
Reflections On The 2010 Three Peaks Yacht Race  

By Andy Butler 

The Three Peaks Yacht Race involves 389 miles sailing from Barmouth to Fort William together with 

26 miles cycling, 72 miles running and 14,000ft of climb up Snowdon, Scafell Pike and Ben Nevis. 

 

Team Madam Wen ï left to right Richard Jones (Sailor), John Jones (Owner/Skipper), Toby Staines 

(Runner), Myself (Runner), Paul Sutton (Sailor) in Barmouth on the morning of the start 

Madam Wen and her crew left her Holyhead base two days before the start of the race and joined the 

rest of the race fleet in the harbour at Barmouth at lunchtime the following day.  All of the team had 

taken part in the race previously, but this was the first time we had taken part together.  Madam Wen, 

a Sweden 42 was one of the larger boats in the fleet and we were hoping for a good breeze that 

unfortunately didnôt feature in the forecast, so we knew it was likely to be a slow race. 

After scrutineering, briefings etc. on the morning of Saturday 21
st
 June, the fleet paraded out of the 

harbour behind the local lifeboat to prepare for the 16:00 start. 

We made a good start at the windward end of the line, but then it started to go wrong.  The wind filled 

in at the other end of the line, and died for us.  When it finally came back, we were way down the fleet 

and the leading boats were several miles ahead of us.  We started to gain places and so by the time 

we reached Bardsey Sound, we were back up into about sixth place, helped by Johnôs local 

knowledge of the eddy close inshore.  There was some exciting beating against the tide beside the 

cliffs with EADS, Krishna and Moby J in the evening sunshine as we made our way round the 

headlands and headed towards Caernarfon. 



 

EADS, Moby J and Krishna beating with us close to the cliffs in Bardsey Sound 

Unfortunately the wind dropped off with the fading light, and we started to lose places. We eventually 

arrived at Caernarfon Bar as dawn started to break, but by then we had dropped to 10
th
 place, and 

dropped another to the Dockers in the light airs as we approached Muscle Bank buoy, the point we 

were allowed to start our engine on the approach to Caernarfon. 

There was enough daylight by the time we started our Snowdon run at 3:45am so as not to need our 

head torches, and it was a mild, clear morning.  Quite soon I started finding it hard to run the pace 

weôd planned, but we managed the 7.9 miles to the foot of the Snowdon Ranger path within a few 

minutes of our target and had overtaken the Krishna team on the way.  It was a beautiful morning.  

We made the summit in 2 hrs 29 min from leaving Caernarfon, nine minutes outside our target and I 

still wasnôt feeling good ï not unwell, just not firing on all cylinders.  It was good to see Paul and Nick 

from the 2009 Stormer team who met us here and offered refreshments and encouragement.  The 

descent was steady, and towards the bottom we passed the runners from Sea Fever.  Toby was 

running well, but I was still struggling and did so throughout the whole of the run back to Caernarfon.  

We completed the run in 4:36, about half an hour down on what weôd hoped for, but still well under 

the five hours weôd told the rest of the team, so they were pleased.  We almost caught up with the 

runners from Moby J who arrived back just a few minutes before us. 

We headed out into the Menai Straits ahead of the time we thought we needed to in order to get 

through the Swellies by high water slack at 10:00, but it was not to be.  The wind went light, we found 

weôd got a wrap in the furled genniker, and we had an adverse tide so made painfully slow progress.  

When we finally arrived at the notorious Swellies, John who knows this area well had already made 

the decision to wait for more water ï a wise move as there were already two yachts (Sea Fever and 

White Cloud) firmly aground on the rocks.  We anchored up and had a pleasant Sunday lunch while 

two other yachts, Maracuja and Krishna waited nearby, and the shallow draft Kithros bravely decided 

to make the passage through despite the adverse conditions.  We were disappointed to have this 

enforced delay as boats that had already gone through would have a lead of many hours on us, but 

we knew it was the right thing to do, a view that was reinforced when Krishna headed through and 

promptly ended up colliding with White Cloud.  These two needed assistance from the local lifeboat to 

get clear of the rocks and so had to retire from the race. 



Finally John judged there was sufficient water to make the passage, and by then the wind had swung 

round to give us a beat through against the weakening but favourable tide, thereby ensuring we could 

maintain steerage and keep clear of the rocks.  We then had a slow beat out of the straits and past 

Puffin Island against what had become an adverse tide with Krishna close by and Maracuja a little 

way behind. 

We made good progress overnight (Sunday night), but in the morning the wind went very light, and 

our hopes of getting through the lock at Whitehaven and into the inner harbour before afternoon low 

water faded.  We heard by mobile phone that there had been a queue of yachts waiting outside on the 

early morning low water, all of them having had a good sail in the conditions we had only had for part 

of the trip from the Straits.  It was only EADS (Tactix) that managed to complete their Scafell Pike run 

and get back out on the same tide around 11am, thereby opening up a lead of several hours.  The 

Dockers made it as far as the outer harbour which dries at low water, but grounded and spent the 

next three or four hours on the mud. 

So when we arrived at Whitehaven at around 16:45, there were many other yachts that had by this 

time completed their run and were waiting to leave ï we were already a full tide behind the leaders.  

After a short delay as the lock keeper didnôt think there was enough water for us, we entered the lock 

with Krishna who had arrived just after us, and then the inner harbour where the runners are allowed 

to leave the boat.  We had estimated that we needed to be back from the Scafell Pike run by 01:00 in 

order to get out before the following morningôs (Tuesdayôs) low water ï that gave us 7:50 for the 52 

mile run/bike including 15 minutes of compulsory kit checks and transitions.  This would be possible, 

but very tight for us.   

My brother Richard had brought the bikes up for us and had them ready, we had our kit check and 

were off on the 13 mile ride to Ennerdale.  It was Tobyôs turn to feel less than 100%, but we still made 

reasonable progress and were feeling OK at the transition to the run.  We took the early part of the 

run very steadily on the basis that if we felt good, we could push the pace harder on the return, so by 

the time we reached Wasdale Head prior to the climb up Scafell Pike, we were nearly 20 minutes 

down on our original 8 hour plan. 

As we approached the summit at about 21:30, we looked around at the Lakeland fells, gloriously 

illuminated by the evening sunshine and concluded that the runners have the best of the Three Peaks 

Yacht Race ï they can enjoy the sailing, but also experience times like this. 

We made a good descent, passing Krishnaôs runners who were climbing when we were about half 

way down, and on arrival back at Wasdale Head we checked the time and realised that we had 2:45 

to get back to Whitehaven for 01:00.  It was doable, but it would be tough.  We started to push the 

pace, turned on our head torches in the fading light at Black Sail Pass and met Maracujaôs runners 

who were on their way up shortly afterwards.  We passed Black Sail Hut at 23:12 and we still had the 

01:00 finish in our sights.  We ran as hard as we could down the undulating forest track arriving at 

Gillerthwaite for the transition back to the bike 30 minutes later.  We could still do it. 

Richard was supporting us with food and drink at several points on the leg, and the last but one 

meeting point was as we left Ennerdale.  It was here that he gave me the news that heôd received a 

message from the boat to say that after advice from the lock keeper, weôd need to be back by 00:30.  

What a disappointment!  Toby and I knew we had no chance of achieving that.  Our motivation had 

gone and we slowed, but then realised that we could set ourselves a new personal target of 

completing in under 8 hours.  Toby was suffering again on the bike, but we hit the new target, arriving 

back at 01:09, giving us a time of 7:44 for the run after taking off the transitions.  It was a very 

pleasing time, but frustrating that it wasnôt enough to get us out before low water. 

Amongst the many tactical decisions you can make during the race is when to officially finish the 

Scafell Pike run knowing that you canôt get out of Whitehaven.  Finishing this run marks the end of 



Leg 2 and the beginning of Leg 3, and so delaying checking in at the end of the run means that any 

waiting time at Whitehaven is part of Leg 2 rather than part of Leg 3.  There is a trophy for the fastest 

team on each leg, so this can matter.  We were in this situation, and I had been through the thought 

process but decided after trying so hard on the run, we should claim the glory for that!   

We arrived back on the boat to find everyone else catching up on some well-earned sleep prior to 

leaving our berth at 04:00.  At least the enforced delay gave Toby and I time for a good shower in the 

marina and a meal before we turned in. 

After ten minutes or so aground in the outer harbour, we were away from Whitehaven at around 

04:45, still ahead of Krishna and Maracuja whoôs runners weôd seen during the run, but 18 hours 

behind EADS who had left the previous morning.  We had good sailing conditions, but by now the 

fleet was well spread out as shown by the positions below.  EADS is Team 3 in the lead and has just 

passed the Mull of Kintyre and we are Team 8, approaching the Mull of Galloway. 

 

As we made good progress north, we heard by mobile phone that the leaders had slowed and the 

fleet was starting to bunch up in the Sound of Jura ï there was still a chance of catching up a bit.  We 

overtook the smaller Kithros as we crossed the Firth of Clyde, but Krishna and Maracuja werenôt far 

behind.  The wind held up quite well until we arrived in the Sound of Jura, when it went light for us too.  

We considered taking the longer route through the Sound of Islay in the hope of finding more wind, 

but decided against this option and followed the pack.  After a period of light wind overnight (Tuesday 

night), it finally filled in and the chase was on.  As we passed through the Sound of Luing we 

managed to pick up a mobile broadband signal and were able to see locations of the boats ahead of 

us on the tracker together with their speeds as you can see below.  


