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Postgraduate Research Considered as a Cross-Country Run

Vitty and Benjie both jumped the gun. Vittie was waved on by the course marshal, but Benjie had to forfeit taking any further part in the race.

Bertie got off to a bad start, but finally made good, although some claimed he had done so only by redesigning the course.

Mal started well enough, but for some reason, along the way, set off in a wholly new direction. Several others followed his lead. They rejoined the main route some time later. Every year since, ‘Mal’s Diversion’ has been followed by some runners. You might say: They make a point of going off the beaten track.
Those runners that had taken pains to survey the lie of the land a day or so before the event encountered few surprises, so few, indeed, that one or two even rested up along the way, out of boredom, and dozed off.

From time to time, a bystander or two would leave the sidelines and join in for a few yards or so, just to convince themselves that, if they wished, they could have done themselves credit in the race, too. Usually, they quickly lost interest, and no doubt were saving their breath to cool their porridge.
All competitors were advised to bring a spare pair of socks, but some took along spare shoes, too, and sandwiches. These folk generally finished, eventually.

No-one cheated, of course. No-one. No-one took another’s numbered shirt for a while, exchanging them again after a shortcut. No-one dispensed inducements. The marshals saw to that.

There were occasional uncertainties, arguments and disputes about the way—or was it the way marking?—in most years, but this was rarely the reason for runners in their one’s, two’s or three’s turning aside and disappearing into the bushes for a while, for a quick fag, perhaps, or for—other reasons.
There were a few strained muscles and stretched tendons. Such injured runners dropped out, and turned off as soon as soon as decently possible.
The judges and marshals, even when they didn’t actually know each other (from competing together in earlier races, for example) usually seemed to share the same kind of background. By word of mouth, from generation to generation, the exact location of the preferred course and the finishing line had been established and committed to memory. Nonetheless, after a while, these Custodians or Guardians of the Proper Way, you might call them—or some of them—would become perturbed, and somehow ill at ease, and could be seen wandering and wondering whether perhaps the coordinates they recalled had become corrupted over time, or the map had been redrawn, or maybe the ground itself had shifted.
The aim was always to finish during the daylight hours. It was curious, though, that some of those who only crossed the line at dusk quickly became the judges and marshals of the judges and marshals themselves.
Runners who trained together tended to bunch together, and when they crossed the finishing line, it was their coach who collected the praise.

All those who finished got very muddy, and not a few had scratches and bruises. Though a great time was had by all in the showers afterwards.

