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For Ella, Georgie and Ollie.

You never regret a run...
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1 Hitting the ground, running

It is the roaring crowd that wakes me. Shouting, cheering, the sound of people all around me. I listen, confused, eyes closed. A woman’s voice. ‘Do you know where you are? Sophie?’ I have no idea at all. A pop concert in Roundhay Park in Leeds? That’s what springs to mind, not that I have ever been to one there before. I am lying on my back. I am wet. Why am I wet? Someone is pulling at my clothes, prodding me, tugging at my shorts. That’s what makes me open my eyes, fast. I have an oxygen mask on. People in green are leaning right over me, peering at me, speaking to me. I can’t make sense of them. I raise my head with difficulty. And then I see them, a streaming mass of people running, staggering, limping after each other. Hundreds of them, on the Embankment by the Thames, all heading in the same direction, Big Ben in sight. This is the London Marathon. I should be running with them towards Buckingham Palace. Instead, I seem to have collapsed.

The lady peering over me is called Trish. That’s what she tells me as she pushes ice under my running vest and down my shorts. I shiver. The mask over my face makes me panic. I feel claustrophobic. I can’t breathe. ‘Am I going to die?’ I ask her over and over again. I have been unconscious for about 20 minutes, Trish tells me. My temperature is 41.2ºC. I scan her face for signs of alarm. They’re taking my temperature ‘internally’. It is not somewhere I have ever had a thermometer before. Exposed, on a stretcher on the kerbside, crowds all around me, glancing down, cameras, phones in hand. ‘Can you move me?’ I gasp through the hissing plastic mask. ‘I’m on the telly.’ This is not a sight I want to see splashed across the Daily Mail. 

I’m wheeled further away from the roadside into Temple Place, where a St John Ambulance first-aid station has been set up. It is quieter here. I lie surrounded by a few other beached runners on stretchers and try to stop the waves of panic that are seizing my chest. I feel like I’m going to suffocate. ‘I need more oxygen! Can you turn it up?’ I keep mumbling at Trish. She tells me to breathe in deeply, that I will be all right. I lie there listening to the cheers and clapping and happiness, to the mass of people who have surged on to the streets to help propel exhausted runners along the last 2 miles of this race. I stare at the blue sky and the big, billowy, thick clouds, dramatic shapes, lumpy towering heights. I’m not religious. But those clouds make me think of leaving here. Of going to heaven. This can’t be the end, can it? I lie there watching the dashing whiteness and think how utterly ridiculous this is. How totally stupid. Here I am, at the age of 42, running my first marathon to raise money for three women who have all died from cancer far too soon, leaving young children behind. Now, I am going to die as well while my three children, all under the age of seven, are waiting for me with my husband and parents in the grandstand at the finish line. What an idiot I am.

I have never blacked out before. Nor have I ever had people fussing over me with what looks like a shade of fear in their eyes. My mind is foggy. It takes me a while to make sense of the sequence of events that have landed me here. Trish unpins my race number from my Cancer Research running vest. ‘SOPHIE’ is emblazoned across the front. On the back I’ve written my name and address and an emergency contact number that I never imagined I would need. Trish uses it to call my husband. No answer. She leaves a message. ‘We have your wife here at St John Ambulance. She is OK. We are looking after her. Do call us back on this number.’ He doesn’t. She tries again. And then I hear my own voice talking back at her. It’s my voicemail, not his. I realise that in a rush of pre-race nerves I wrote my own number on the back of my race bib. I have been lying here for almost an hour now. My family will be wondering, worrying about where I am. I try to remember Richard’s phone number so Trish can call him. Nothing. My memory isn’t working. My dad’s number, after decades of dialling it, has vanished too. I gaze up at the sky again, trying to reboot my mind. But it won’t work. The only number that I can recall is the one for my childhood home, where my parents still live, but my memory throws up its 1980s ‘01’ London telephone code. No use now. And anyway, they’re not at home. They’re on The Mall scanning the exhausted runners, searching for me.

My temperature is coming down. Trish takes off the oxygen mask. I can breathe more easily now. Chinks of memory return. I’m supposed to be going on holiday tomorrow. That won’t happen, I think. But at least it doesn’t look like I am going to die. Hospital maybe. But not death. I wonder where Charlie is, my friend who I have trained with all winter and who stood with me on the start line however many hours ago. We were so nervous. She and I had spent the night in a hotel by Tower Bridge. I hardly slept, afraid of the distance ahead. I have never run 26.2 miles before. I took ibuprofen to mask the lingering aches from months of running on legs that had hardly been run on since my youth. I have trained hard for six months. I haven’t cut corners. I had signed up with a coach, Karen Weir. I did what she said. I followed her training plan to the letter. It went well. I got faster. So much so that a few weeks before the marathon, she called me to say she was pretty sure I could run it in under 4 hours, the magic number most first-timers fantasise about breaking. I couldn’t believe it. Nor, as it turned out, could my husband, who had always been the runner in our house. Richard had spent years trying to coax me out of the door with his enthusiasm for a short run around the local park. I had tried it a couple of times when we first met. I insisted on water (not needed on a 3-mile slow run) and I insisted on stopping. A lot. He didn’t persist for long. With three marathons to his name, 4 hours 15 minutes was his fastest time. So, the notion of me beating him on my first marathon outing was too much. He looked at me wide-eyed. ‘If you run the London Marathon in under 4 hours,’ he declared defiantly, ‘I will run round Berkeley Square naked!’ The gauntlet was thrown down.

Charlie and I had travelled from our hotel at Tower Bridge to the start line on Blackheath on board an old double-decker bus. It had been laid on by the marathon organisers and was packed with VIPs and ‘celebrity runners’. We sat on the top deck like naughty kids fizzing with nervous energy, watching through misted-up windows as the streets of South East London fell away behind us. Then suddenly the road opened up and we were on the hill, on wide open parkland with blue skies and sweeping views of London in front of us. Huge hot air balloons, tethered to the ground, marked the various start points. Thousands of people moving slowly in the same direction, barely speaking, kitbags slung over their shoulders, extra layers to keep warm in the early morning chill. More than 35,000 people, mostly quiet, psyching themselves up for the 26.2 miles ahead. In stark contrast, cheery voices on loudspeakers echoed around the park, their crackling energy greeting us all as we scanned the signs to find our allotted start zone. And then the nervous wait began. Charlie and I sat down and drank water, fiddled about with our running kit, counted and re-counted the energy gels we had brought with us before zipping them back up in our running belts. We queued for the loo, sat down again, drank more water, queued for the loo again. There was nervous banter, photographers in a line waiting to get pictures of the famous faces in our cordoned-off area. The Olympians James Cracknell and Matthew Pinsent, the model Nell McAndrew, the singer Will Young. Running shoes were laced and relaced. Toes Vaselined against the pounding ahead. I glanced constantly at my running watch. The time sped up. Another queue for the loo, just in case, and then I swallowed two more ibuprofen to try to soften the pain ahead. We threw our kitbags on to big open-sided lorries that would meet us at the finish line in The Mall. And then we headed to our start line. I stood right at the front, mixed in with the Olympians and lithe-looking runners, heart beating, adrenaline high. It’s a curious feeling that wait at the start. Months of training throughout a cold winter, months of imagining this moment and suddenly you’re here, stomach tingling, heart beating, springing up and down on your feet to keep warm, copying other runners who look like they know what they’re doing as they stretch and bounce about. The klaxon sounded. We shuffled to the starting gantry, like a nervous herd of cattle. I hit start on my running watch, hugged Charlie and shot off. Far too fast. A golden rule of marathon running already broken.

The first few miles were mesmerising. The streets were lined with people cheering us all on, local residents standing in their front gardens, sipping tea, waving. I couldn’t stop smiling. The London Marathon has so many runners that it needs several start lines to funnel the masses along separate routes to begin with. After a couple of miles, we all then merged into a streaming mass of sweating, heavy-breathing humanity with the rhythmic sound of thousands of pairs of feet beating down on the tarmac as we glimpsed the Thames for the first time. It was exhilarating. I kept glancing at my watch. Karen, my coach, had warned me to keep it steady at the start, to hold back and not set off too quickly. I was supposed to be running each mile in just under 9 minutes, which would get me to the end in under 4 hours. I was already going too fast. Water stations came and went. I grabbed bottles at a few, ran past others. I didn’t want to be stopping in another queue for the loo. I had a time to beat, a bet to win. I scanned the crowd for people I knew and saw none. I was overtaken by beer bottles, a star, superheroes, a wooden spoon. Then the screaming started. I couldn’t look round to see what the commotion was, too worried about tripping. But the crowd was focused on something going on behind me. I had my earphones in, my running playlist on, but the music was being drowned out by the noise. A bend in the road and finally I was able to glance back. White flesh, wobbling tummy, leopard skin straps covering very little, nipples taped up, black wig, black moustache. A man in a leopard-skin mankini was right behind me. He was almost naked, and the crowd were loving him. I laughed out loud. But after a while the ripple of screams and catcalls coming our way became too much. After a winter of training mostly on my own or with small groups of friends, the constant noise and cheering became overwhelming. I pushed on to try to escape the din.

Another wall of noise hit us as we turned the corner on to Tower Bridge, one of the most iconic moments in this race as you approach the halfway point. Vast crowds stood 10 deep on either side with banners held aloft bearing the names of loved ones or slogans – ‘Pain is temporary, glory is forever’ – to spur us all on. I ran across that bridge trying to soak it all in, scanning the faces, catching people’s eyes. ‘It’s that newsreader,’ I kept hearing people say as they pointed at me. Others just shouted my name; some who knew me from television, others who were just reading it on my running vest. I’d never had my name yelled at me so much for so long. This must be what it is like to be a teacher, I thought, with your name being called out over and over again.

Was it on Tower Bridge that my first marathon started to go wrong? I do remember a rising sense of anxiety. I could see the hotel right by the bridge where Charlie and I had just spent the night. I had a sudden urge to stop. We were 12 miles in, not even halfway. My legs felt OK. But I was getting tired, and it was getting hot. Much hotter than I’d thought it would be. I was taking my energy gels every 5 miles, the sugar and electrolytes needed to fuel the body. ‘No water needed’ was written on the packaging. It was only much later that I realised it meant no water was needed to digest them, not no water at all.

As we came off the bridge we turned right towards the Docklands and Canary Wharf. On the other side of the road, heading back towards us, were the fastest club runners, who were already on the final stretch to Big Ben and The Mall with just 4 miles to go. I tried to distract myself for a while by scanning their faces, many of them etched with pain. I could see how much this was going to hurt later. We were heading the other way towards the toughest part of the race, where the crowds thin and your confidence falters. Marathon running is a mental battle, as well as a physical test. And my mind was starting to struggle. I never realised how lonely you could feel running with thousands of people. I was surrounded, yet I was with no one I knew, no one to talk to, no one to help me gauge the race I was in. I gave up on my headphones. I’d had to boost the volume so much to hear the music that it was becoming deafening. Too much noise in my head. But after months of training with music, losing it shook my already wobbly mind. 

Between 18 and 21 miles is the hardest zone of a marathon. It is when the doubts can really kick in. The furthest I had ever run was 20 miles in a race a few months before. As I tipped over that mark into the unknown zone, I was starting to feel strange. I began having a desperate craving for oranges. People had been handing out chopped-up fruit earlier in the race and I scanned the crowds for the orange slices that my body seemed to need. My legs were feeling heavy. It was hot but I was cold. I had goosebumps. My skin prickled. With 5 miles to go, I assumed this was normal for the last stretch of a marathon. So, I pushed on. I seemed to be on track for my sub-4-hour goal, though my mind was by now struggling to make sense of the timings. I saw a familiar face in the crowd, a friend of my husband’s, and tried to wave but it was strangely hard to turn and look. I needed all my energy just to keep moving forwards. I was back near Tower Bridge by now, heading down towards the Embankment, the crowds thick again, another wall of noise. It was dizzying. My heart seemed to be beating fast. I was hot. I was cold. Light-headed. Was this the dreaded ‘marathon wall’ that every runner fears, when you are suddenly depleted of all energy in the final few miles and forced to walk? Had I hit it? 

As I emerged from a tunnel on to the Embankment, Big Ben in sight at last, it wasn’t a wall that I hit, but a crash barrier on the side of the road. I bounced off it, stumbled, hit it again. ‘Come on Sophie! You can do it!’ shouted a man on the other side of it. I looked down at my feet. My heart was racing now. My feet were weaving all over the road. This must be the wall, I thought. And then I hit the ground. I don’t remember that bit. In fact, it wasn’t until years later that I found out what had happened, when I met a man who’d been in the crowd and had seen me collapse. I was struggling to go in a straight line, he said, and then I just stopped, crumpled to the ground and lay there not moving. A policeman, who happened to be standing nearby, ran over to me and with help managed to carry me towards St John Ambulance staff and a stretcher. They then wheeled me to their pop-up aid station a little further along the road in Temple Place. And that’s where Trish took over. ‘We were really worried about you,’ she later told me. I was unconscious for a good 20 minutes and my temperature was sky-high. It was hot that day, much warmer than forecast. The 2011 London Marathon turned out to be one of the hottest on record at 20ºC. The medical team were pretty sure I had heatstroke, a medical emergency that can kill you if it’s not dealt with fast enough. I hadn’t drunk enough water. I had taken too many ibuprofen, which I only later discovered can cause serious problems with your kidneys if you’re dehydrated. My body had lost its ability to cool itself down. In short, I was boiling over. My blood pressure was very low. I needed oxygen to breathe. Trish sponged me down with plenty of cold water and pushed more ice under my running vest. They needed to get my temperature down quickly. ‘If it stays too high for too long, there is a serious chance of heart and kidney failure, stroke or even death,’ a doctor later told me.

I wasn’t the only one who got into serious trouble that day. Ninety runners ended up in hospital. Thousands more were treated by first-aiders along the route, many of them because of the heat. It was only weeks later that I discovered that I had shared my medical tent with the Kaiser Chiefs’ frontman, Ricky Wilson. Like me, it was his first marathon, and like me, he went off too fast. Much too fast as it turned out. He was at the halfway point over Tower Bridge a whole 45 minutes earlier than he had planned to be, flying along with a 3-hour pacer, thinking how great that he could keep up. And then he too collapsed in the tunnel that leads on to the Embankment, just 2 miles from the end. He doesn’t remember very much about it either. He ended up in an ambulance and then in a medical tent, completely confused. ‘I didn’t really know who I was or where I was,’ he tells me years later. ‘I just had a crushing sense of disappointment that I hadn’t achieved something that I thought I could do.’ They kept asking him questions – his name, his age, who the prime minister was. He couldn’t remember. ‘The prime ministers seem to be changing a lot,’ he said, bluffing. He had been there quite some time when I was carried in and laid out unconscious on a bed on the other side of the tent. ‘You’re not the only famous person in here now, you know,’ someone told him. ‘It was really weird,’ he says, ‘and I’m really sorry to have to tell you this, but they suddenly said they were going to have to turn me over to face the wall because they needed to give you a suppository up your bottom. I think it was to stop you from dying! But they turned me back over too soon. I knew you really well from the TV. I grew up in Yorkshire and watched you on the local BBC news, on Look North. But that was not the way I imagined I would first meet Sophie Raworth. Let’s just say I
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