Great Wall of China Marathon - Simon Woodrow

On Saturday 21st May 2005 I completed the Great Wall of China Marathon. I flew to Beijing with the other British runners arriving on the morning of Tuesday 17th.We stayed in Beijing for 3 days and were able to visit Tian An Men Square, the Forbidden City and the Temple of heaven. 

I managed to escape the group that I was travelling with and venture into modern Beijing. Most of the time there were no other western people to be seen. The Chinese were friendly to me and appeared very sociable to one another. In the public parks there were large groups of mainly older people doing Tai Chi or ballroom dancing amongst the Cyprus trees.


On Thursday we drove the 100 slow miles to Jixian and had our first visit to the Great Wall. In a courtyard of a large fort we were briefed on the marathon. Our briefing included a coach trip around the course that was accessable.The coach ascended a 3 mile route up a hill and struggled to get up it. We then reached a car park at the foot of the wall. The sight was awesome. The wall is perched on the top of knife edge ridges with acute drops. It is said that a million people died in its construction. We walked the two mile section of Wall forming our part of the route . We were to run this in both directions once after the 3 mile hill and in reverse after 21 miles. I thought about the distraction the cobbles at the Tower of London cause London Marathoners and wondered how any of us would cope with a marathon around to severe hill climbs. The temperature as we walked the wall was in the 30 deg C and walking was hard work. At the end of the 2 mile wall section you look down about 500’ of the steepest steps it is as you carefully descend these that you realise that you will be ascending this obstacle after running 21 hard miles.

The rest of the course was hilly and on roads and tracks taking you through villages where many of the locals would come out to welcome you. The majority of the people are very poor.

The next day we visited the Qing Tombs where many of the emperors were laid to rest . The site was huge. One of the emperors was buried with 57 of his concubines, they were alive at the time.
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Saturday was the big day. After a 4am start we arrived early at the wall and assembled in the square. There were runners from over 20 different countries with large groups from the US Canada ,New Zealand,  Australia,  and of course the UK. About 350 runners were entered in the marathon and a similar size group were competing in a half marathon, a 10 k and 5 k.Thankfully and in answer to many prayers the weather had changed and was overcast. The temperature was in the low 20 degs C and much more manageable. I was able to run the whole race without stopping apart from walking the wall which I regarded as too dangerous to run on. A few people fell and suffered minor injuries but no one was seriously hurt. I completed the race in 4 hours 54 mins and was placed 49th and 3rd in my age group. I was very please to have done so well and to have finished for my charity the Cancer Care and Haematology Unit at Stoke Mandeville Hospital.
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After the race I travelled the 3 hours back to Beijing and after dinner watched the Arsenal/Man United match with a Chinese commentary.

The following day we visited a silk factory and a market. We are not used to seeing our food alive at the time of purchase!

Our last day was spent visiting local people in their homes and schools. We were able to ask about life in China. In the evening we went to the Beijing Opera which was a spectacle of loud noise, masks and costumes and fantastic acrobatics.

We flew back the 10 hour flight on the Tuesday. I have lots of photographs and memories of a great experience.
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