
PIONEERS: THE MEN WHO FORGED THE LAKE DISTRICT 24-HOUR FELL RECORD 
 
“The aim of these walks is to ascend the greatest possible number of peaks above 2,000 
feet, and to return to the starting point within 24 hours” – so wrote Arthur W. Wakefield. 
While he did not know it then, he had codified the Lake District 24-Hour Fell Record. He was 
perfectly entitled to do so: he was the record holder. 
 
Wakefield would go on to serve in the first world war and then act as medical officer on 
1922’s Mount Everest expedition. But his role in Lakeland’s classic record was cemented in 
1905 when he bagged 22 summits in 22 hours and 7 minutes. 
 
While this marked the start of the 20th-century charge to Mark Hartell’s incredible 77 peaks, 
the story began well before Wakefield trotted out from Keswick. This article tells that tale. It 
is a brief and selective summary, drawing from a broader research project on the history of 
the record (please contact peterwmcdonald@gmail.com for further information). 
 
Feats of pedestrianism 
 
The earliest evidence I can source of a walk specifically and solely undertaken to 
demonstrate pure endurance is from 1832. In the summer of that year, Harrison Walker and 
Joseph Clark, both Keswick residents, took it upon themselves to summit Skiddaw, Helvellyn 
and Scafell. Ascending the three highest peaks in Lakeland (excluding Scafell Pike) was 
remarked by the Carlisle Journal as a “most arduous task”. Indeed, we might go further and 
call this the inaugural Lake District 24-Hour Fell Record – three mountains, around 46 miles 
and 12,500 feet of ascent in 18 hours. 
 
I am sure important walks occurred over the next 30 years. However, sources run dry until 
1864, when the Reverend Julius Marshall Elliott completed a round of 9 peaks from 
Wasdale. Heading anti-clockwise, he started with Scafell and ended with Stirrup Crag on 
Yewbarrow. 
 
In terms of peaks gained, the walk would not be surpassed until the 1890s, and this is surely 
why Elliott's round is commonly referenced as the ‘first’ Fell Record. But this raises the 
question: how should a record be measured? 
 
We would all agree that a round of Skiddaw and Scafell is a harder enterprise than the 
Fairfield Horseshoe, despite the latter involving four times the summits. Since the Victorians 
fully appreciated this, I suspect Elliott’s round would not have been considered sensational. 
The contemporary commentary suggests the prized metrics were distance and ascent – on 
these measures, Elliott only registered 16 miles and 8,250 feet of ascent.  
 
To be fair to the Reverend, he probably never intended to set a record, much less seek 
recognition for it. His sights were set instead on new Alpine climbs. Tragically, it was the 
pursuit of this end which would cause his death only six years later. 
 
Pushing the envelope 
 



In 1865, three Langdale locals set out from the Dungeon Ghyll Hotel at 3am. Between then 
and 7.30pm, they took in 3 peaks and just as many inns: Lodore Hotel after Scafell, the 
King’s Head after Skiddaw and the Red Lion after Helvellyn. Either because or in spite of this 
civilised schedule, they improved on the time set by Walker and Clark in 1832. For the first 
time, verification was provided by ‘proof notes’ left on the top of each summit, asking their 
finders to return them by post to the hotel.  
 
In 1871, Henry Irwin Jenkinson took it to six mountains, bringing Great Gable, Bowfell and 
Blencathra into the round. Jenkinson was the Wainwright of his day, authoring a tirelessly 
researched Lakeland guidebook. In 1887, decades before the Kinder Scout protest, he led a 
2,000-strong crowd on an organised trespass of Latrigg in pursuit of open access. We should 
all doff our caps to his memorial in Fitz Park as we start leg 1 of the Bob Graham Round: 
without the bridleway, we’d be tramping up Carl Side to Skiddaw. 
 
Jenkinson’s attempt went seriously awry after Scafell Pike, when his companion decided to 
retire after they became lost in mist at Esk Hause for three(!) hours. Thus abandoned, 
Jenkinson miraculously came across two shepherds who agreed to guide him to Bowfell “for 
a liberal pecuniary consideration”. Over the remainder of the round he lay down for sleep 
on two separate occasions. In a statement revealing the norms of the day, newspapers 
emphasised “the whole of [his] remarkable journey… was accomplished without the use of 
wine or spirits.” For all of these reasons, we can perhaps forgive him for coming in just over 
24 hours. 
 
Racing over the fells 
 
Meanwhile, the Lakeland mountain-climbing scene was flourishing and many of its 
luminaries sought to test themselves on rounds as well as crags. 
  
John Wilson Robinson was one such man. As a Wasdale climber, he would have known of 
Elliott’s round, but his stated target was Jenkinson’s, confirming that distance and ascent 
mattered more than peaks. Despite modestly assessing that “I am slow and should never 
dream of cutting or attempting a record,” he felt his intimate knowledge of the Scafell 
massif might gain him an advantage over his predecessors. Come the day, conditions were 
prematurely wintry, with ice on Broad Stand, and snow meant Skiddaw could not be 
included. 
 
By this time, questions were arising over what was appropriate to do on the fells. Robinson 
himself had looked down on those seeking to “bag fells” and many contenders came close 
to apologising for what they had achieved. This theme endured until at least the 1920s, with 
the Fell and Rock Climbing Club refusing to police “racing over the fells”. Indeed Eustace 
Thomas – a future record holder – was to question whether the term ‘Fell Record’ should be 
dropped entirely, so as to avoid undesirable controversy. 
 
The end of the golden age 
 
Nevertheless, the entwining of the Lakeland climbing world and the Fell Record continued 
with the Broadrick family.  



 
Of particular note was Richard W. Broadrick’s ‘Four Fells Record’ – comprising Skiddaw, 
Helvellyn, Bowfell and Scafell Pike. It was inaugurated in the 1870s, when the first proper 
record was set by four brothers from the Tucker family. Come 1899, Broadrick was able to 
complete the round in 15 hours and 26 minutes. 
 
Accounts from the time suggest the Four Fells was just as notable a feat as the 24-Hour 
Record. Indeed, one trio of contenders was “enthusiastically welcomed by a large crowd” on 
their triumphant return. But it is now a long-forgotten endeavour. While an imperfect 
comparison, Joss Naylor’s Lake District 3,000s time of 8 hours 20 minutes gives a sense of 
what might be achieved by today’s top fellrunners. 
 
Broadrick undertook a solo round and later complained his contemporaries dismissed his 
accounts as “euphemistically termed exaggerations”. Accordingly, he sought out an 
associate for his next exploit; he found one in Cecil Dawson, the celebrated ‘bog-trotter’ 
from Manchester. 
 
In 1901, Broadrick and Dawson embarked despite having never set eyes on each other until 
the actual day of the attempt. The pair had a good outing; indeed, Dawson could be said to 
have completed a proto-Frog Graham Round, as he bathed in a number of tarns during the 
walk. 
 
Based on effort rather than peaks, it was certainly a record. But this was no happy ending. 
Dawson would go on to beat Wakefield’s record in 1916, only for the community to disown 
it, perhaps because it was set while the incumbent was serving in the trenches. At least he 
survived. Broadrick’s future was more tragic by far: two years later, he and three other men 
died while climbing on Scafell Pinnacle. It was an epoch-ending accident, which marked the 
close of the golden age of climbing. 
 
Carlisle Young Men’s Cycling Club 
 
The final pre-Wakefield chapter is dedicated to four working men from Carlisle – 
Westmorland, Beatty, Strong and Johnston. Keen to prove cycling does not “incapacitate its 
notaries for pedestrian exercises”, their stated ambition was to prove previous feats were 
“not in fact such…impressive record[s] at all.”  
 
Out of sheer route preference rather than an explicit desire to bag peaks, their first walk 
was the first to traverse full Helvellyn ridge. In doing so, they set themselves up for a new 
peaks record. However, we cannot honourably document it so, since they stopped 
prematurely in Keswick rather than returning to their starting point of Seathwaite. This 
curious decision was taken because “they determined to take that bit of the journey for 
granted.” To be clear: when it comes to the Fell Record, this is as far from cricket as it gets. 
That said, I am sure many of us have grappled with the specious fell-logic of ‘I could, ergo, I 
need not’. 
 



Following various attempts with different permutations of the four men, the ultimate 
outcome was a record for Johnston in 1903, completing Broadrick and Dawson’s ten peaks 
nearly ninety minutes faster. 
  
The new era 
 
The turn of the century had marked the end of the amateur. By this point, attempts on the 
record required a professionalism which is evident in so many of today’s endurance runs. 
Wakefield took all of these elements – rotating pacers, specific training, a five-week taper, 
tested nutrition, lightweight gear, a detailed schedule and countless reccies – to culminate 
in his 1905 record. 
 
Between then and now, the history of the record is littered with great names such as 
Thomas, Graham, Heaton, Beard, Naylor, McDermott and Hartell. With the kind permission 
of the editor, a future Fellrunner may pick up the story. 
 
Further detail is available at: www.anewfoundcompendium.com/winterfellrunner 


