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Cheung is 
one of the few 
runners in the 
world who has 
completed the 
World Marathon 
Majors.

For marathoner Walter Cheung, conquering high altitudes and 
trekking across deserts are possible as long as you are willing to 
strive on with a  “come what may” attitude. 

Story JOANNA LAM

The Power of 
BreakThrough

T here is no denying the exuberance and 
go-getting spirit of youth. But this is 
where Walter Cheung proves us wrong.

It was at the age of 45, Cheung 
decided to run a marathon – a 

life-changing moment for the head of corporate 
communications and corporate sustainability at hang 
Seng Bank. “I wanted to try something new,” recalls 
Cheung. “Coincidentally, at the time I had just finished 
reading the autobiography of Richard Branson, and 
I was so impressed by his thrill-seeking spirit that I 
wanted to be just like him – do something out of the 
ordinary, something I had never done before.” 

Cheung, who turned 60 this year, has so far 
completed 66 marathons in 30 locations around 
the world, including all six abbott World Marathon 
Majors – tokyo, Boston, London, Berlin, Chicago and 
New York. he is also the first from hong kong to have 
finished the everest Marathon, the world’s highest 
running event.

after completing his first race in 2002, the spirit of 
adventure that was kindled within has been burning 
brightly ever since. “I’ve been addicted to running,” 
beams Cheung, as he showed me around his office, 
where marathon photographs taken over the years 
in different cities and a glistening array of medals are 
proudly displayed in every corner.

Like many amateurs, Cheung has had his fair share 
of bumps. In fact, it happened during his first attempt 
at a full marathon. Suffering from cramps as he 
reached the 25-kilometre mark, he was in two minds 
whether to carry on or throw in the towel. One of the 
volunteers at the race advised him to call it a day. “But 
since I had told many of my family and friends about 
my maiden marathon, I didn’t want to fail at the first 
attempt. I grit my teeth, hobbled along and managed 
to get to finish line 10 minutes prior to the finish 
time,” Cheung smiles after sharing the anecdote.

the incident only taught him to train harder. 
“Marathon running is a tough sport – one that 
requires a lot of planning and self-discipline,” says 
Cheung. as someone who likes to push himself hard 
and who thrives under pressure, he joined a group of 
elite runners. “Ideally in their company you can just 
keep improving.”

One of the key things that drive Cheung is the 
camaraderie he shares with his mates. “I have come 
to know a lot of people through running and that has 
enriched my life by enabling me to build meaningful 
relationships. My running group loves sharing our 
experiences over good food and fine wine,” laughs 
Cheung. “It’s vital for us to discuss running techniques 
which help us to enhance our fitness levels and 
overcome injuries effectively.”

the other unexpected highlight of marathon 
running is the encouragement and support from 
strangers. “When spectators catch your name from 
your bib, they start cheering, ‘keep going, Walter, 
you’re doing great!”

he finds an incident during the Boston Marathon 
a few years ago particularly amusing. “as I was 
approaching the finish line at the Chicago Marathon, 
a lady kept shouting my name in a playful manner: 
‘[Where were you] Walter, I’ve been waiting for you!’”

While perseverance has played an important role 
in the bank official conquering marathons, knowing 
when to let go when the odds are against you is equally 
important. “During my race in aconcagua [argentina], 
my goal was to reach the summit of the 6,962-metre 
tall mountain, but as I approached 6,300 metres I had 
to re-evaluate my target as my injuries would have 
only deteriorated along with the increase in altitude,” 
recalls Cheung. eventually he decided that the risk 
was not worth it as the wounds could potentially turn 
serious that could affect a lot of opportunities in the 
future. “When it comes to tackling a challenging sport 
like this, one should weigh the pros and cons and know 
when’s a good time to withdraw,” advises Cheung.

“IN LIfe, YOu CaN’t 
SuCCeeD eveRY tIMe. 
LIfe IS RICheR WheN 
YOu uNDeRgO aND 
OveRCOMe paINfuL 
expeRIeNCeS.”
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Not only does Cheung love running marathons, 
he equally likes to write about it. “Marathon has given 
me a lot and I want to share my experiences,” says 
Cheung. aside from his columns in local newspapers, 
he published a book in april titled, Marathon Skies, 
in which he shares his experiences, its impact on his 
journey in life and the joy it has brought him.

With some of the world’s most challenging 
marathons under his belt, the seasoned campaigner 
continues to crave for even more adrenaline-filled 
experiences. “I believe in the power of self-challenge,” 
says Cheung. this is where Just Challenge comes 
in, a company founded by Lucy Bennett-Baggs 
that organises daunting overseas adventures for 
companies and individuals while at the same time 
raising funds for worthwhile causes. “In a truly 
daring excursion abroad, one needs a specialist who 
has the expertise, experience and network to make 
this happen. You need to have high confidence in 
the organiser who you can trust your life with,” says 
Cheung. “and Lucy is the person you can count on for 
such an adventure.”

Cheung took part in two expeditions organised 
by Bennett-Baggs – 100km treks through the Sahara 
in 2013 and gobi Desert in 2016 – for prince’s trust, 
a charity founded by prince Charles to help 11 to 
30 year-olds who are unemployed or struggling at 
school to transform their lives and Wateraid, an 
international charity that improves access to safe 
water, hygiene and sanitation in many parts of the 
world. “through engaging in these unique and 
challenging experiences, participants can develop 
their spirit of adventure and a sense of achievement to 
benefit their career development, alongside extending 
their social network,” says Cheung. “another big draw 
is the opportunity to conquer extreme territories 
alongside big names in the world of sports.” for 
the upcoming Challenge himalayas 2018 in March, 
participants can trek with kenton Cool, one of the 
world’s leading mountaineers who has conquered 
Mount everest 12 times. 

“WheN It COMeS tO taCkLINg a 
ChaLLeNgINg SpORt LIke thIS, 
ONe ShOuLD WeIgh the pROS aND 
CONS aND kNOW WheN’S a gOOD 
tIMe tO WIthDRaW”

top to bottom 
From the 
Sahara trek in 
2013, the Great 
Wall Marathon 
in 2008 to 
the Athens 
Marathon in 
2003, Cheung 
has conqured 66 
races to date.
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