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Abstract:  This report details the planning and execution of a 675 km run predominantly 
through the south of France along the chemin de Saint Jacques. It also describes the 

subsequent work on the creation of creative materials as well as the efforts made in order to 
raise funds and awareness for the Against Malaria Foundation.  
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Synopsis: 
In August 2015 I set out to run approximately 700 km through the south of 

France along an old pilgrimage route known as the Chemin de Saint Jacques. 

However, this venture was not merely a chance for me to enjoy the sport I 

love - running. Several aspects made it different from normal. Firstly, I was 

travelling solo without any communication with friends or family whilst I was 

away. This gave me extra time to explore my creative side through poetry and 

photography as well as immerse myself in the French culture. Secondly, I was 

carrying everything I needed on my back apart from nutrition which I bought 

along the way. Thirdly, I was raising money for the Against Malaria Foundation 

which required a huge amount of work before and after to raise funds and 

inform people about the charity.  

This report begins with the origin for the idea of the project. It then details the 

aims of the project and to what extent these were achieved. The following 

section outlines the preparation involved for the journey: investigating the 

suitability of running the route; doing appropriate training in the months 

preceding the start date; and acquiring the necessary gear and equipment. 

The expedition itself is then described. Using sections from my blog and diary 

I describe some of the day to day goings on as well as those elements which 

were somewhat of a surprise. The final section illustrates the difficulties 

involved with raising money for the Against Malaria Foundation. The 

appendices include a full kit list, a final itinerary, a detailed breakdown of the 

finances and the print screens of the booklet of poetry.  
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The Author 
 

Jonathan Escalante-Phillips. I am an 

economics graduate of Warwick 

University and avid runner. I have 

been running for over 6 years 

competitively after my uncle took me 

out to get fit. I have subsequently 

competed both for the university as 

well as my club at home (Cambridge 

and Coleridge AC). I have had plenty 

of experience doing long walking trails 

through France and Spain but have 

never gone solo nor run distances 

anywhere close to 23 miles every day 

continuously for 3 weeks.  

 

 

 

 

Intended audience 
 

In part this report fulfils the requirements of the Lord Rootes Memorial fund but 

more importantly it stands as a reminder for me as well possibly a resource for 

those wishing to attempt something similar. The intended audience therefore 

is the fund’s board of trustees, those runners who wish to challenge 

themselves, family and friends who wanted more than what I provided in my 

blog and finally myself – a reminder of my venture that I can look back on in 

years to come. 
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Origins of the idea: 
 

When I was 8 years old, my mother took me with her to walk along an old 

pilgrimage trail through France. For a number of years after this I would go 

with her, backpacking up and down mountains in various parts of Europe. 

However, for the past five years I was only able to hoist a pack on my back 

once and even then only for a short time so I was eager to get back out on the 

trails. I have also been running six years and I wanted to do something a little 

bit adventurous with my fitness and running experience. All of this was swilling 

around in the back of my head when in January of 2015 I opened an email at 

Warwick University from the Lord Rootes Memorial Fund offering funding for 

promising, challenging projects that promoted personal development. This is 

when all my ideas started to come together. However, I had a very short 

amount of time in which to get a full application together - 4 days! Thankfully, 

my referees were incredibly quick at replying and sending off their opinions of 

me. Dedicating myself to putting together the proposal took me the most part 

of the following three days but I managed to send everything off 10 minutes 

before the cut off point. I got the interview and I the funding. From then on I 

was committed.  
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The aims of the project: 
 

The aims of the project were clearly set out in my application for funding to the 

Lord Rootes Memorial Fund (LRMF) in January of 2015. Below I show each of 

the targets and then what was actually achieved (in italics)  

 

- To run over 750 km on the pilgrimage route over a period of 3 weeks (total trip 

taking 25 days for flying to and from with 2 rest days) starting the middle of 

August.  

 

Because of a few incidences on various days, some of the mileage had to 

be reduced and on one day (due to a hornet sting) I was forced to hitchhike 

20 km. Thus the mileage totalled c. 675 km.  

 

- To reflect on the significance of journeys and borders and employ photography 

and poetry to express this whilst free from the distractions of communications 

and social networking.  

 

I successfully took a number of pictures of my trip which I am pleased with. I 

also had time to write a large number of poems. 

 

 

- To write a daily diary to contemplate further thoughts regarding my experiences 

to complement the poetry and photography.  

I completed a detailed diary entry each day describing my feelings, 

observations and actions. 

 

- To improve language skills.  

It is hard to quantify how much I improved my French but reading through 

my diary I notice that during the first couple of days I would mostly be just 

listening at dinner time. However, by the end I was actively engaged in in-

depth conversations. 
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- To remove myself from all forms of electronic communication with the outside 

world in order to focus on the experience of being abroad, spend time thinking 

and concentrate on being artistic. 

To make it easier for myself I deleted all the communication apps and had a 

holiday bounce back message put in place so that I wouldn’t have to worry 

about emails. The only form of electrical communication I had was to send 

my mother a text at the end of each day to confirm where I was but there 

was no two way conversation. I did also use my phone to make bookings for 

accommodation. 

 

- To raise a target of £4000 and attempt to reach £10,000 for the Against Malaria 

Foundation 

Raising money turned out to be a lot more difficult than I expected. 

However, at present I have raised £5,444 so I at least went significantly over 

my minimum target.  

 

- To produce a booklet that incorporates elements of visual art (photos) and 

creative writing (poetry) to summarise my experience. I will provide one for the 

University, one for the Confraternity of Saint James (CSJ) and one for myself.  

The booklet has been created and is in the process of being distributed. 
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A very (very) brief History of the Chemin de Saint Jacques: 
 

Santiago de Compostela was, along with Rome and Jerusalem, one of the 

great centres of pilgrimage during the middle ages. The reason for going on 

pilgrimage to Santiago was essentially to venerate the body of St James. After 

the 16th century, the pilgrimage dried up almost altogether; the threat of 

attacks from Sir Francis Drake resulted in the relics of St James being 

hidden1. From the 1950s, due to numerous pilgrim societies of James 

springing up in France and Spain, popularity in the pilgrimage began anew. By 

the 90s there were regularly over 100,000 pilgrims walking the chemin to 

receive their compostela (the certificate for those who reach Santiago)2. There 

are many routes to reach Santiago and in fact some pilgrims start from their 

front door but the most well trodden route snakes its way from the Pyrenees 

across the north of Spain. It is called the Camino Frances. There are also a 

number of well established starting points in France: Paris, Vezelay Arles and 

Le Puy en Velay. It was from Le Puy that I started my journey in France.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1 The various routes of the Chemins de Saint-Jacques. Image: Manfred Zentgraf 

                                                           
1
 Dennett, L.  http://www.csj.org.uk/the-present-day-pilgrimage/thoughts-and-essays/2000-years-of-the-

pilgrimage/ accessed 13:30  12/11/15 
2
 Confraternity of Saint James, http://www.csj.org.uk/the-present-day-pilgrimage/thoughts-and-essays/2000-

years-of-the-pilgrimage  accessed  12:30  01/11/15  

http://www.csj.org.uk/the-present-day-pilgrimage/thoughts-and-essays/2000-years-of-the-pilgrimage
http://www.csj.org.uk/the-present-day-pilgrimage/thoughts-and-essays/2000-years-of-the-pilgrimage
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Preparation and planning of the trip 
 

Thankfully, most of the planned route was along an already well established 

walking trail in France. This particular route of the Chemin de Saint Jacques 

utilises the Grande Randonnes (GR) 65. GR routes are generally well 

waymarked and the GR 65 particularly well so because of the number of 

walkers that use it every year. This meant that I did not have to take lots of 

heavy maps. In fact, I was able to find a number of useful documents online 

that I downloaded to my iPod that saved me a huge amount of weight. 

Nevertheless, I still wanted to have a physical map with me (you cannot trust 

technology). I contacted the Confraternity of Saint James down in London 

which is the go to organisation in the UK3 for anything to do with the Chemin 

de Saint Jacques and I was able to purchase a number of relevant documents 

from them. 

Originally the plan was to run everything expect for the flights to and from 

France. As I investigated the logistics of this,  it become increasingly apparent 

that certain aspects of this would be tricky. The only feasible flights at that 

time were to fly from Luton to Lyon and then to fly from Toulouse to Gatwick 

on my return.  I decided that running from home (Cambridge) to Luton airport 

and that getting to Toulouse would be feasible on foot. However, after 

spending many days scouring various forum sites and poring over various 

maps and guides I decided that running from Lyon airport down to Le Puy was 

going to involve a lot of less interesting road running as well requiring me to 

do a lot more preparation such as route finding myself. I also decided that 

running back from Gatwick was not the best use of my time. So, instead of 

these additions, I added on a detour to an old medieval village called 

Rocamadour which itself was a famous pilgrimage site in the Middle Ages and 

still attracts pilgrims today. This way I would reach my target of 700-750 kms. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
3
 http://www.csj.org.uk/ 
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Figure 4 Route in France 

Figure 3 Route from home to Luton 
airport 
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Before I left, I carefully planned out an itinerary based on a lot of research 

(again forums/websites/guidebooks). The idea was to try and finish in places 

of particular interest. This would be the itinerary that my mother would have in 

case of anything going wrong and she knew that I would text her the details if 

my plans changed (which they did on several occasions). The plan was to do 

around 35 km per day with a couple of longer days, a couple of shorter ones 

and then a few extra days spare in case things went wrong or if I decided to 

take an extra detour along the way.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Equipment 

 

The most important piece of equipment that took a lot of time to mull over was 

the backpack. I clearly needed something that would fit all the items I would 

pack but I wanted to purchase a bag at least a month in advance so that I 

would have time to practise training with it. This meant that I needed to have 

enough space for all the extra pieces of equipment that I would inevitably add 

but also not too much space so that the items in the bag were bouncing 

around. In the end I went for a 32L OMM backpack4 that is designed for 

running. I could not have asked for a better piece of equipment. Despite 

profusely sweating every day I did not suffer any chaffing whatsoever and the 

bag remained in excellent condition the whole way. The other crucial piece of 

                                                           
4
 https://www.theomm.com/product/classic-32/ accessed 12:30  11/11/2015 

https://www.theomm.com/product/classic-32/
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kit was my pair of running shoes. Although I was going to be running long 

distances most days, I still wanted something quite light as I was not entirely 

sure what terrain I would be running along and didn’t want something too 

heavy where I could easy roll an ankle. The Brooks pure grit5 trail shoe was an 

excellent choice. The testament to the shoe’s success was that I did no get a 

single blister or any particular aches and pains in my feet! 

I received plenty of advice on what kit to take but I roughly based it around 

what I would take on a long distance hike and then halved it (almost!). One 

particular difference was 

that I took no waterproofs 

apart from a backpack 

cover. This was because 

running with waterproofs 

results in one getting very 

sweaty and 

uncomfortable over long 

distances. I decided that if 

I was to encounter rain 

that I would just treat that 

day as a non-stop day 

and just run (more or 

less) continuously to my 

destination. As long as 

you are running then one 

does not get cold. And 

given that I was running 

in August, any rain that I 

did encounter would be 

part of a summer storm 

and therefore unlikely to 

be particularly cold. .  

 

 

 

                                                           
5
 http://www.brooksrunning.com/en_us/brooks-puregrit-3-mens-trail-running-shoes/110180.html accessed 

14:00 02/11/2015 

Figure 6 A wet day, but at least I was not too cold 

http://www.brooksrunning.com/en_us/brooks-puregrit-3-mens-trail-running-shoes/110180.html%20accessed%2014:00
http://www.brooksrunning.com/en_us/brooks-puregrit-3-mens-trail-running-shoes/110180.html%20accessed%2014:00
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The last piece of kit that I found particularly useful was recommended to me 

by a friend of mine the day I headed off. It was talcum powder. I took a small 

container (no more than 100 g) and it lasted me the whole trip. I would put a 

generous sprinkle at the beginning and end of each day in my shoes and 

socks. Firstly it made the shoes smell a LOT better and secondly, the 

sensation of putting ones shoes on in the morning was great which is a good 

way to start a run!  

For a full kit list, see Appendix 1 

 

Training 
 

I have been running since 2009 but I had not raced anything over 6 miles till 

2012. However, once starting at university, the level of training that I was 

doing progressively increased. During both second and third year I lived about 

4 km from Campus and I would run there and back everyday with my 

backpack. Although I had no idea that I would be running though France in the 

summer of 2015 I was, in fact, inadvertently training for this adventure. By the 

end of 2014 I was consistently running over 100 km each week with an 

average of 125 km. Although this was still significantly less than what I would 

be running in France (c. 250 km/week) my mileage included hard interval 

training and carrying a much heavier weight on my back than I would carry in 

France. I had also completed a number of 24 hour relay events where I had 

run 50-65 km in a 24 hour period. Closer to the time of my departure (early 

July) I tried to simulate some of the running that I might have to do. I would 

run 20/25 km in the morning and then run another 10/15 km in the afternoon 

and repeat for four or five days. Nevertheless, the one thing that I could not 

train for properly was hills. Cambridge is one of the flattest parts of the country 

so the only training I did which involved running up any kind of an incline was 

at university and even there the number of serious hills was minimal. 

Just prior to heading off on my venture I spent almost three weeks in the 

Americas visiting family and I was unable to do much training out there at all, 

hills or no hills. This, I think, actually turned out to be a blessing in disguise. I 

had been lucky enough not to get any long term injuries for almost a year and 

this was probably the one point in time when I would be at my most vulnerable 

in terms of picking a niggle/ I believe this block of three weeks where I did 

minimal running was one of the main reasons why I was able to complete the 

run with no injuries. 
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The expedition  
 

It is very hard to give a truly accurate idea of what the running adventure 

entailed. One can quote statistics, describe situations and even take pictures 

but you cannot replace being there. Here, I will first describe what my typical 

routine was and how things worked out in general. I will then describe a few 

things in particular such as terrain and nutrition.  An extract from my diary of a 

particular will follow to give an idea of how these played out in practice. 

I will then finish by detailing a few instances when things did not go so much 

to plan.  

 

The routine 
 

Most days followed a regular pattern. I would inevitably wake up in the gite (a 

youth hostel-like accommodation) I was staying in by the rustles and 

murmurings of early rising pilgrims eager to get on the road. Despite my best 

intentions to get up early myself and head off as the dawn rose, I inevitably 

succumbed to the temptation of staying in an extra hour or so. However, such 

luxuries like lying in would not last forever. Most gites would have a cut off 

time of 8:30 or 9 am when you were expected to have vacated the premises 

and be on your way. I tended to make use of as much time as I could and 

would regularly be the last one out the door.  

I would adjust how I would run each day depending on the circumstances. If 

there was rain I would head off with the intention of running the whole way to 

my destination and then have the afternoon to relax. However, on other days, 

if I knew there were particularly interesting places to see along the way or if I 

wanted to coincide to have lunch with some walkers that I had met the 

previous day, then I would split my run in two. This generally would result in 

me not arriving until 4 pm or 5 pm as I would need several hours after lunch to 

digest.  

If I had arrived at my destination before 3 or 4 pm then, more often than not, 

the gite would not be open. Because the weather was generally so good, I 

would find a nice little park to rest in and write my diary or some poetry to 

keep myself occupied. As the days went on, however, I tended to have longer 

lunch breaks so that when I arrived I would be able to immediately have a 

shower and get changed.  
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As I previously 

mentioned, many of these 

gites are designed 

specifically for pilgrims 

and not for any old hiker 

or tourist. The way that 

they monitor this is that 

they require you to have a 

‘credential’. This is a 

record of the places that 

you have stayed in. When 

you arrive in each gite 

they stamp you credential 

and that way each 

subsequent gite can see where you have stayed and 

know that you are a bona fide pilgrim.  

Once I had paid and my credential had been stamped I would make 

showering and the washing of clothes a priority. Because I only had one 

proper set of running clothes I needed to make sure they were dry for the 

following day (which they always were).  

One big difference that I noticed staying in these types of gites along the route 

compared to other gites that I have stayed at in France was how vigilant they 

generally were about bed bugs. With so many people passing through, there 

had clearly been several bad outbreaks of the pest which would spread from 

place to place as the pilgrims continued on their way. To contain any 

outbreak, everyone was required to leave their backpack away from the 

bedrooms and to take only the bare essentials in with them, and even then 

they had to all be kept (apart from one’s sleeping bag) in a plastic box away 

from the beds. Sometimes things could get slightly awkward if the hosts had 

seen that you had stayed somewhere where there had previously been 

problems. I remember at least two occasions when I was required to take 

every single item out of my bag and hang it up outside in the sunshine for 

several hours before they would let me back in.  

After getting refreshed and sorted for the evening I would tend to take myself 

off for a tour of the town or village I was in and find a picturesque spot where I 

could write and sort through my photos.  

Dinner tended to be a communal affair. Those who were running the gites 

tended to prepare something for all the pilgrims. We would then sit around a 
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large table eating and drinking whilst discussing our various aches and pains 

before heading straight for bed with earplugs in to try and block out the 

rumbling snores.  

The following diary entry gives you a bit of an idea of what I experienced in 

more detail: 

 

 

Diary entry 

Day 8 Friday 21st August 
  
Estaing- Conques 38km 
  
 
Today is probably the quickest I've ever got up and got ready for something. 
Mass is at 7:15 in the chapel above the dormitory and the bell rings at 7:13 
waking me up. I'm only a few minutes late and I'm more or less dressed too.  
  
Breakfast is more or less immediately afterwards but I am anxious to get 
moving soon because I know that the day is going to heat up and that it's not 
the shortest of days (at least 38 km). I'm off finally by 9 am with more climbing 
up through quiet country roads that more or less follow the river turning into 
dirt tracks and finally steep single file paths that take the steep short cuts 
whereas the road winds its way more slowly up.  
  
I can certainly feel the lactic but it's nothing like yesterday when I was really 
struggling for energy. I pass my big tattooed friend and we suggest meeting at 
Golignac for lunch. I get to Golignac at 10:30 so after getting some basic but 
expensive vittles and using their public loos, with a great illustration of how to 
use and not use a toilet brush, I sheepishly continue onwards - it's way too 
early for lunch and if I stop now I’ll never get to my destination.  
  
I'm feeling pretty good and there is a long downhill stretch of about 2.5 km 
where I start to pick up speed (probably too much for the old knees) and it 
powers me with momentum up the other side of the valley. Then, into a little 
village where I spot a pilgrim, feet cooling in a fountain. He isn't French, as I 
soon find out, but Dutch. He's traveling with an Australian and French lady that 
he met a few days into his walk. He's going all the way to Santiago and via the 
Camino del Norte. I don't spend long chatting to them as I expect to see them 
in the village a few kms ahead where I have decided to eat my lunch. It's a fair 
old climb- over 100 m in just 3 km. At the top by the church and the chateaux 
is a picnic spot and it's a prime location for lunch. A large group of about 11/12 
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pilgrims are forging themselves on the picnic tables and another group of 4 
are lying down in the shade. I take the last remaining bench with dappled 
shade and eat my pate with tomatoes. The dynamic tanned chiselled chap 
from the large group comes over and gives me some of their spicy rice dish 
which is delicious, but probably too much given I still have a far distance to go. 
As pilgrims come and go over the next 40 minutes I try to get some diary 
down and find some inspiration for poetry but it just isn't one of those days so I 
use the local loo and continue on my way.  
  
I guess that my gps must have either missed out large sections with the 
wooden sections at the beginning of the day or else I forgot to start the watch 
again because 5 km before I expect to arrive, there, no more than 200 m in 
front of me the church of Conques in all its glory. Too easy! My watch says 4.8 
km less than it should. I soon find the acceuil (welcoming centre) for the 
pilgrims behind the church and it is wonderful to see the wonderful level of 
hospitality that is still offered despite the hordes of pilgrims that pass through 
every day. It is quite a contrast to some other places I have stayed in where 
the hosts have only just recently set up a gite and are already starting to 
complain about the pilgrims and how they are not appreciative enough etc. 
  
  
I have a nice few hours just wandering around Conques and find a nice little 
spot down a slope towards the river that people don't often frequent. I write my 
diary and sort through pictures and start two poems.  
  
I bump into two girls that I met with Emilie and they add me to a list of emails. I 
sit next to them at dinner too in the dining hall with many of the other pilgrims 
at the gite. I offer to do the reading of the prayers in the church at laudes after 
dinner. The monks do laudes wonderfully and they have fantastic singing 
voices. Afterwards there is an explanation of the tympanum but I find it hard to 
understand as it is in rapid French. I bump into Mark, Margaret and Marie (the 
three M and Ms as they call themselves) that I met earlier in the day and talk 
with them at the bar.  Before we sit down I talk with Marie (the French lady) 
while Mark gets drinks and Margaret finds wifi. Marie indicates that I could do 
an exhibition in Paris with my photos and poems. A couple of days later, after 
the subject not being brought up, I get the feeling that this was actually just 
her being nice and telling me that she likes my idea. Oh well.  
  
Sleeping is somewhat difficult. It appears that I have inadvertently stumbled 
into the guinness world record attempt for the loudest snore and there are 
numerous competitors. It's a long night.  
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The terrain 

One of the reasons that I chose this particular route in the first place was that I 

knew there was less road running than on some of the 

other routes along the Chemin de Saint Jacques. The 

terrain, however, could really vary from one day to the 

next and markedly from day to day. I was passing 

through a number of different regions in France and so 

the terrain varied accordingly. The route starts in the 

volcanic region of Velay which is particularly 

mountainous with rarely any flat. The route then passes 

through the Aubrac plateau which, although at a height 

of 1300 m is not particularly mountainous but quite 

bare with not many trees.  

 

 

The chemin then has a 

sharp descent into Conques before 

winding through limestone grassland 

which is quite hilly at times known as 

causse.  

 

 

 

 

The last section towards Toulouse is flatter 

with a number of canals with farmland being 

the predominant feature.  

 

 

 

Figure 10 The canal de deux mers near Toulouse 

https://jonathanescalantephillips.files.wordpress.com/2015/11/12212167_10153514047609724_137740580_n.jpg
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Nutrition 

This was one aspect that I did have to think reasonably carefully about. Over 

this period I would be burning anything up to 6/7000 calories a day so I had to 

make sure that I was sufficiently fuelled.  

A typical French 

breakfast is by no 

means a healthy option 

to have on a regular 

basis involving coffee 

bread and jam. 

However, for me, the 

quick carbohydrates 

were exactly what I 

needed to get my 

system going each 

morning without being 

too heavy to stop me 

running because of 

indigestion.  

 

 

I usually wouldn’t consume anything from then until lunch. For lunch I would 

usually munch on a fresh French baguette with some pate accompanied with 

cheese and fruit. If I was feeling especially extravagant I would treat myself to 

a bar of chocolate.  

Arriving at my destination I would immediately eat if I had not had lunch, 

otherwise I would usually wait till around 5 pm before eating a snack of some 

sort (a packet of peanuts was my usual go to option). One thing that you 

notice after doing long runs is that you need to regularly snack for several 

hours after the run (known as ‘the munchies’) and that it is silly to try and 

ignore these hunger pangs too much.  

Dinner was typically prepared by the volunteers working in each gite and was 

served around 7 pm. Thankfully, they tended to over cater so there would be 

plenty to go around and I didn’t have to hold back.  Just before bed I would 

Figure 11 A typical lunch 
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always try and source a glass to milk to drink so that I had sufficient slow 

releasing protein in the system overnight to ensure maximal recovery. 

The things that were different 
There were a few aspects of my trip 

that were little bit different and didn’t 

quite fit with the normal routine or 

the standard route. The one 

standout deviation that I took from 

my route along the GR 65 was to a 

medieval village called Rocamadour 

which sits majestically on a cliff face 

in a gorge that runs through one of 

France National parks (Parc naturel 

régional des Causses du Quercy). 

To get to the village one has to 

deviate from the standard route 

(the GR 65) and take an 

alternative, less well trodden route. 

I did not have any booklets or 

paper maps for the route and so I 

relied pretty much entirely on the 

way marking which was minimal at 

times. This in itself made the 

experience somewhat different to 

what I had previously been doing 

but just to spice things up even more I ran the longest distance I had managed 

to date (62 km). This was partly due to the fact that I also encountered some 

creatures that I was going that I would not have to deal with – dogs. A pack of 

them were on a deserted country road up some several hundred metres 

ahead of me and as soon as they sensed my presence they were howling and 

baying for my blood. I decided it was better to improvise a detour along a 

different route rather than risk a battle field. This resulted in 14 km being 

added to the day’s journey. Needless to say that after this marathon effort that 

I was in need of a day of recovery before continuing on my way again. 

 

 

 

Figure 12 The gorge in which Rocamadour sits 
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Elevation 

One aspect of the route that I knew could be difficult was the climbing that 

would be involved. However, it was not until I arrived and started running that I 

realised what I had truly let myself in for. The strange thing about running in 

mountainous regions is that it is not the uphill which does damage to the legs 

but the downhill. This is due to the simple fact that when you run downhill you 

tend to be running a lot faster and putting a lot of force through the legs. At the 

end of the first day I went to bed very fearful of whether I would be able to 

even walk the next day. I was very pleasantly surprised that I could still feel 

my quads and calves. In fact, I found that by doing an extensive massaging in 

the evening accompanied by sensible nutrition that I was able to manage the 

21,000+ m of ascent and descent that I faced without too much difficulty 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I could not believe how in general how lucky I was with injuries and the like. I 
did suffer from a couple of falls and on occasion got the odd bad scrape but 
considering the terrain underfoot it really was a miracle that nothing worse 
happened. That is until the penultimate day when something I had not planned 
for at all came my way. You can read what happened here in an extract from 
one of my blogs: 

 

 

Figure 13 The elevation profile of my first day 



22 
 

Disaster day  

So, the final insight into my running adventure. It all feels so long ago now, 
almost like another life…..and then I look down at the scar on my left leg and I 
am reminded very vividly of disaster day two – the day I REALLY almost didn’t 
make it. 

It was the penultimate day of my running adventure and I was by now 
supremely confident of my abilities. Not only did I not blink twice about running 
55 km but I set off with a target time in mind (the first day I had even 
contemplated something like that). The route comprised simply of running 
down a canal. Flat as a pancake and a nice soft, even surface to boot. What 
could go wrong? 

Well quite a bit actually but the thunderous storm that ravaged the local 
countryside the night before was a sure warning which I did not heed. 

 

Figure 14 No rush to leave 
Moissac with this 
incredible craftsmanship 

I headed out of 
Moissac at a 
relaxed hour, 
having enjoyed a 
hearty breakfast 
and feeling fresh 
despite a 
cumulative 640km 
in my legs over the 
past 17 days. 

 

 

Although the path started relatively clear, as time went on I came across more 
and more debris. However, at no point did I consider it enough to stop me in 
my tracks. Indeed, felled trees turned out to be the least of my worries. 

15 km into my run I am feeling on top of the world and ready to notch up the 

speed another gear when I spot a rather large dragonfly to my left, coming up 

alongside me. At the very last moment I notice its true shape and burst into a 

sprint. It’s too late. With a single swoop the hornet is down on me and stings 

me. I whack the beasty away, but the damage is done. Enough damage that I 

https://jonathanescalantephillips.files.wordpress.com/2015/11/12200728_10153514047614724_1761603977_n.jpg
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actually have blood dribbling down my leg. I hobble down the path a 100 m or 

so and then have to stop. I asses my predicament. I’m not in the great 

position- handily at the midpoint between two towns. After 20 minutes of sitting 

down a man on his mountain bike approaches me and he discusses with me 

the best course of action. He’s pretty sure it was an Asiatic hornet that 

attacked me so thinks I should get to a pharmacy ASAP. I decide that I am 

able to hobble along as the pain is no worse running than it is a resting it. For 

10km the kind gentleman accompanies me, all the way to the outskirts of the 

next village. With the medical establishment in sight I thank my companion 

and wish him well on his return. As he disappears off into the distance I 

approach the pharmacy…. only to find that I am 1 minute late. Yep. It’s 12:31 

and it closed at 12:30. I knock desperately. No life whatsoever. 

In desperation I try the restaurant that I passed earlier on. The cooks and 
servers are eating round a large table babbling in rapid French so it’s a tad 
embarrassing but I ask if there is anything they have that would help given 
that the pharmacy is closed. An onion is what I get. Apparently the alkaline 
onion is a good antidote to the acidic sting. I sit outside rubbing my leg 
vigorously with an onion whilst customers (smartly dressed- this is clearly a 
fancy place) start entering the restaurant. I really couldn’t care less. Eventually 
I decide that the leg is getting a little better and that I should continue. The 
map shows that there is no real civilization for another 14/15kms so I am a 
little apprehensive. 

In fact, I am lulled into a false sense of security to begin with as my route 
remains relatively clear of debris. 

 

It is only after 2/3 
kms that the path 
starts to get really 
strewn with 
casualties from 
last night’s storm. 
Each time I am 
confronted with a 
massive tree with 
its foliage covering 
the path I think it 
must be the last 
one before it all 
starts to clear up. 
25 minutes later 

Figure 15 Tree after tree after tree to navigate! 

https://jonathanescalantephillips.files.wordpress.com/2015/11/12202365_10153514042184724_30774366_n.jpg
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it’s still very slow going. Not only that, but my leg starts to stiffen up and get 
very painful and no amount of desperate onion rubbing helps. I am forced to a 
slow jog and then a walk. Aware that I can’t keep going like this I decide to try 
a nearby train station in the middle of nowhere to see if I can get a train to my 
destination (or at least nearby). Upon arrival I find, that although there is a 
train in an hour, that the ticket machine is broken. To confirm my fate a 
bedraggled lady in a house nearby informs me that there are no trains running 
anyway due to ‘trees on the line’. This certainly sounds more plausible than 
the usual “leaves on the line” story I am used to hearing back home. My 
options are running out. I decide the only feasible course of action is to hitch-
hike. Finding the one piece of paper I have in my bag I scribble down with a 
very unsatisfactory pen the words ‘Toulouse’ and ‘Lepinasse’ (the direction 
and destination I am aiming for). It’s a good twenty minutes of standing in the 
heat before a truck stops and let’s me in. He is unable take me to where I’m 
going but he can give me a ride to a bigger intersection where I should get 
more traffic. I’m grateful just to get off my feet and indeed the junction has 
cars streaming down it. Nevertheless it is another 45 mins before I get any 
response to my sign waving. A guy from Guadeloupe picks me up. 

 

Of course he is fantastically nice. A local 
mechanic who drives this section of road often 
and helps hitchhikers whenever he can. He 
takes me to a massive supermarket which is 
near to my accommodation. Straight to the 
pharmacy I pick up the necessary medication 
and then proceed to buy up the rest of the 
supermarket as consolation for my injury: a 
massive custard pastry with all sorts of fruit, 1.5 
kg of watermelon, nuts, chorizo, chocolate, the 
largest baguette you’ve seen in your life, 
grapes (white and black) and more! That 
evening, after various pills and potions, my leg 
is much better but of course my stomach is a 
mess after all that food. 

Figure 16 My lift…. 

 

 

 

 

 

https://jonathanescalantephillips.files.wordpress.com/2015/11/12212494_10153514042164724_298399747_n.jpg
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Follow up: 

Thankfully, by the 

following morning 

the poison has 

somewhat subsided 

and I make it (albeit 

in some pain) to my 

final destination 

(Toulouse). I am 

unable to sleep on 

my left leg for the 

next 2 weeks but, to 

be honest, I just 

count my lucky 

stars. It could have 

been a lot worse…I            

could have been a 

bee.’  

 

To read the rest of this blog entry and the other entries that I made 

follow this link6:  

 

The return and the challenges of fundraising  

 

Fundraising, of course, got well under way before I headed off. As soon as I 
knew that the trip was definitely going ahead I made sure that I publicised it as 
widely as I could on social media. As a user of only one social media site 
(Facebook) and not being too comfortable with sending out emails to all and 
sundry I was somewhat restricted. I therefore found that discussing the 
venture face to face with people made a big impact.  
  
A couple of weeks before heading off I was contacted by a running friend of 
                                                           
6 https://jonathanescalantephillips.wordpress.com/ accessed 12:00 01/11/2015 

 

Figure 17 Thankfully no rain the following morning…. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2P7Q1ncgcoY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2P7Q1ncgcoY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2P7Q1ncgcoY
https://jonathanescalantephillips.wordpress.com/
https://jonathanescalantephillips.wordpress.com/
https://jonathanescalantephillips.files.wordpress.com/2015/11/12211998_10153514042174724_1511209964_n.jpg
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mine who runs an online running blogging site and she asked if I was happy to 
be interviewed. I of course answered in the affirmative as such publicity would 
be hugely beneficial and indeed in the week following her publication I noticed 
a distinct rise in the number of donations. You can read her article here7 

  
As part of the experience of 
running through France 
involved disconnecting 
myself from all online and 
electrical communication I 
was automatically losing 
out on the possibility of 
doing a live blog as I went 
along. Thinking back on it, 
this may have been an 
avenue that I should have 
explored a bit more as live 
updates may have caught 
people’s attention more. I 
was, however, lucky 
enough to have friends that 
posted on my wall about 
my (estimated) progress 
through France and 
encouraged others to give 
to my fundraising page.  
 

 
 
 

 
By the time I had returned I was pleased to see that my fundraising page had 
reached over £3000 which was fantastic but I really hoped to raise quite a bit 
more than that to achieve my minimum goal of £4000.  
 
 
Given that I felt as though I had already done a lot to try and raise money for 
the charity over the next few weeks I spent a substantial amount of time 
thinking of ways that would best raise awareness for the charity and to raise 
more money. I discussed with a number of people what the best techniques 
for getting attention were and came to the conclusion that impactful social 
media posts were the best way to go. I created two videos (a couple of weeks 
apart) using epic music and some of the photos and videos from my trip and 

                                                           
7
 http://www.flyingrunner.co.uk/taking-action-jonathans-750k-run-against-malaria/ accessed 19:30 

23/11/2015 

Figure 18 An example of what some friends did while I was away to help me raise funds 

http://www.flyingrunner.co.uk/taking-action-jonathans-750k-run-against-malaria/
http://www.flyingrunner.co.uk/taking-action-jonathans-750k-run-against-malaria/
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combined these with messages to do with the Against Malaria Foundation and 
links to my fundraising page. You can watch the videos here and here: 
 
  
It also became apparent that Facebook posts that had pictures attached 
attracted a lot more attention than those that did not. As a result, I ensured 
that I picked some of the nice pictures and attached them to posts that I made.  
  
I also learnt about the best timing for creating posts in terms of when there 
would be the most number of people online which was, perhaps 
unsurprisingly, in the  early evening between 19:00 and 20:00. 
 
 
 
 

  
As a member of my local 
running club (Cambridge 
and Coleridge) I was lucky 
enough to have quite a bit 
of promotion on various 
online outlets that 
doubtless made a 
significant difference to my 
fundraising page.   
  
 
 

 
 
My retrospective blog posts also provided me with a platform to talk in a bit 
more detail above the Against Malaria Foundation. Instead of just talking 
about aspects of the trip, I split each blog entry into two parts. One would deal 
with a particular occasion or event during my run and the other part would 
take some issue related to malaria or the Foundation. This way the reader 
would each time be reminded of my fundraising aim.    
 
In the end I managed to raise a total of £5,444 which, although it was below 
my upper target of £10, 000 was a significant contribution. I was even 
privileged enough to receive a personal email from the founder of the Against 
Malaria Foundation Rob Mather thanking me for my fundraising.  
  
 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6HK1IAs-k7s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-1heUmNYoG8
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Finding my creative side 
 

During much of high school I had really enjoyed writing poems and taking 

photographs but once I started at Warwick University I somehow found that I 

did not have the time or that I did not make the time to pursue either activity 

much at all. Part of the purpose of this venture was to give myself that time 

and space to explore my passions. I had in mind that I would take numerous 

photos along the way of anything that struck me in particular. I also wanted to 

try my hand at poetry once more. When I returned, I selected a number of 

poems and photos to use in a poetry booklet. My hope is that this way, 

readers will be able to get a different insight into the things that I was seeing, 

the thoughts I had and the emotions that I felt during that time. I have attached 

the booklet in Appendix 4. 

 

 

Reflection 
 

After completing an expedition of this kind one cannot help but feel a measure 

of accomplishment and I have a great memories that I am sure will stay with 

me for some time to come. A lot of planning and preparation went into the trip 

and many people had given extremely generously to the Against Malaria 

Foundation so I was extremely grateful to be able to complete the run. But I 

am grateful for so much more than just this. Firstly the journey really did give 

me time to contemplate about what I was doing with my life. University had 

gone past so quickly and I really had not given much thought to future 

prospects. Only in the last term did I decide to become a teacher. My run 

through France gave me plenty of time to consider this decision and conclude 

that I definitely made the right choice. Secondly, my adventure gave me a 

chance to consider life in a more general sense. You realise that to live fully 

you really do not need that much. A backpack with a few essentials and an 

interesting path to follow was all I needed or those three weeks. Thirdly, and 

finally, the whole experience of organising, running and then fundraising has 

made me appreciate how many wonderful kind people I know and to whom I 

should be, and will always be, grateful to.  
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Appendix 1 - Equipment   

 (bear in mind that I was running in August) 

 

 

- 32 litre OMM Backpack 

- Waterproof cover 

- 1 pair of running shorts 

- 1 running vest 

- 2 evening tops (1 which could be worn for running)  

- Light travelling trousers with zips to make into shorts 

- 2 pairs of underwear 

- 3 pairs of socks (only needed 2)  

- Merino wool light jumper 

- Light running jacket (not waterproof) 

- Basic toiletries (deodorant, soap, talcum powder) 

- 1 pair of trail shoes 

- 1 pair of flip-flops 

- 2x500ml water bottles 

- 30 rehydration high five tablets 

- Light cotton towel 

- Sun hat 

- Sun cream 

- Mosquito repellent 

- Silk sleeping bag 

 

- Ipod + charger 

- Satellite watch  + charger 

- Basic phone with uk sim  + charger 

- Mini playing cards 

- Emergency rations 

- Emergency map 

- Compass 

- Writing pad and pens 

- Small bumbag to take to bed with money, passport. 

- Three or four spare plastic bags 
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Appendix 2 -  Accounts  

 

The proposal given to the Lord Rootes Memorial Fund accounted for food, accommodation, 

guide books, flights, transfers and entrance to sites as follows. 

Costs 

Equipment: (Only items that will be used up during the trip are requested) 

 

Category 
Items Price (£) 

Clothing 

Baselayer shorts x 1 £15 

Shorts x 2 £35 
 

Long-sleeve baselayer:   

 
£20 (self purchase) 

Running shirts x 2 Already bought 

Windbreaker jacket: £100 (self purchase) 

Trail Shoes £85 

Light weight backpacking trousers £35 (self purchase) 
        Socks x3 + SealSkinz Hi-Vis  

(in case of heavy rain) 
£20 

Carrying equipment 

       Lightweight backpack:  

(e.g. deuter Pace 20 +  Raincover) 
£60 (self purchase) 

Hydration system £35 (self purchase) 

Hygiene and health products  

      Toothbrush, toothpaste  

and bar of soap:  

 

 

£5 (self purchase) 

Lightweight compact towel £20 (Self purchase) 

Lightweight sleeping bag £75 (self purchase) 
    Feet treatment:  

Compeed blister pack 
£15 

Other 

 

     Lightweight HD camera  

on latest Itouch with filters.  
Already bought 

Insurance Self purchase 
Writing and drawing pads and pens. 

 
£10 (self purchase) 

Hydration tablets and gels £20 (self purchase) 

Costs covered by applicant £380 

Subtotal £170 
 

While travelling (based on prices incurred by walkers in 2014) 

Food per day. (Breakfast, lunch and Dinner and snacks) £15x25= £375 

Accommodation per day mostly staying in gites and in family accommodation. £12x25 = £300 

        Entrances to monuments/museums/caves/ religious sites. (Based on an average of £4/entry  

except for caves near Rocamadour (£10.30)) 
£54.30 

Medical equipment on route, general accessories such as pens, pads, postage. £30 

Flight Stanstead to Grenoble (may change) £56 

Flight Toulouse to Gatwick (may change) £59 
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       Transfer to and from airports (Gatwick to Cambridge and possible Cambridge to Stanstead  

but hopefully running that section) 
£50 

Guide book and maps £25 

Subtotal £949.30 
On return  

   Materials to produce booklet of poetry and pictures.  3 copies (£25 each) £75 

 

Funds contributed by applicant: £380                                     Total Requested: £1194.30 

The actual costs of the trip are as follows. The reason why food seems so low and 

accommodation is so high is that in most gites it was expected that you would take half 

board. In general this made sense as it usually turned out to be not that much more 

expensive than cooking yourself and you got to spend the meals in a very communal 

manner. The one element that was not included in the original proposal that turned out to be 

critical for the adventure was a set of vaccinations for tick encephalitis.  

 

Item Expenditure * 

Food/ toiletries  £219.40 

Accommodation £429.20 

Flight to Lyon £92  

Flight to Gatwick £63.75 

Cards £16.20 

Transfer from Lyon to Le puy £22.10 

Transfer from Gatwick to Cambridge £19.50 

Transfer to Toulouse airport £6.59 

Credentials and map  £35.91 

Sim top ups £40 

Tick Encephalitis injections x3 £160 

Three poetry booklets (quote) £40.95 

SUBTOTAL £1145.60 
 

Costs not covered by the Lord Rootes Memorial Fund: 

Item Expendiion 

Omm backpack £70 

Brooks pure grit trail shoes £140  

  

Subtotal  £210 

 

Total  £1355.60 
 

 

*all euro amounts converted into £ based on exchange rates as of August 2015  
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Appendix 3- Final itinerary  

 

Day Start End km 

1 Cambridge Royston 39 

2 Royston Lyon 41 

3 
Took a few days getting from Lyon to Le Puy 

en Velay 0 

4 Le Puy en Velay Monistrol 31.3 

5 Monistrol Domaine le Sauvage 34.9 

6 Domaine le Sauvage Labros 35.9 

7 Labros Saint Chelay d'aubrac 43.1 

8 Saint Chelay d'aubrac Estaing 39 

9 Estaing Conques 35 

10 Conques Levingac en Haut 28.2 

11 Levingac en Haut Figeac 24.5 

12 Figeac Racamadour 62 

13 Rest day 0 

14 Racamadour Lacapelle 39 

15 Lacapelle Grealou 40 

16 Grealou Abbey de Vaylats 46 

17 Abbey de Vaylats Les Mattieux 30 

18 Les Mattieux Montcuq 24 

19 Montcuq Moissac 41 

20 Moissac Lepinasse 29 

21 Lepinasse Toulouse 16 

22 Toulouse home 
 

 
Total 678.9 
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Appendix 4 - Poetry and Photo booklet  
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