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g e t  i n t o 

u l t r a 
r u n n i n g

The UK is seeing a huge boom in ultra running, as well as a rise in the 
number of races. Here’s our guide to help you ‘go ultra’

Words Fiona RussEll fionaoutdoors.co.uk

 t
he basic definition of ultra 
running is a race more 
than a 26.2-mile marathon, 
although purist ultra 
runners will tell you it’s a 

race of at least 50km or 30 miles. At 
its most extreme, there are races that 
last for multiple days and those that 
challenge runners to run as far as 
they can in 24 hours. 

What makes an ultra 
runner?
There is no typical ultra runner, but the 
racing fields are often packed with 
runners aged over 35. One explanation 
for this is that ultra running comes 
about after runners have tried the 
shorter distances. Another reason for 
more ultra oldies could be that people 
in their middle to later years have more 
time to train. The balance of men to 
women tends to be much more even for 

ultras compared to mass participation 
10ks, half marathon and marathons. It’s 
suggested that women gain endurance 
as they grow older, which makes them 
better suited to ultras. 

Carol Martin, 47, from Glasgow, is an 
ultra runner. She says: “I first got into 
running after the birth of my third son 
15 years ago. Previously I kept fit at the 
gym but with that pregnancy I longed 
to run outdoors. I did a traditional 
build up with a 5k, then 10k, before half 
marathons and my first marathon in 
2003. I ran marathons for a few years 
before discovering off-road running. 
Then I found out about the Scottish 
ultra races and I’ve never looked back.”

Building up to an ultra
It is generally advised that you complete 
a marathon-type run before starting on 
the build-up to ultra distance events but 
you could begin at any time and from 

any distance – it will simply take longer. 
It’s a good idea to choose a race goal 
that allows at least six months to 
sensibly progress to a distance of 50km 
or more. In ultra races most people mix 
running and walking to allow for 
greater endurance and mileage.

Marco Consani is one of the UK’s  
top ultra distance runners. His wife, 
Debbie Martin Consani, is also a highly 
successful ultra runner. Marco, 41, says: 
“Most ultra runners will walk up the 
longer or steeper hills and run on the 
flats or downhills. If it’s a f latter race, 
runners might mix periods of running 
with shorter spells of walking.

“The key to ultras is pacing yourself. 
You have to be able to run slower for 
longer and listen to your body. I had to 
learn this from Debbie who is much 
better at pacing than I was at the start 
of my ultra running career.”

The build-up of mileage should 
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