I made the decision that I wanted to run a marathon early in 2010, but after missing out on a London place I wanted to find another one that would be memorable and special in some way. Overseas marathons were considered, as were Edinburgh, Brighton and others, but they either didn't fit around existing plans and holiday dates or didn't quite appeal as the BIG occasion I was looking for, but once it looked like Liverpool was going to happen, it seemed to fit the bill.

As 2011 marked 5 years since my wife Elaine was treated - and cleared - from Ovarian Cancer, a big effort to raise some sponsorship money for Cancer Research seemed the right and logical thing to do.

With the marathon my main goal for the year, the biggest difficulty had been trying not to resist the temptation to get into marathon training too early, but I was pleased with the miles I did put in, and despite a late scare with a slight pull to my calf 2 weeks out from the race, I felt I had a good chance of my 4-hour goal.

Setting off from Manchester at 6.30 am (with Elaine and my daughter, Angela) is not my usual idea of how to spend a Sunday morning, but the excitement of it finally being race day helped. We picked up 2 other Prestwich AC Runners on the way and made our way initially to Liverpool, then by train over to Birkenhead.

In Birkenhead Park, there was lots of the usual pre-race ritual: warm up and stretch, vaseline on, pack the kit bag, more vaseline, tie laces, warm up and stretch some more, more vaseline, tie laces again, pack the kit bag again...well, you know how it goes - then at 9.20 we were in the pens ready for the 9.30 start.

With adrenalin pumping, the hooter went at 9.30 and we waited to go..and waited...and waited... Muffled public addresses provided information to some people somewhere, but no news to us back in the blue pen until sometime after 10 when the story filtered through that there were problems closing the roads. That was a frustrating start to the race, but was quickly forgotten once the hooter went a second time, and we were off at around 10.20 am.

Right from my first strides I was struck by the support - particularly the number of people shouting "come on Jon"..surely they can't all know me, or there are a lot of Jons around here! I hadn't realised the effect that having your name on your vest has on the race experience and although I wasn't in club colours on this occasion, but I felt very proud to be in the charity's vest and to be supporting a really important cause.

The first 2 or 3 miles was just trying to come to terms with the idea of being in a marathon and trying to settle into my running. There was a steady stream of people all along the run to New Brighton and I was already getting a buzz from it. I found myself at around 8.45 pace and decided it felt comfortable, so why not stick to it. Despite a bit of wind off the sea, it was great to reach the Mersey estuary and begin the run back along the promenade that I had been looking forward to. Still support all along the way, with occasional sights such as the photographer stood precariously on top of the postbox and the woman who set off across the road almost tripping up half a dozen runners as she crossed to Morrisons, complaining that she "had to get to f*ing work". Fabulous run along the promenade, watching the Liverpool riverfront come into sharper focus. Nice to be able to see the finish line...if only we didn't have to run past it!

A tough 1/2 mile or so through windy Birkenhead docks area, then into Hamilton Square and massive crowds. Now I really felt that this was something special as huge numbers cheered us on around the square and towards the entry to the tunnel.

How bizarre was that then? Heading into a road tunnel and the crowds were gone. Someone behind me started an "oggy" to which runners all around happily joined in with their "oinks". That was followed by a chorus of "when the reds go marching in" from some others, before we quietened down and could only hear the sound of footsteps and the odd patrol vehicle passing by. The slope down was a nice easy run...but the longer it went on, the more the thought grew that we would have to come up again....

Sure enough, after about a mile of descent the second mile back up began steadily before gradually getting steeper and feeling more and more airless. Not the most pleasant of running environments at all - and what was that thudding sound? Well as we continued it got louder...and louder... and louder, before we emerged into glorious daylight and an explosion of noise from a huge crowd of spectators and a drumming band whose enthusiasm was infectious. What a feeling! I've never experienced a moment like that in any race before and I can't imagine doing so again. It was the organisers' masterstroke.

The crowds continued right through the centre of Liverpool and for over a mile I was running on air. Even writing about it now, I'm close to shedding a tear - it was truly amazing and I am indebted to the people of Liverpool. Just when I thought it couldn't get any better, I turned the corner on to the Strand and saw Elaine and Angela ahead of me. I just had to stop for a hug and kiss, before setting off for what I knew would be the tougher part of the race.

I was still keeping up my pace at around 8.45 per mile, but that average was soon under pressure as we headed up Upper Parliament Street, helped though by yet more shouts of "C'mon Jon lad" and the band playing "When the Saints". Into Sefton Park at around 17 miles and I'm starting to really hurt. Now this was becoming tough - still a distance to go, and despite (yet more) great support, lap after lap of the park felt endless. I think it was somewhere between 20 and 22 miles that I told myself this would be my first and last marathon, and no way would I put myself through that pain again! Still tougher was Princes Park - one of the few areas of the course with almost no spectators - and with plenty of little climbs to make sure those aches and pains couldn't be ignored. The only consolation by that point was knowing I was around the 23 mile mark - that's only my little midweek run to the finish, and the last bit of that would be downhill!

And oh how nice that run back down Upper Parliament Street was. The pain was still there, but somehow possible to manage now. Running back along the road towards the Pier Head, the crowds got bigger and louder again. There was support all around and the atmosphere grew and grew. 26 miles - just the 0.2 to go. And from somewhere inside me I found the sprint finish I'd promised to one of my sponsors in memory of his son. I had no idea what an emotional moment that would be as I crossed the line, but as I saw Elaine and Angela again just after the finish line I genuinely felt it was one of the best moments of my life.

3 hours 51 mins 56 seconds! I'm SO pleased with that time, but it was just the icing on the cake of a most amazing day and a most amazing experience, particularly in the knowledge that I had raised over £1300 in the process for Cancer Reseach. 

Liverpool - I owe you one!

