing ‘gruelling’ long-distance races in a state of exhaustion that Lancaster found particularly distasteful. If they did so, women would be undermining their femininity: ‘While I admit that women can run marathons, they certainly look far more graceful hurdling, high jumping and sprinting.’

What did the woman at the centre of the story have to say about it all? You may well ask. The newspaper articles tell us nothing about what Margaret thought beyond reporting that she said, ‘I don’t see why women can’t race 10 miles,’ and that she intended to look for another 10-mile race to run. Sports journalism was an overwhelmingly male preserve. Men’s interpretations of what motivated women took up the space. What women themselves thought was of secondary importance.

I, however, have reason to be thankful to the sports reporter at the Guardian who picked up on this story. Were it not for his article, I wouldn’t have known about Margaret’s participation in the race. When I interviewed Margaret in 2024, she was 77 and it was 49 years since she had run the Chris Vose 10. Unsurprisingly, she remembered little about the race, pointing out, ‘I never thought anybody would ever ask me about it.’

I took up running in February 2011, aged 47, not out of any burning desire to become a runner but because I had promised to be part of a charity relay team in the Robin Hood Marathon in Nottingham. My older sister Judith had been running for two years by then, but I was mystified by her growing enthusiasm for running. Whenever I encountered runners pounding the pavements, I thought they had an obsessed, driven look. They certainly didn’t seem to be enjoying themselves. Having made my promise to the charity, I bought some running shoes, joined a club and ran a five-mile leg of the marathon that September. It took a bit longer than that for the running bug to bite but eventually, of course, it did.

A turning point came when I started attending my local parkrun in 2012. After a few weeks, I realised that people who were running past me were putting in more effort than I was. I made up my mind to try to keep up with them. That day it dawned on me that I could indeed run faster – that there was more than one pace I could run at. And from that moment grew a love of running, which has seen me race not only on the roads but also on the track and cross country – things I’d never done at school.

There are many things that I love about running – being part of a community, time outdoors, the sense of freedom and physical power – but most of all it is the myriad ways in which you can set yourself new challenges. They don’t have to be performance driven or about achieving specific times in races. There are all sorts of goals, like running all the cross-country races in your club’s leagues one season (not managed that), doing 12 half marathons in 12 months (done that) or doing 500 parkruns (might take another three years).

As I met other women runners, I realised that many of them, like me, only started running in their forties. I was inspired by the women runners in their fifties, sixties and seventies, who made me think that I could keep running for the rest of my life. In 2014, I created the RunYoung50 blog with the aim of interviewing women runners older than me to find out about their experiences and celebrate their achievements. Having turned 50, I was aware that I had reached an age where women are less valued by society and seem to become invisible. They are generally not expected to be physically active, and active older women rarely appear in the media. When they do, the narrative often focuses on them as exceptions to the rule and casts them as ‘supergrans’. Exceptional stories can alienate us, as we may feel that we can never aspire to the same level of achievement. For me, ‘ordinary’ stories hold just as much value and we can learn just as much, if not more, from them.

One of the books I bought as a new runner was a second-hand copy of The Complete Book of Running for Women by Claire Kowalchik.3 The final chapter included a timeline of women’s running history and a brief account from Kathrine Switzer about the part she played. Not long afterwards, I listened to interviews with Kathrine and former British marathon record holder Joyce Smith on the Marathon Talk podcast. I read Kathrine’s book Marathon Woman and Jacqueline Hansen’s book A Long Time Coming, both of which chronicled the fight to get the women’s marathon into the Olympic Games.

Kathrine’s story is one of the most well known in the history of women’s distance running and it was one of the first stories I heard. In 1967, she was a 20-year-old journalism student at Syracuse University in New York who decided to try to run the Boston Marathon. She was not unprepared. She’d been training for months and had finished a 31-mile training run with her coach, who was going to run the race with her.4

She wasn’t the first woman to try to enter the Boston Marathon either. Bobbi Gibb had run it the year before, after being refused an entry on the grounds that, ‘Women are not physiologically able to run marathon distances.’5 Kathrine, who entered as part of a university team, filled out the entry form with her initial rather than her first name, and her coach, Arnie Briggs, picked up the team’s race packets. Unlike Bobbi the year before, Kathrine had official race numbers, which she wore pinned to the front and back of her sweatshirt.

Kathrine started the race with Briggs, another runner and her boyfriend, Tom Miller. The first few miles passed without incident until the journalists in the press truck caught wind of the fact that there was a woman in the race and began talking to and photographing Kathrine. This alerted race co-director Jock Semple who jumped out of the officials’ bus, which was following the runners. Enraged, he ran up behind her and tried to rip the numbers from her sweatshirt. A sequence of photos shows Jock assaulting Kathrine and then being shoved off the course by Miller, a heavily built hammer thrower.

This violent and arresting scene still has the power to shock. It seems to tell us everything we need to know about the exclusion of women from long-distance racing: a man assaults a woman for daring to run in a men’s race. It is, however, only one small event in a much larger story – a story which encompasses other races, other countries and other women who were willing to challenge the limits placed upon them.

The story of the development of women’s long-distance running in the USA is well documented. Kathrine and two-time marathon world record holder Jacqueline Hansen have both written personal accounts of their campaigns for longer distances for women.6 Amby Burfoot’s First Ladies of Running profiles 22 ‘rebels, rule breakers and visionaries’.7 More recently, the Starting Line 1928 oral history project has interviewed many of the American pioneers, presenting the interviews as podcast episodes.8 The Theodore Corbitt Institute for Running History Research publishes lists of the best marathon performances by African American women.9

As I found out more about the pioneers of women’s long-distance running in the USA, I began to wonder what had happened in the UK. Were British women breaking the rules and running in men’s races as well? In Marathon Woman, Kathrine mentioned a Scottish woman, Dale Greig, who had run in a men’s race in 1964. Who was this woman and why hadn’t I heard of her? As I started to look for answers to my questions about British long-distance road-running pioneers, I realised that there were no podcasts or books telling their stories – what they did, how they felt, how long-distance running changed their lives – and nor were they the subject of academic research. As I discovered more about Dale, I felt indignant that this exceptional woman received so little recognition and became determined to find out more about her and share her story. When you read it, you will understand why.

This book is about unearthing the history of Dale and the other British rulebreakers, and weaving together a hidden story using threads of memory from decades ago. These pioneering women have become invisible because as unofficial participants in races their times were not usually recorded or reported. Occasionally, a race organiser would note a woman had taken part or there would be a mention from a local journalist but that was it.

It has been quite a journey for me, as along the way I’ve gone from being someone writing a blog to becoming a sports historian and a published writer. I’ve collected and read hundreds of athletics and running magazines; I’ve catalogued information; I’ve pored over newspapers and magazines in the British Library, online and in archives in Birmingham, Edinburgh, Paisley and Leicester; I’ve tracked people down, met and interviewed dozens of runners, friends of runners and magazine editors; and I’ve been to conferences, presented at conferences and written articles for magazines. Along the way, I’ve been helped by dozens of people and some of them have become friends. It has been an enriching experience.

My task was made harder by the gaps in the archives when it comes to women’s athletics history. The women and men, all volunteers, who ran the women’s clubs and governing bodies probably didn’t give much thought to their place in the history of athletics, and therefore didn’t ensure that their organisations’ activities were documented and preserved. And, traditionally in athletics, it has been men who have kept the performance statistics and records, effectively acting as the gatekeepers who decide what is important and what is not. The Cadbury Research Library at the University of Birmingham houses one of the most extensive collections of athletics literature in the UK, including 27 collections of papers connected with individual athletes, journalists or commentators. All of them are men. Not one woman’s papers were deemed worthy of collecting for posterity and the records of the WAAA itself are frustratingly incomplete.

During her PhD research in 1993, when Lynne Robinson (now Duval) visited the offices of Marea Hartman, who had been a driving force in athletics domestically and internationally for over 30 years, it was stuffed to the rafters with folders of minutes, reports, correspondence and programmes from a lifetime of involvement in athletics. It seems that when Marea died just over a year later, no-one stepped forward to save her papers or suggested that they should go to an archive. However, as Lynne notes, it would be wrong to assume that, ‘Just because women’s experiences have not been recorded there is no story to be discovered.’10

These gaps in the official records make gathering the testimony of the women themselves particularly important. The more I looked and the more people I asked, the more rulebreaking I found. Even so, I’ve been surprised in the course of my research just how common ghost running was. Nearly every woman I interviewed had one or more stories to tell me, although reliance on memory means that not every event has accurate dates or complete details, and where other sources were available I’ve drawn on them to fill in the blanks.

There is more to find out about the experiences of women of colour and women with disabilities. I have not covered them to the extent that I would like. And there are more stories to discover and share about the 1940s and 1950s. I still have so many questions and maybe you will have your own as you read these stories.

The women you will meet in this book used their bodies to challenge restrictive rules. Proving they were strong, they asserted their right to be outdoors, to claim some of the public space for themselves. They challenged notions of how women should look, dress and behave, and claimed the right to do things for themselves, rather than always in the service of others.

Many of the women themselves would express it more simply. Like Margaret, they sensed they were better at running over longer distances and they wanted the chance to race them. They wanted the freedom to run in the same way as men did and the opportunity to fulfil their potential as long-distance runners.

We begin with a story of women racing more than 200 years ago, then dive into the beginnings of organised women’s athletics in the UK. We go on to meet some of the remarkable, courageous, fearless women rulebreakers. There is Violet Piercy, an extraordinary woman, ahead of her time, who used the media to publicise her road-running exploits in the 1920s and 1930s. Then there is Dale Greig, who undertook cross-country races barefoot over frozen ground and ran with the men in the 1964 Isle of Wight Marathon, two years before Bobbi Gibb ran Boston. And Bridget Cushen, who came to athletics after walking 50 miles overnight on the roads from London to Brighton. There are women who began running as adults thanks to the jogging and fun run craze of the 1970s and Leslie Watson, ‘Queen of the Roads’, who ran more marathons than anyone else in the country in the 1980s. Many of the women who ran in the first official long-distance road races in 1975 were rulebreakers too. 

These women, acting together and alone, argued with race organisers, got themselves into the papers, stood their ground and broke rules in all sorts of men’s road races, including 10-milers, marathons and ultramarathons, as well as cross-country and fell races.

There isn’t one heroine in this story. Rather it tells us that we can all play a part in improving sport and making it more equal for women and men. This is as much a story of women using their voices and the power of their bodies as it is about running; of experiencing liberation and empowerment through sport; of providing a role model for others to follow.

We are all running in their footsteps.




1 THE STARTING LINE


[image: Five women climbing over a metal fence on a run, with a man wearing a long jacket over a coat and tie and a bowler hat standing nearby, and a woman wearing a coat and hat in the background. The trees have no leaves and there is frost on the grass.]


‘There are many sports which women can and should take part in … The trouble seems to be that women are too ambitious and anxious to beat men at their own game.’

– Sir William Arbuthnot Lane1



One afternoon in October 1733, four young women stood outside the King’s Arms on London’s Pall Mall. They were there to run in a best-of-three competition from the King’s Arms to the Gloucester Tavern in St James’s Street and back, a distance of about two and a half miles. The best-of-three format required the runners to compete in up to three heats. In each heat runners who failed to reach a specified point in the course by the time the winner finished would be disqualified. If the same woman won the first two heats, she would be declared the winner. If a different runner won the second heat, there would be a third heat to determine the overall winner. The women had removed as many layers of clothing as they could to make running easier. If they were racing on a common, they might have stripped to their shifts and petticoats, but in a busy city street they chose to remain modestly dressed for fear of unwanted criticism.2

The races had been advertised as an entertainment and a good-tempered crowd had gathered, many of them merry from drinking ale and gin at the tavern. Some, no doubt, had placed bets. However, the women weren’t running to win a share of the wagers. The prize was a fine linen smock – a valuable item of a quality they could not afford to buy themselves. Hannah Williams, a Hungerford butcher’s servant, was the favourite as she had won a best-of-three competition before.

When the sign to start was given, the women set off along Pall Mall, which was crowded with spectators, with more people cheering and shouting from the windows and balconies of every one of the smart houses that lined the street. By the time they reached the turnaround point, Hannah and another, unnamed, woman had a big lead. Hannah reached the King’s Arms first with the other runner close behind. The two other competitors were so far back that they were eliminated.

Hannah and her opponent had half an hour to rest, have a drink and have their legs massaged. In the second heat, Hannah was once again victorious, meaning a third heat wasn’t required. The two women had run five miles. If Hannah’s opponent had won, they would have had to run again to establish the best-of-three winner, covering a distance of seven and half miles.

Hannah was duly presented with the smock to much applause from the increasingly inebriated crowd at the King’s Arms, but the losers did not go away empty-handed. The other prizes were a cap, a pair of fine woollen decorated stockings and laced shoes.

Nearly 300 years after this event took place, we know Hannah’s name thanks to contemporary newspaper reports and a letter that a well-to-do spectator wrote to a friend. The names of the other women are lost to time and Hannah’s name might have been lost to us too were it not for historian (and Olympic 100-metres medalist) Peter Radford, whose extensive research has revealed that Hannah and her rivals were not a novelty. Hundreds of women’s races took place in the 18th and into the early 19th century across England, Scotland, Ireland and Wales.3 The challenging best-of-three format was popular, with women racing over both shorter and longer distances than in the Pall Mall race. Smock racing gave women the chance to demonstrate their athleticism, perform in front of crowds and win valuable prizes. It subverted social conventions, liberating women and, if only temporarily, allowing them to run free. Girls and women of all ages, both unmarried and married, raced. Among them were Black women and Roma women.

Although smock races had largely fallen out of favour by the late 18th century, girls’ and women’s races continued to form a part of local carnivals and celebrations, and my quick search of the online British Newspaper Archive revealed that ‘ladies foot races’, usually sprints, were taking place in the UK and Ireland well into the 20th century, for prizes such as ‘a gown and tea’, money, a silver watch and opera glasses. Women never stopped running; history just forgot about them.


[image: Common]

Nearly 200 years after Hannah’s victory at Pall Mall, at midday on Saturday 12 February, 1927, dozens of women and men gathered on the concourse of St Pancras Station in London. They were travelling to Luton on the 1.30 p.m. train where the first English women’s cross-country championship was due to be held. The event, organised by the recently established Women’s Amateur Athletic Association (WAAA), would take place over fields in the rolling grounds of the Luton Hoo estate, owned by Lady Ludlow. Entrance was by ticket only.4

After getting changed in an outbuilding, the 81 runners gathered for the start, which must have been quite late in the afternoon. A photograph in the Daily Express, with the caption ‘The Amazons who began the race’, shows the women standing several rows deep, expectant and enthusiastic, with a few bowler-hatted men behind them. The women wear white tunics which cover their hips, some with a sash belt, black shorts and white ankle socks. Their club badges are sewn on to the tunics and their race numbers are pinned on. Despite the cold, most of the women are wearing short sleeves, but a few wear berets or hats and gloves.

The two-and-a-half-mile course was going to be tough. Some of it was over ploughed fields and the runners would have to climb over fences. The frozen ground was hard and slippery, making falling or twisting an ankle a real risk, but most of the women had raced over similar terrain before, either in club runs or at county championships.

It was an exciting, competitive race with the
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