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From Bhojpur’s hills to international ultramarathons, Mira

Rai’s journey is also a story of opening opportunities for

Nepal’s next generation of women runners.
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Before Mira Rai became a name on international race results, the

hills around her home were a place of work. Distance meant

something practical: a journey to complete, a load to carry,

another climb before reaching home. Years later, mountain

running would give that familiarity with difficult ground an

entirely different meaning.

Her journey from Bhojpur to international ultramarathons is now

one of Nepal’s best-known sporting stories. Yet the finish-line

photographs tell only part of it. Equally revealing is what

happened after recognition arrived: Rai began helping other

young women find opportunities in the sport that had changed her

own life.
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That second chapter makes her more than the subject of an

unlikely success story. It raises a question that reaches beyond

athletics. How much ability remains unseen because the person

who possesses it has never been given a place to begin?

A childhood shaped by the hills

Rai grew up in Sanodumma, in eastern Nepal’s Bhojpur district. In

her account of her childhood, she describes subsistence farming

and carrying heavy loads over long distances. She also remembers

wanting to explore a world beyond her village.

It is tempting, looking backwards from her running career, to turn

every difficult childhood journey into a training session. That

would make the story tidier than life. Physical work can develop

endurance, but hardship is not a coaching programme. It also

consumes time and restricts choices.

The distinction matters when celebrating athletes from rural

backgrounds. A landscape can offer the terrain for running

without providing shoes, nutrition, medical care, or a route into

organised competition. Being comfortable on steep paths and

being able to build a sporting career are different opportunities.

Rai’s later achievements invite admiration for the strength she

developed. They should also prompt curiosity about the

circumstances that almost kept that strength outside the sporting
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world.

Leaving home during the conflict

At 14, Rai joined the Maoist movement during Nepal’s civil war.

Her own biographical account places an early interest in sport in

that period. It was a profoundly different beginning from the

school teams, junior championships and structured coaching

associated with many elite athletes.

Her childhood involvement in the insurgency has often become the

headline of her story. It is an arresting contrast: a girl caught in a

country’s conflict later recognised for moving across mountains in

competition. But that contrast can also shrink a complicated life

into a transformation designed for an audience.

Joining an armed movement as a child should not be romanticised

as a necessary step towards achievement. Her sporting future was

not inevitable, and her later success does not erase the

vulnerability of that earlier chapter.

What followed the war was a search for direction. Sport offered a

possibility, but a possibility is not yet a livelihood. In Kathmandu,

where she pursued running and karate, she still needed a way to

turn effort into a sustainable future.
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The race she had not expected

The turning point came in 2014. As Rai later recalled in an

interview about her running and mentoring work, an invitation to

join other runners led her to what she thought would be a training

outing. Instead, she found herself at a 50-kilometre race.

She was poorly equipped for the distance, without the food and

running kit an experienced ultrarunner would normally prepare.

Her recollection includes bad weather, exhaustion and a stop for

something to eat and drink. She finished, and her performance

brought her to the attention of people who could help.

That day is often presented as discovery by chance. Chance

certainly belongs in the account. So does her decision to

participate, and the experience of moving through hills that she

brought with her. Just as crucial was the response: someone

recognised potential and treated it as worth supporting.

Richard Bull, associated with Trail Running Nepal, became an

important supporter. Rai credits his help with enabling her to

remain in Kathmandu and pursue running. Her talent had not

suddenly appeared. Its surroundings had changed.

From local trails to international results

International opportunities soon followed. Her early overseas

victories included races in Italy in 2014. In June 2015, she won the
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women’s 80-kilometre race at Mont Blanc in France, a

breakthrough that brought her much wider attention.

The scale of that result is easy to lose inside a short biography.

Eighty kilometres through mountain terrain demands more than

the ability to run fast. A runner must manage effort across climbs

and descents, keep eating, judge fatigue and continue making

decisions long after the first burst of enthusiasm has gone.

Rai was demonstrating that she could compete in an international

field, on unfamiliar ground, under the pressures of a major event.

Her background was part of what made people notice. The result

was why the sporting attention lasted.

A later interview looking back on her breakthrough identified the

Mont Blanc victory as a defining moment. For readers in Nepal, it

offered another way to picture a Nepali woman abroad:

competing, winning, and being recognised for her own athletic

skill.

Recognition, injury and returning

In 2017, Rai won the public vote for National Geographic’s

Adventurer of the Year. The announcement and coverage of the

award introduced her to audiences who might never have followed

a trail race.
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Public recognition, however, does not turn an athlete’s career into

uninterrupted progress. A knee injury in 2016 forced time away

from international competition. Her return included victory at

Scotland’s Ben Nevis Ultra in September 2017, a result also

recorded in her published race history.

The interruption belongs in the story as much as the prizes.

Sporting biographies tend to move quickly from one achievement

to the next. Recovery operates on another timetable. An athlete

may be celebrated for determination while still having to accept

the limits of an injured body.

In October 2018, she received an Asia Game Changer Award. By

then, recognition of Rai increasingly embraced what her

experience could mean for other people as well as what she had

achieved herself.

Making opportunity less accidental

The Mira Rai Initiative, founded in 2017, gave that ambition an

organisational form. Its stated purpose is to support trail running

and its community in Nepal, including opportunities for young

female athletes. Rai has described the aim as extending to others

the chances she received.

Reporting on the initiative has described training and educational

support, including English learning. Those activities make sense

together. An athlete travelling internationally needs more than
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fitness: the ability to communicate, understand arrangements and

navigate unfamiliar settings can affect whether an opportunity

becomes usable.

The initiative’s purpose suggests a practical response to her own

experience. Rather than waiting for another gifted runner to

happen upon the right race, create ways for promising athletes to

be identified and supported.

This is also a different measure of sporting influence. A medal

records what one athlete accomplished on one day. Mentoring can

change who gets to approach a starting line in the first place.

There are limits to what any individual organisation can do. One

successful athlete cannot replace a broad system of school sport,

accessible coaching and reliable support. But a smaller

programme can make the missing pieces visible, and it can matter

enormously to the people who receive its help.

There is a useful challenge here for how success is reported. The

dramatic moment is a finish line, but the quieter decisions around

an athlete often determine whether that moment can happen:

permission to spend time training, help with an application,

somewhere to stay, a person willing to explain an unfamiliar

process.
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Those details rarely fit on a winner’s photograph. They

nevertheless belong beside the celebration. Remembering them

gives aspiring runners something more useful than an instruction

to work harder. It gives supporters, schools and sporting

organisations specific questions to ask about the assistance they

could provide, and about whose potential they might otherwise

overlook.

A career beyond the origin story

Rai’s story is sometimes told as though its most important events

all happened in the first few years. Her UTMB athlete record

offers a more recent marker: on 12 April 2026, it lists her second

among women in the 21-kilometre event at the Desert RATS Trail

Running Festival by UTMB, with a time of 1:46:14.

That result should not be inflated into a claim about every part of

her current career. It does, however, remind us that she is a

working athlete whose story continues after the familiar

breakthrough and award.

For Nepal, the larger significance of Mira Rai is not that every girl

from the hills could become an international runner. It is that

ability cannot be judged fairly when access to opportunity is so

uneven.

Her achievements show what became possible when

determination met practical support. Her work with younger
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women asks whether that meeting can happen more often, with

less dependence on luck.

The hills were there before anyone called her an athlete. What

changed was the possibility of choosing where they might lead.

Featured photograph: Prabina Karki / Wikimedia Commons, licensed under

CC BY-SA 4.0. Colour balance by Bijay Chaurasia; no further edits.

Originally published by Nepal Digest - https://nepaldigest.com/mira-rai-nepal-trail-runner-story/

10 / 10

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Mira_Rai_02.JPG
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/

