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*This was a magazine article that I asked to write for Ultra Magazine. It describes my story of be-
coming involved in the sport of trail running, and provides context around the film that I made about 
Ellie; and how it inspired me to run my first 50km ultra.

I first met Ellie Putali around 7 months ago, at the Trails In Motion film festival that was showing at 
my university campus here in Falmouth. For probably two years prior to this, I was a distant out-
sider looking into the sport of trail and ultra running, mesmerised by the spirit of the sport through 
watching films on youtube by Salomon TV and Billy Yang. I never really delved into it fully, aside 
from one occasion where I went for a 3 mile shuffle in the woods; and the next day woke up so 
sore that I could barely even walk. I recall seeing on Facebook that the festival was touring across 
Europe, being shown in big cities like Philadelphia, Frankfurt, and Cape Town. I was both surprised 
and confused why a small place like Falmouth was hosting a film festival, and even more surprised 
that it was showing on the very campus where I study.

When I saw the opportunity to attend, I felt something within me that had been obscured for quite 
some time. A sense of curiosity; a small inkling of excitement, some kind of magnetic pull that was 
subconsciously drawing me in to something which I couldn’t logically explain. Around the same 
time, I had been contacting people in the Trail Running South West facebook group to see if I 
could take pictures in order to build up my portfolio. I explained that I was a photography student 
based in Falmouth, and that I was really passionate about trail running and capturing people mov-
ing within the landscape. A guy called Andrew Ferguson (aka Ferg) reached out to me, the race 
director behind Mud Crew - an events organiser, running community and ultra running team based 
here in Cornwall. He asked me to meet up with him at the event and to discuss some ideas, to 
which I said yes. Admittedly, at the time I had no idea what I was doing with my life and I was 
grateful for a lead in what seemed to be the right direction. 

I arrived at the Trails in Motion film festival feeling completely swamped with imposter syndrome. 
Thoughts rushed through my mind that made me question why I was there: “you’re not even a trail 
runner, what are you doing here?” “you should just stick to what you know, stick to what you’re 
good at”. I saw everyone else chatting and mixing together, and I felt like I didn’t really belong. I 
wasn’t a trail runner, I had never ran a race in my life. I was an endurance cyclist, and it just didn’t 
feel like my crowd; but as soon as the first film started I was reminded why I was so fascinated by 
the sport in the first place. I saw the camaraderie, the spirit of adventure. The unwillingness of the 
athletes to accept the limitations that had been placed on them; by themselves, their family or the 
society at large. I felt totally inspired by the stories of these incredible people who had overcome 
adversity, accomplished something great and had become a shining example to those around 
them. 

After the films were shown, I met with the race director Andrew outside of the venue. I introduced 
myself awkwardly, not really knowing what to say. We tried to strike up small talk about how inspir-
ing the films were, and you could tell neither of us really knew where the conversation was going. 
That was until he spontaneously had what looked like a “lightbulb moment”, as he pointed to his 
female friend beside him. He exclaimed “Do you, fancy making a film about Ellie? She’s running 
her first 100km race in August. It could be a great project for you and good promotion for both of 
us.” I instantly and enthusiastically said “yes!”, immediately followed by the thought “wait, I’ve nev-
er even made a film before and have absolutely no idea what I’m doing”. We parted ways, and I 
got the bus home brimming with excitement about finally having a direction to work towards. 
I spent the next few months practicing my filmmaking skills, which beforehand were practically 
non-existent. I was a photography student - previously too hesitant to try filmmaking, and often too 
paralysed by perfectionism to be willing to fail. I practiced intermittently with making short videos 
about certain realisations I had this year. At around the same time, I decided to take the leap and 



to start trail running. After two years of watching from a distance, I figured there was no better time 
to begin. 

Race day had come around sooner than I had expected. We had done the pre-race interview with 
Ellie, and had gotten some shots of her on the coast in attempt to act like I knew what I was doing. 
I didn’t. When in doubt, I reminded myself that this wasn’t about me, it was about the message that 
the film could convey. Imagine being able to have the same impression on others that I had when I 
watched one of Billy Yang’s films, how much of a a privilege that would be.
I was extremely lucky to have enlisted the support of my friend Lilian, a fashion student at Kingston 
who is also really passionate about film. Without her it wouldn’t have possible. Even if the film is 
directed by one person, it usually needs to be executed with the help of others in order to make it 
logistically viable. In times of uncertainty, she always managed reel me in and remind me that it 
would all work out.

The RAT 100km (short for Roseland August Trail, the route where the race was held) started at 
midnight, and we followed and filmed Ellie through the night as she battled her way along the steep 
and rugged Cornish coastline. She was running strong, and after 15 hours finished in 4th position 
in the women’s race. I was impressed by her perseverance and drive - you could tell she had put a 
lot into training, and that she knew the course like the back of her hand. The weather was typical of 
Cornwall as well, with the strong winds, rain and sea mist blowing off of the Atlantic; the conditions 
were interesting to say the least. At each checkpoint she would come in look increasingly more 
muddy, soaked and dishevelled. As she crossed the finish line, I felt simultaneously proud for her 
accomplishment and relieved that I could finally sit down; without worrying if I’d missed her running 
through. 

I’d be lying if I said that watching her participate and finish well in that race didn’t have some sort of 
effect on me, especially considering that she had only started running last year. I spent the next 
month slowly piecing together the film, trying to form a cohesive narrative structure out of all of the 
footage and interviews I had gathered from before, during and after the race. 
Me and Ellie had talked about going for a run together at some point, and the time came around in 
September when we finally made it happen. It was a sunny and mild, pre-autumnal day and we 
had planned to go for a half marathon adventure along the Roseland peninsula. I was reminded of 
the reasons why I had become infatuated with trail running in the first place. I entered a space of 
total freedom where time had become elasticated, and what felt like an hour had actually been 
three. We ended up running 15.5 miles in total, a little over our planned distance; but it didn’t even 
matter. The quality of the experience had taken priority over the quantity of the result. From cy-
cling, I was so used to valuing data and metrics over actually enjoying the process - something 
which seems totally absurd to me now that I look back on it. When we were out on the trail, it was 
just like reverting back to a childlike state that I had lost touch with - one of joy and curiosity, led by 
a desire of wanting to see what was round the next corner, and the next. Combined with the rush 
of endorphins that are usually associated with the sensation known as “runner’s high”, it felt like 
one of the most euphoric experiences that I’d experienced as an adult.

I knew deep down that it was only a matter of time before I caught the ultra running bug. For some 
time I had been contemplating signing up for one of the Trail Events races that were happening in 
Exmoor national park in October, but I was previously I was undecided on the distance. However, 
as soon as I got home, I decided to buy an entry to the 50km ultra marathon. 

In all honesty I was feeling pretty daunted by the prospect of covering 50 kilometres in Exmoor, 
especially considering that the race was supposedly going to take in over 11,000ft of elevation. I 
only had a month to train, and with my longest run being 15 miles I knew I had a lot of physical and 
mental conditioning to do before race day came around. I made sure to keep in mind the reason 
why I was doing it - that I wanted to be a positive example to others, to share my journey and to 
show that we are all capable of achieving great things when we apply ourselves. The subject of of 
change and transformation meant a lot to me personally; I used to be 50lbs+ heavier when I was 
16 than I am now at age 21. I used to smoke, drink, take drugs and had a variety of health issues. I 



suffered from depression, anxiety and in many ways was generally quite a dysfunctional human 
being. I had never been open about my story before, but I figured that if it had the chance to influ-
ence even one person to change the way they viewed themselves and what’s possible; then I 
would have succeeded. 

As the weeks progressed, my confidence started to grow. There were days when doubt would 
arise, where I would have a minor injury or niggle that was pulling at me; as if it were persuading 
me to stop. When things got challenging, I reminded myself in the same way that I did when I was 
making the film about Ellie. This wasn’t about me, it was about the message that I was trying to 
convey. I decided to spontaneously take a trip to Grenoble, also known as the “Capital of the Alps” 
- part university “work”, part visiting my friend, part ultra training. I accumulated 45 miles with 
21,000ft of vertical gain over the course of a week, which instilled a little more confidence in my 
abilities. The next week when I was back in Cornwall, I managed a 50 mile week with my longest 
run of just over 20 miles. I was ready. Around the same time, I polished off and uploaded the film, 
relieved to have completed something which seemed so daunting in the beginning.

I arrived at the start line of the race feeling pretty intimidated. I knew I had put the training in, but 
with the bouts of torrential hail and strong northerly winds; the atmosphere felt a little foreboding to 
say the least. Before I knew it, the race had begun and we were charging forward through the val-
ley, with the pink sunrise shining over the moors. Surrounded by brown and withered bracken, I 
jumped over and splashed through ice cold streams that were running down from the hills. I was 
overwhelmed by the diversity of the landscape - a mix of wooded valleys, boggy moorland, and 
exposed coastline stretching for miles ahead. I was feeling pretty good until around 22 miles in, 
when I caught my foot on a rock and came crashing down onto my knee. I got up quickly, my body 
coursing with adrenaline and blood pouring down my leg. I managed to disregard the pain until I 
crossed the finish line, by which point my body was feeling appropriately annihilated. I couldn’t be-
lieve it, I was both relieved and exhilarated for it to be over. I ended up finishing in 15th place over-
all with a time of 5 hours 53 minutes. I decided beforehand that I would film the race weekend and 
produce a video documenting my experience, which got a pretty good response on youtube; simi-
larly to the film I made about Ellie.

With being relatively new to running, there was and still is a lot for me to learn - and a lot of it just 
unfolds in the process of pursuing it. I had only been running for three months at the time, and it all 
started with a small intuitive feeling that told me to go the Trails in Motion film festival back in April. 



One thing led to another, and it’s hard to believe that 6 months later I just finished both my first film 
and my first ultra.  

I’d liken the experience to something like passing on the torch of inspiration. For Ellie, it was see-
ing Mira Rai become an ultra running prodigy who fights for women’s rights in Nepal. For me it was 
seeing countless people like Ellie take on a huge challenge and emerge victorious on the other 
side. When you see someone leading by example, blazing their own path, and setting their life on 
fire; it’s hard to not feel somewhat drawn to it - and in the process question your own beliefs about 
what you’re capable of. 


