
A Run Up the Empire State Building – continuing the Chilton Foliat links with 

New York and the USA 

 

Background 

Why would two Chilton Foliat residents and Pewsey Vale Running Club members, 

John Summers and Keith Smibert, find themselves in New York in early February 

2010.  

After two months of intense training they were there to participate in the annual Run 

Up the Empire State building race, which take place every February in New York.   It 

requires running up 86 flights of stairs (1,576 steps) up to the observation deck some 

1,050 feet above Fifth avenue.  The race is the most prestigious of all “tower races” 

and has been run 33 times.  Due to the mass start and the narrow fire escape stairs 

the number of runners has to be limited to about 200 from over 1,000 applicants.   

The race is invitational, with selections based on athletic ability, background  and any 

other connection  etc etc - so how on earth did two British runners from Chilton 

Foliat, a small Wiltshire village in England, find themselves accepted for the race. 

It may come as a surprise to some, but Chilton Foliat has strong connections with 

the United States of America and New York through the two world wars.   It is these 

connections that were in part behind our applying to enter and possibly why we were 

accepted. 

The USA – Chilton Foliat Connections 

The 12th century flint and ashlar church of St Mary’s in Chilton Foliat has a peaceful 

and well kept graveyard.  Set in northwest corner is a surprising memorial for this 

quiet corner of Wiltshire.   The Portland stone gravestone is in memory of a 21 year 

old New Yorker, Lyman Holden Cunningham who died in 1918.   Second Lieutenant 

Cunningham was a pilot in the Royal Flying Corps (the precursor of the Royal Air 

Force).  Like many other Americans he had joined the RFC before America’s entry 

into the war by signing on as a Canadian.   He had trained in Canada and was 

serving with 102 Squadron at Old Sarum airfield near Salisbury.  He was 

unfortunately killed in a flying accident on the 13th January 1918 while flying a DH 4 

(De Haviland).  His parents lived on East 76th Street, New York, which is close to 

Central Park. 

I have no information as to why he was buried in Chilton Foliat churchyard, but the 

memorial, pictured below is a fitting reminder of the sacrifice many paid in the Great 

War. 



 

 

 

 

Two views of Second Lieutenant Cunningham’s memorial, St Mary’s churchyard, Chilton 

Foliat, Wiltshire, England 



The second world war saw Chilton Foliat and the Kennet Valley become an 

important focus of miltary activity.  This became especially important as the 

preparations for the invasion Europe began in earnest with the arrival of the 

American forces.  

The first photo below show two memebrs of the American 101st  Airborne Division, 

possibly from 101st airborne Parachute Jump School at Chilton Foliat.    The Jump 

School was established in October 1943 its main purpose being train soldiers from 

non-parachute units, such as doctors, chaplains and artillery observers for the 

forthcoming invasion of Europe. The whole area around Chilton Foliat and 

surrounding villages became a camp and training ground for American forces as 

they prepared for D day.  Further details of Chilton Foliat camp and the build-up to D 

day and beyond can be found in Roger Day’s excellent book Ramsbury at War – A 

Wiltshire village and its airfield 1939–1945 or from his informative website : 

www.ramsburyatwar.com  

 

 

 

On the left two young and fit American airborne troops running along Chilton Foliat’s main 

street in 1944  (Original photo from Roger Day).  On the right the same scene today with two 

not so young runners preparing for the Empire State Building Run Up.
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The Run Up Itself 

We arrived in New York two full days before the Run Up, which gave us time to see 

some of the sights and sample a variety of culinary delights.  It also gave me time to 

run a decent flight of stairs, which had not been possible in training.  Before 

breakfast with two days to go we ran 8 flights of stairs to see what it felt like.  The 

first attempt was achieved in under a minute (which if sustained would have meant 

doing the 86 floors of the race in under 10 minutes, which would win the race!!!.  

Unfortunately I was so exhausted I could have barely managed another 2 floors let 

alone 78!    Trying to go slower didn’t seem to improve my state of exhaustion after 8 

floors, so we left for a run around Central Park with myself in a pit of despair. 

The night before the race saw me feeling sorry for myself and questioning whether I 

could do it or not; Keith had run the race twice before.  My aim all along was to run 

all 86 floors and not walk at any point.  I now doubted this was possible.   At this 

point I got an e-mail from a work colleague wishing me luck; he also mentioned he 

was going to have his second bout of open heart surgery in the morning.  This was 

what I needed to stop feeling sorry for myself and tell myself we had done the 

training, it was possible and all I had to do was stick to the plan – start off steady and 

not stop running whatever the pain.  I was back in business. 

The morning of the race dawned  - in fact I was up before dawn only to discover 

Keith had already been up for an hour and had been to the Deli for coffee.  A light 

breakfast followed and then some time to kill before we set off for the five minute 

walk to the Empire State Building.    As we approached the building the race literally 

looms over you as we craned our necks to squint upwards 1050 feet to the 86th floor.  

We met a fellow runner on the walk, a female tri-athlete who was using the run as a 

warm-up for a 150 kilometre race she was about to do across the deserts of 

Namibia! 

We entered the un-assuming entrance to the building and made our way across the 

marble floors surrounded by the art deco 1930’s interior of the building.  We picked 

up our numbers, timing chip and t-shirt in the waiting area and found we were in the 

second heat of the run-up, which suited me as it was less likely to be a mass scrum 

at the start.  The area soon became filled with some very serious and very thin 

competitors  - no sign of any fun runners or beer bellies here. 

We sat down and waited and were soon talking to the german runner would had won 

the race for the last four years.  He is an extremely nice guy and we had a good talk 

about the race and wished him luck.  I also noticed he was wearing the same racing 

trainers as myself, which I considered a good sign.  However, when he got changed 

just before the first heat the first thing he did was replace his trainers with his real 

racing shoes. 

The tension rose as first the women were called into line and then they jogged off to 

the start, five minutes later the 70 men in the first heat were called and also jogged 



off to the start.  Then it was our turn and 70 men tried to get first in-line in the holding 

area.  Keith and myself were content to stay at the back.  In no time we were called 

to the start and we jogged en-masse through the marbled floored main lobby only to 

be told by the smartly uniformed Empire State Building staff that no running was 

allowed on the shiny floor. 

So this was nearly it, standing in the 1930’s art deco surroundings and being stared 

at by bemused office workers, we were nearly ready for the off.  I reminded myself of 

my plan: start near the back, take it slow and steady for the first 10 or so floors and 

then stay at an even pace to the top and under NO circumstances start walking, I 

was going to run, however slowly all the way. 

The starting horn then echoed across the foyer and we were off, the 70 strong field 

surged forward, only to come to a near halt after 10 yards as we funnelled through a 

single narrow fire-door into the stairwell.  At this point Keith, being a Manchester 

United fan, eased his way through the crowd and the fire-door and was gone.  I stuck 

to plan and stayed at the back and it took 40 seconds to get through the door.  The 

stairs were then immediately on us, steep and very narrow, with no choice at this 

point but to stay in-line and go with the flow.  I had about 6 people behind me and a 

solid mass of people in front of me moving at a slow jog.  I kept telling myself this is 

good, not too fast, it will soon thin out and then the run we really begin. 

By the tenth floor there was enough room to run properly and the race was really on.   

I quickly found a good rhythm and began overtaking people.  Everything soon 

became a blur of pain on each flight of steps and some relief on each landing.    

Suddenly we emerged onto a landing and there was a water station, I racked my 

memory surely this was meant to be on the 20th floor   -  66 floors to go.  I was now 

making good progress and overtaking people on every other floor and I was still 

running.  In what seemed a very short time here came the second drinks station 

which if I remembered correctly was on the 65th floor  - I was going to make it.  A 

quick look at my watch and I knew something like 18 minutes was possible so I 

pushed on. 

The air suddenly got colder which was a sign that I was nearly there!   A marshal 

then appeared shouting encouragement and saying straight ahead – but all I see is a 

concrete wall, but no,  there it is, a sharp turn left and daylight.   A blast of very cold 

air and I am outside on the observation deck and a short “sprint” round the outside to 

the finish. 

A finishing time of 17 minutes 31 seconds and  135 out of 206  (Keith did it in 16 

minutes and 3 seconds and came 104th ).  I work out later I overtook 20 people on 

the ascent. 

Between the two of us we raised £1,500 in sponsorship from very generous donors 

which went to the Dreams Come True charity, which serves the whole of the UK and 



aims to bring joy to children who are terminally or seriously ill by making their dreams 

come true. 

Almost everyone asks me whether I would do it again, well New York is an amazing 

place, I could save at least 30 seconds at the start by getting nearer the front, 

queuing on the first 10 flights on stairs may have cost me another 30 seconds.   If I 

ran two stairs at a time instead of one that may save me another minute, and 

perhaps I could actually train on stairs instead of hills  - perhaps sub-15minutes is 

possible.   That should answer the question - but I do need to get invited / accepted 

for next year. 

 

John Summers 

 

 

 

 

 


