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            ‘We should always be struggling to know. Know, then, thyself.’

            
                

            

            Geoff Oliver, age eighty-five, after running 77 miles at the Tooting 24-hour track race in south London

         

      

   


   
      
         

            Prologue

         

         I’m slumped on the ground, my back against a mound of sand, staring out through smudged, yellow sunglasses. All I can see, as far as the sky, is sand. Sand with scratches of dry grass. A wasteland. A faint trail runs through it. Tyre tracks that suggest civilisation can’t be far away. But I’m not moving. My legs are like two bits of rusted machinery I’ve been dragging along with me for days. It feels good to put them down. My groin, right where the front of my left leg fuses on to my body, screeches and grinds with each step when I run, but sitting here, it becomes a faint, almost pleasurable pain.

         My thoughts seem to exist outside myself. My essence, my core being, is just sitting here, melting into the sand, too exhausted to think. But the officers in my head, those left in charge of making sure I stay alive, are in frantic discussion.

         I can’t sit here all day. I’m low on water. The sun is too hot. I’ve come too far. Think of all that distance you’ve run. Countless miles across this soul-sapping sand. You can’t stop now. The end, the beach, the sea is only a few miles away. You can do it, one small step at a time. You didn’t come all this way to quit this close to the finish.

         I recall vaguely the various strategies I’ve used to keep myself going up until now. When things first got tough, around Day Two, I got myself pumped up. ‘Come on, tough guy,’ I told myself. ‘You can do this. You show them. The desert may be tough, but it won’t stop Mr Finn.’ I actually called myself Mr Finn. The race was already twisting my brain.

         By Day Five, though, the bravado had been replaced by tenderness as I cajoled myself along through the night stage. ‘It’s OK, don’t worry, you’ll make it. You’re going to be fine, just keep moving.’ The night lay dark and still around me. The sand under my feet brutally soft. But I got through it. Twenty-six miles in seven and a half hours. But I got there.

         But now, so close to the end, my will has run dry. The voices in my head are futile. I’m not moving.

         ‘That’s what you’re supposed to do, get up and drag yourself to the finish. But why? Who set up these stupid rules? You don’t have to play along like some prize poodle.’ This is interesting. I shuffle myself around so the grass is less spiky, stretching my legs, pushing my feet out in front of me. My shoes are full of sand, like they’re about three sizes too small. I’ve been coping with it like this for days. It’s a minor irritant, among everything else.

         ‘The really courageous thing to do, right now,’ the genius in my head continues, ‘would be to listen to yourself, not everyone else. Everyone else will tell you that you have to finish, that nobody quits this close to the end. But you’re different. You play by your own rules. You have nothing to prove. If you want to stop, you just stop.’ Sitting here, not moving, is beginning to feel like the ultimate act of rebellion. I’m quickly turning into the James Dean of desert running. Someone will come and find me eventually. They’ll try to egg me on to the finish, but I won’t play ball. I’ll show them. I play by my own rules.

         ‘Hey, Finn!’ I look up. An elderly German couple in their sixties are standing over me. I can’t quite tell if they’re smiling or grimacing.

         ‘Are you OK?’ Gudrun asks me kindly. She looks in shock.

         ‘Come on, get up,’ barks Hansmartin. ‘Follow us.’

         Before I know it I’m hauling myself up and we’re walking off in single file. Wading through the sand again, my groin wincing. Everything, my clothes, my backpack, my headscarf, is stuck to me with sweat. For days the sun has had me in its vice, slowly squeezing, wringing both my body and spirit dry. But now I’m up and moving again, following Hansmartin’s commanding footsteps. Nobody speaks. They’re nearly as exhausted as I am, but we plough on. It’s only walking, although they have poles and are striding along fairly seriously. I watch Hansmartin’s lolling backpack as he picks his way through the tufts of sand. And, eventually, I begin to recover. I begin to feel a tiny spasm of life return to my legs. My head starts to clear. Without even meaning to, I start to trot.

         ‘Ah, good, good,’ he says. ‘Go. We will see you at the finish.’ And with that I begin to run. The dunes are rising up like mountains now, the biggest dunes of the race, but I can almost smell the sea. I take off my glasses and shove them in my pocket. The sand is white. I scale the giant, shifting slopes, skipping and stumbling down the other side. I imagine I’m a child, excited, running for the sea.

         A few times I think I’m there, but another dune looms up before me. But I’m high on adrenaline now. I can sense the finish, calling to me. And then, suddenly, I’m there. An arc of balloons. Tents. People lolling in the waves. I’m almost the last finisher and most people are already relaxing in camp, cooking food, washing their clothes. A couple of Dutch runners spot me crossing the line and offer me a muted round of applause, but they’ve long since lost their enthusiasm for cheering people across the finish. A bored photographer steps out from his seat in the shade and points his camera at me. He asks me how I feel. For the race video, he says.

         I don’t know what to say. After everything I’ve been through I should be bubbling over with emotion, but instead I feel strangely muted.

         ‘That was hard,’ is all I can muster. ‘Bloody hard.’ And with that I unclip my backpack and stumble down the beach and walk straight into the cool waters of the Sea of Oman, collapsing into the waves.

         I am never doing anything as stupid as that ever again, I say to myself.

      

   


   
      
         

            1

         

         The Oman Desert Marathon was my first ultra marathon. It was just over 100 miles (165km) across the baking sand. I didn’t really want to do it. It only came up as an idea when an editor from the Financial Times contacted me and asked if I would write an article about it. My initial response was a firm no.

         I’ve always considered myself something of a purist when it comes to running. I would have as much admiration for a person who could run a mile in less than four minutes as I would for someone who has run around the entire world. To run the entire world would take determination, bloody-mindedness, good planning skills and a lot of spare time. But to be fast, really fast, that took skill, dedication, the careful honing of a precious talent over many years. To watch athletes like Mo Farah, David Rudisha or Eliud Kipchoge in full flow was to witness something poetic, at once combining the depths of human effort with incredible grace, balance and power. It was running made beautiful.

         Ultra running, on the other hand, was to bludgeon running until it was close to death. Backpacks, poles, food, head torches – they all muddied the water. It became something else. Admirable and courageous, sure. Mad and insane, perhaps. But it was no longer running.

         It secretly annoyed me when people who asked about my running were more impressed with how far I ran than how fast. To me, the distance was irrelevant if you didn’t know the speed. In my head, anyone could run far if they jogged, or walked even. There was little merit in that.

         One day I was getting a cup of tea in the office in London when a colleague who knew I did some running broached the subject.

         ‘You do triathlons, don’t you?’ he asked.

         ‘No,’ I replied.

         ‘Oh. Ultra marathons?’

         ‘No,’ I said. He looked confused.

         ‘Just marathons?’ he said.

         To run a marathon used to be a big deal. People used to be impressed. They would sometimes even ask your time, and if you had run under three hours you would get a satisfyingly impressed raise of the eyebrows. But that water-cooler sentiment that wanted to shake its head at how mad some people were, that wanted a quick hit of ‘bloody hell, that’s crazy, rather you than me’, but didn’t want to get bogged down in the details, had got used to bigger, more extreme things. Marathons were now small fry. It seemed we had entered the age of ‘just marathons’. Now running had to come with the overblown prefix ‘ultra’. One hundred miles across the desert? Wow. Everyone could be impressed by that.

         Except me, it seemed. Whenever I watched a video on an ultra race website and saw people walking, my heart sank. I read a blog called ‘The A to Z of UltraRunning’ and under W it said: ‘Walking: A mode of travel rarely acknowledged but commonly used during ultra marathons. We’ve even named it “powerhiking” to save some face.’

         To me, in my world of fast 10Ks and Tuesday track sessions with my athletics club, ultra marathons – any race longer than a standard 26.2-mile marathon – only impressed people who didn’t know anything about running. But I did know about running. So I said no to the Oman job.

         It was my wife, Marietta, who got me to rethink.

         ‘Don’t people pay a lot of money to do races like that?’ she said. ‘And you’re getting invited to do it. I thought you liked running?’

         Yes, these big stage races, set over a number of days, were not cheap. Then you needed the equipment. It was a huge personal investment, with lots of time away from home and work. Why did people do that? It surely wasn’t simply to impress their colleagues at the tea-point.

         The more I thought about what it actually entailed, the more I realised that, while perhaps as a runner this wasn’t my kind of race, purely as an experience it would be an amazing adventure: to run across the desert; to sleep under the stars; to cross a hundred miles of wilderness under my own steam. Put like that, it felt suddenly enticing, epic even. I jilted my runner-geek self aside for a moment. This was an opportunity to connect with nature, the planet, to spend some time out in the wild. Who knew what it would be like and what I would discover out there under the baking sun? I might come back a changed person. And besides, I’d hardly lose any fitness for my ‘real’ running. I’d be a lean, mean machine by the time I got home. It was win-win. So I called the editor back.

         ‘I know it looks a bit mental,’ he said. ‘It’s over six days, but you could just do two or three if you preferred.’

         No, I now wanted the full experience. The idea had suddenly gripped me and was slowly dragging me in. I wanted to feel what it was like to take on such a challenge and make it out the other side. It couldn’t be too difficult, I reasoned, for a real runner like me.

         
            *

         

         I arrived in Muscat at one o’clock in the morning on a flight with around ten other runners – including the German couple Gudrun and Hansmartin, whom I had met on the plane. We were expecting to be taken straight to a hotel, so when the organiser meeting us said that instead we would be waiting in the airport until the bus came at 9 a.m., I got a little annoyed.

         ‘Sit in the café,’ he suggested flippantly, as though he was brushing away a child. His English wasn’t great and I wondered if perhaps I was misunderstanding him.

         ‘Sit in the café? For eight hours?’ I asked, my voice rising a little too much. Surely he wasn’t serious. We were about to run 100 miles across the desert. We needed our rest. But he just shrugged and pulled down his cap, pretending not to understand.

         I was on the point of telling him that I was from the Financial Times and that this just wasn’t good enough. I turned around to look for support from my fellow runners. But there was no one there. It was just the empty arrivals hall. Where had they all gone?

         As I skulked away, I realised that while I had been stamping my feet and remonstrating, the other runners, on hearing of the delay, had all calmly whipped out their roll mats and sleeping bags and found somewhere to sleep on the airport floor. For a moment I stood there confused. Did they know something I didn’t? Or was this somehow an ultra running thing?

         In the event, the bus arrived three hours early and we were all shipped off to a comfortable hotel oasis in a narrow valley between mountainous sand dunes. But the reaction of the other runners to this small setback was something I would think about many times over the next few years as I went on to tackle one crazy ultra race after another.

         
            *

         

         At the hotel oasis, the dunes were so high that you could hire snowboards for racing down them, although the locals seemed to prefer driving up and down in their shiny 4x4s. The runners, of course, used their legs, with everyone from the race walking up to the top of the dune that evening, having emerged from our rooms one by one, to catch the sunset. We stood in small awkward groups, still getting to know each other, the sky big and clear, the air warm on our skin. Then we raced back down in the dark laughing and tumbling through the sand.

         Tomorrow we would be doing it for real, for hours, in the heat of the day, with everything we needed for six days strapped across our backs.

         I’d been sold this race by the organisers – via the FT editor – as a ‘manageable’ first ultra marathon. It was like a shorter, easier version of the famous Marathon des Sables, they told me. The MdS was one of the most famous races in the world, 156 miles across the Sahara desert. It billed itself as the Toughest Footrace on Earth, though I had it on good authority from a number of ultra runners that it was no such thing. But regardless of the hyperbole, the MdS was a serious undertaking. It wasn’t the kind of thing I was planning to go anywhere near, so I was pleased to hear that this race in Oman was an easier option. ‘MdS-lite’, as I heard someone describe it. It was in the desert, sure, but we would not be running on soft sand, the organisers told me, but on hard-baked earth. And 100 miles over six days, well, that wasn’t too bad either. It would be like a hot-weather training camp.

         So, standing on the start line in the small town of Bidiyah, I felt fairly relaxed. This was not a race, but an adventure. For the first time in my running life I wasn’t worrying about my speed. I was just here to enjoy the experience. This took the pressure off. Without the need to push the pace, I could just jog, and part of me seemed to believe I could jog for ever. Really, how hard could it be just to keep your feet churning over gently? I was a little worried about the heat, and at the back of my mind I was concerned that the required kit for the race included an anti-venom pump, a knife and a signalling mirror. While I had been enjoying telling people, in the weeks leading up to the race, that I was off to run across the desert, as though I was some sort of action hero, the thought suddenly hit me that I may actually have to deal with a dangerous situation. Would I be able to cope if something happened?

         In the town square, the local people had come out to wave us off. We were given a ceremonial dance and the village bustled happily with men in long, white robes, expensive daggers and iPhones tucked into their belts.

         Among the hullabaloo, a Swedish woman, Elisabet Barnes, stood not watching the dancers, but serious, with the air of someone focused on the job at hand. I had befriended Elisabet in the oasis hotel the evening before. She lived in England and had recently won the famous Marathon des Sables. I asked her for some tips as we sat on cushions eating couscous and grilled vegetables at low tables.

         ‘Have you stitched or glued your gaiters to your shoes?’ she asked. Elisabet owned a specialist ultra running shop in Essex. She knew her stuff. My gaiters clipped on to my shoes. Wasn’t that enough? They came like that. I thought it was quite nifty.

         ‘Oh,’ she said, trying her best not to look concerned. ‘You’ll probably be OK. How much sand running have you done?’

         Er … none. But the race was on mostly hard-baked earth, that’s what I was told.

         She was smiling like she was not sure. ‘Maybe,’ she said. ‘How much does your bag weigh?’

         I had no idea. She took a deep breath. I told her the organiser had tried to scare me by telling me not to bring any pictures of my family. ‘You’ll end up burying them in the sand,’ he had said. ‘People even trim their toothbrushes to save weight.’ She didn’t say anything, but carried on eating.

         ‘That’s not true?’ I said. ‘That’s ridiculous. Right?’ But the look on her face told me that she didn’t think so. I suddenly felt way out of my depth.

         ‘Of course, it’s not necessary,’ she said. ‘It’s as much about getting in the right frame of mind, knowing you have done everything possible to be light, that you have left no stone unturned. It helps you mentally to feel ready.’

         So I hadn’t trained on sand, my gaiters were useless and my bag was probably too heavy. And I hadn’t trimmed my toothbrush. But how hard could this be? Gudrun and Hansmartin were in their sixties, and there was a blind Frenchwoman in her late fifties in the race. As long as I controlled my pace, kept jogging, shuffling along, I would be fine.

         
            *

         

         And so we trotted off out of Bidiyah, past the waving children and the last trees we would see for six days. I was careful to take it slowly, running in the middle of all the bobbing backpacks. It was barely running. I watched my shadow, the pillow I’d snaffled off the flight strapped on to the top of my bag. That was a stroke of genius. It weighed almost nothing, but it would help me sleep. I may only have clip-on gaiters, but I had a pillow.

         There were only about seventy-five runners in total and the field soon began to spread out. For the first hour we made our way along a flat, sandy plain until, after the first water stop, the route headed up into the sand dunes. Here the sand was soft, sloping, wind-blown. It was difficult to walk through it, let alone run. These were the dunes of Tintin books, made of the fine sand that finds its way into your shoes no matter how tight your gaiters are fixed. And mine were not tightly fixed at all.

         The temperature was also rising – getting close to 40°C by the time we were up in the dunes. I struggled on, sinking with each heavy step, getting slower and slower. I kept expecting the more experienced runners to come by me, but no one appeared. They must have been having similar difficulties.

         With relief, after a few hours of trudging and cursing, we rolled down one long final dune and on to a flat section to the finish. But it had been a tougher first day than I had expected.

         I somehow convinced myself, sitting in the Berber-style tents in the camp that afternoon, that they had sent us through the dunes on the first day to give us a sample of what it was like, to get things off to a crazy start, but that the rest of the race would be mostly on the promised hard-baked earth that ran here and there between the dunes.

         It must have been what everyone else was thinking too, because at about 4 p.m. a cry went up around the camp. What was it? People were pointing, coming out of their tents, shaking their heads. ‘It must be a joke,’ someone said. ‘Impossible,’ said another.

         On top of the highest dune opposite, sat the first course marker for the next stage. We were going to have to start Day Two by running straight up there. This wasn’t going to get easier.

         And so it went. Each day I was sure that was it, that the next day we would get some respite. But each day was harder than the last; the endless sand, the heat squeezing the life out of me. I got moments of energy, of inspiration. On Day Four I realised I was ranked in the top twenty and, suddenly inspired to compete, I decided to try to do the whole stage without walking. It almost worked. Rather than walk, when the sand got really soft I just slowed to a pitter-patter shuffle. It was slow, but easier and quicker than walking. Less sinking in. As the dunes rolled, I rolled with them. I was getting this. I wasn’t going to be defeated.

         I finished Day Four with a fist pump and went to sit among the fastest runners, waiting for the others to complete their weary way. The good thing about running faster was that you spent less time out in the stranglehold of the heat. It was, in some ways, easier to go faster. And the next day, the organisers told us, the course would be flatter and the sand would be firmer. I don’t know why, as they said this every day, but this time I really believed them. I could even picture it in my head, a firm road to the finish. I was going to cruise this.

         Day Five was the longest stage of the race – exactly a marathon – and was to be run mostly at night. The top twenty runners were to start two hours after everyone else. That afternoon we all gathered around and they did a roll call, reading out the names of the top twenty. I was on it, number seventeen. Tough guy Finn. Don’t mess. I tried not to look too chuffed with myself as we went back to our tents. Seasoned ultra runners were talking about how hard this race was. But, half prepared, I was still going strong.

         Lots of people do these races in part for the camaraderie of the other competitors. Running together through the desert for a week, you begin to form close bonds. In Tent Two, as we became known, we were a group mainly of Italians – one the mother of a Premier League football player – as well as a Belgian bioengineer, a bubbly South African woman and a fellow Brit, Rob, who was in the army.

         A couple of the others in Tent Two were also in the top twenty, but my buddy Dino had just missed out. He seemed happy, though. He didn’t care about his position, he was there for the experience, to chat, and to take photographs. He held court in our tent most afternoons, once we had all settled down to rest, telling us about all the places he had been – over two hundred countries in all, he said, often listing them – and usually for crazy ultra races. He had stories about scrapes with bandits in Mexico, close calls with crocodiles in Botswana, falling down crevices in Iceland. He told them all with verve, good humour and a generous dollop of pantomime.

         Months later Dino sent me a clip of an interview he did about the Oman race on Italian Sky Sports television – this guy was always being interviewed by someone. In the clip he tells the story of how in his tent there was the Italian mother of a Liverpool football player and an English guy from Liverpool. That was me. I wasn’t from Liverpool, but I had lived there for three years as a student and I liked the football team. Anyway, he talked about how we spent those long afternoons reminiscing about the Liverpool football legends, the great games, and about the Liverpool anthem, which the fans always sing on match days, ‘You’ll Never Walk Alone’.

         Then, on one of the race stages he found himself alone and tiring, the sun beating down with full force. He had begun walking and humming this song quietly to himself, becoming lost in his own world, so much so that he didn’t notice that I had caught him up. Hearing what he was humming, I joined in. He looked across at me through his mirrored sunglasses with a big grin and together we walked on singing ‘You’ll Never Walk Alone’ at the tops of our voices like two merry football fans.

         ‘You know,’ he said to the interviewer. ‘You go to the crazy places, you meet the crazy people.’ I don’t know if he meant me or him, or both, but I liked that. Ultra running and the places it took you were indeed crazy, and I was beginning to realise that it attracted a certain type of person. Unhinged, perhaps, but also open, friendly and warm. At least, that’s what Dino said.

         
            *

         

         At about 3 p.m., I joined the top twenty, the crack ultra-running elite squad, to wave the main group off on their way, Dino at the front. We watched them disappear like scuttling ants across the sand. Then we went back to our tents to prepare.

         My bag was getting lighter now, as I ate my way through my supplies, and it felt easier to carry. I was going to fly, I told myself. Especially with the firmer ground this time.

         But the firmer ground never came. And as the night wore on, the endless track of churned-up sand got softer and softer. I felt like I was slowly sinking into the Earth. I realised I had pushed too hard the day before, and my legs were struggling now. My strained groin had been taped up by one of the race doctors, but it began aching for real this time. Both my Achilles were also sore, biting at me with each step.

         Of the leading twenty runners, I was by far the slowest on this stage. We set off at dusk like a little hunting party, in chase of the others, but I soon got left behind on my own. I had to run for hours in the headlights of the car that followed the very last runner. It was irritating, hearing it behind me, disrupting the desert silence, but at least it kept me moving.

         I eventually began to catch people from the slower group, but by then I was hardly moving any faster than they were. We would talk as I walked along beside them for a while. And then I would summon the energy to run on a little.

         As the night went on, I walked more and ran less. I had to keep re-estimating how long I was going to be out there. Five hours. Then six. Then seven. Would I ever get to the finish? A few times I stopped and turned my head torch off and stood looking at the blitz of stars above my head. Here I was, a tiny being alone on the edge of a planet flying through space. It seemed ridiculous to be worrying about my race position. Who cared how slowly I ran? It was a relief to realise that no one did. Not even me. I could just walk and take in the majesty of the expanding universe.

         But then, on the other hand, I would be out here all night if I didn’t get moving. So I would try to shuffle on again. Eventually I fell into a sort of trance, listening to the water sloshing around in my bottle, running to it like some sort of drum beat, my breathing synchronised with it. The circle of light on the ground in front of me was all I saw, a light at the end of a long, dark tunnel. I ran on, into the light, over and over, slosh, slosh, slosh.

         Finally I got there. A marathon in seven hours and 34 minutes. A few months earlier I had run a road marathon in under three hours. That was a big drop-off. My race, as a competitor, as a top twenty guy, was over. I had fallen into a dark pit, but I had made it out alive. I had finished. And right then that was all that mattered. Until the morning. It was 1 a.m. The next stage, the final stage of the race, would begin in eight hours. I needed to get some sleep.

         I hobbled back through the quiet camp. I was the last person back to Tent Two that night. I wanted to crawl into my sleeping bag and disappear, but I could barely bend down to take off my shoes. So I just stood there staring into the dark tent, full of sleeping bodies, feeling like some sort of running zombie. Even though they were already tucked up in their beds, Rob and Dino, noticing me standing there, got up to help, Rob preparing a recovery drink, while Dino untied my shoelaces. Neither of them spoke. They, too, had struggled that night. We didn’t need to say anything; we had all been through the same thing. The trauma of it was written across our faces.

         I was just settling down in a clean T-shirt given to me by Rob – as my only one was drenched in sweat – when we heard a blood-curdling cry. People were shouting, mostly in Italian, torches were buzzing back and forth. I couldn’t move. I just lay there in my sleeping bag, still shaking from my run, praying that everything would be OK.

         It turned out that one poor guy, after all that, after ten hours pushing his weary body through the sand, had returned to his tent and sat down on a scorpion. I don’t know if I could have coped.

         The medics were soon on hand to treat him and after a bit of commotion, people darting back and forth in the moonlight, a truck somewhere starting up, he was safe and in the medical tent for the night. Amazingly, a few hours later, as the sun was rising, he joined the rest of us on the start line for the final stage.

         I stood at the back of the huddle, the sun already bright. Once more unto the breach, dear friends. But I had no fight left. A Dutch runner had told me at the end of Day Two, after he had stopped trying to run, and had started walking, that ‘the light went off’. His desire to race, to get to the finish as fast as he could, just died. Without a reason to be out here, a fire in your belly to push yourself, it was easy to lose the will to continue. I now knew what he meant. My light had gone off. Less than twenty paces into the final stage I decided I couldn’t run any more. I was already walking. My energy level was at zero. My legs were shattered, my patched-up groin weeping in pain with each step. And we had 14 miles of soft sand left until the finish.

         It was the longest slog of my life. Each step, even at a slow walk, was a torment. The sun was up and burning like a kiln. I kept sitting down, stopping. Why rush, my competition was over. But the finish beckoned. The sea. We were finishing at the sea. I fantasised about splashing and frolicking in the waves.

         It was somewhere along that desolate road that Gudrun and Hansmartin found me. And saved me.

         Later, after my swim, the atmosphere in the camp was different. People were happy, relaxed. The post-run intensity of the previous days had gone. As we lay on our sleeping bags, staring out to sea, thoughts began to drift back to home, to jobs, to our lives in cities, in houses; to life beyond the hot, inhospitable, engulfing desert. Did I imagine it, or was the happiness, the relief to have finished, tinged with a little sadness?

         It turned out that this race was tough for a first ultra. Many of the runners had also run the Marathon des Sables. Most of them thought that this, with its endless soft sand, was tougher.

         ‘The Marathon des Sables is a wellness camp after this,’ said Gudrun, now a veteran of both races.

         ‘It was like the Alps at the end,’ said the Swedish runner Elisabet. ‘Except the mountains were made of sand.’ She, it turned out, had won every stage of the race and added the Oman Desert Marathon to her growing list of victories. After my struggles it seemed like another world to be running these races to compete and to win. It was a select group of about five men and women who set out each day with such things on their mind, ready to push hard, worrying about rivals, making moves, employing tactics. The rest of us were just trying to keep alive the will to get to the finish.

         
            *

         

         After I got home to England, I kept thinking about the appeal of ultra running. I had been attracted initially to the romance and adventure of it all, crossing the desert by foot, but there are easier ways to experience the majesty and beauty of the world. Camel trekking, for instance, or hiking, would be just as much of an adventure, without the straining, cursing and struggle. Yet it seems as though everyone, me included, despite the depths of pain we endured, especially in that endless night stage, felt happy and content afterwards. A tranquil harmony reigned over the camp that day after the final stage. Did we just suddenly forget the pain and the suffering? Or was the suffering part of why we were happy?

         One afternoon during the race, one of the Dutch runners had been talking about something the famous ultra runner and author Dean Karnazes had once said, that people mistake comfort for happiness. ‘Happiness needs to be earned,’ the Dutchman said emphatically. I sat listening, looking around the camp, thinking of the huge effort involved in setting up this race, relocating the camp each night in such an inhospitable place, each runner spending vast sums of money to be there, flying to this far-flung corner of the world, running through the heat, across sand, for hours each day. Was this all so we could feel that we had earned our happiness?

         In the midst of the race, and struggling to understand what she was doing there, Gudrun had asked rhetorically: ‘Why do we do this? We have such a nice home.’

         Standing next to her, her husband, Hansmartin, chipped in: ‘Because we have a nice home.’

         If happiness wasn’t in comfort, was it somehow to be found in being uncomfortable? Was there some need for those of us with no suffering in our lives, to find some? Because it made us appreciate our homes and our comforts more? Or did suffering a little somehow make us stronger, more fulfilled human beings?

         These questions played on my mind as I thought back to that moment when we first arrived in Muscat and were told to wait in the airport for eight hours. After the race was over, I realised that given the same situation again, I too would now be more likely to pull out my sleeping bag and grab some kip. A few hours in an airport no longer seemed such a terrible hardship. After a week running across the desert, something had changed.

      

   


   
      
         

            2

         

         While I’m not exactly hooked, I find myself being drawn in, intrigued to find out more about this world of ultra running. A few weeks after Oman, I get to meet Elisabet again. I’ve been commissioned to interview her for an article for the Guardian, so she comes to meet me at the newspaper’s offices in central London, where we sit on leather sofas, drinking espresso as people queue to buy their lunchtime sandwiches. I ask her how she first started ultra running.

         She tells me she used to be a keen marathon runner, fitting her training in around a well-paid job in London’s financial district. ‘I kept improving,’ she says. ‘But there came a point when I thought, what shall I do now? I could run a marathon faster – which is, of course, difficult, and a good challenge – or I could go further. And I just thought it would be interesting to explore the going further.’

         Her decision to delve into ultra running was accelerated by some unexpected life events. Within a short span of time her father died, her mother was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s, and her husband got cancer. ‘All of those things,’ she says, ‘make you realise that life is very short, and you just have to do it, you can’t sit and wait.’

         So she quit her job in the City and set off in search of adventure. To fund her way she set up her running shop, but since winning the MdS and now the Oman race, people have started writing articles about her, and sponsorship deals have begun to come her way. This makes it easier for her to travel to races and take on more challenges. What started off as a risky move seems to be paying off.

         Listening to her talk, I too feel a stirring. It reminds me of the feeling I had when I first decided to run a marathon. The idea had been hovering on the horizon for years, watching me as I tackled shorter races, wondering what was taking me so long. Suddenly, it was time. Life was moving on. So I ran a marathon.

         Ever since then, on the horizon, I keep catching glimpses of a trail up a mountain. A long, winding trail. I’m forty-two years old. I’ve had a few decent attempts at the marathon. Maybe it is time to explore the going further. To explore just what it is that people find out there on that trail that compels them to run these improbable distances.

         It’s so intriguing that I’m soon on the phone to my editor. ‘I think I’ve found my next subject,’ I say. I’ve written books about travelling to Kenya and Japan to explore two unique running cultures. This time I’m drawn to investigate a cross-cultural, global phenomenon, which I’m only just beginning to realise is so huge. What is this world of ultra running? Who are the people taking part? What is it all about? The best way to find out, I decide, is to sign up for another race.

         
            *

         

         Over the last decade, ultra running has grown at a staggering rate, becoming one of the fastest-growing sports in the world.

         The website runultra.co.uk lists most of the world’s biggest ultra marathons. Its founder, Steve Diederich, tells me that when he set it up twelve years ago he found 160 races listed globally. He now has over 1,800 races on the site – an increase of over 1,000 per cent. The German ultra running website DUV, meanwhile, lists the results of many smaller races, with its forensic database going all the way back to the first 89km London to Brighton race in 1837. Over the last ten years the site plots a similar 1,000 per cent increase in the number of ultra races around the world.

         Andy Nuttall, the editor of ULTRA magazine, drilled down deeper into the DUV statistics and found that in the UK the rise of the sport has been even steeper: in 2000, only 595 people finished an ultra marathon in the UK. By 2017, the number of finishers had grown to 18,611.

         Everywhere I look, it’s a similar story. Ultra Running magazine in the US collects figures for North America, which show the number of races and finishers increasing every year since 1981. In Asia, too, the number of ultra races has exploded. Nic Tinworth, a race director in Hong Kong, tells me that ten years ago there were six ultra races in the territory, but that there are now over sixty. ‘In previous years,’ he says, ‘you could just turn up on the day in Hong Kong and enter, but now the most popular races sell out in minutes.’

         Many of the world’s most over-subscribed races, such as the Ultra-Trail du Mont-Blanc in France and the Western States 100 in the US, have had to implement lottery systems to cope with the numbers wanting to take part. Diederich manages the UK entries for the Marathon des Sables. Despite the steep £4,250 entry fee, he says the race sells out each year in a couple of minutes.

         What are all these runners striving for? I experienced something transformative in Oman that stayed with me long after the race. But I sense there is more to discover. I fell apart over the last two stages and almost gave up. Imagine if I could stay strong, even in the face of such a challenge.

         I remember being struck by a photograph I saw of the Spanish ultra athlete Azara García, who has a tattoo on her leg that reads (in Spanish):

         
            The Devil whispered in my ear: ‘You’re not strong enough to withstand the storm.’

            I whispered back: ‘I am the storm.’

         

         Is this the appeal of ultra running? To push ourselves to a place where we stand face to face with the Devil, the depths of the struggle, but then to rise up and overcome it? Could I stare into the storm – whatever it may be, whatever is thrown at me – and overwhelm it with the force of my will? It is an enticing thought. And a far cry from the FT journalist complaining because his bus to the hotel is late.

         I have to admit, this is all very appealing to my ego. I find myself watching a documentary about human evolution and the role running played in it, and a Professor of Anthropology at Hunter College in New York says: ‘We even have on record humans who can run 100 miles in one go.’ He says it as if it is scarcely credible, like these must be some kind of super-humans. And I spy my ego glancing over at me with that cocksure look that says: you could do that.

         As the US comedian and ultra runner Michelle Wolf puts it in an interview with Runner’s World magazine: ‘It does kind of make you feel like a badass.’

         Talking to other ultra runners, however, I get the feeling that it isn’t only the satisfaction and validation of overcoming the challenge and making it to the finish that appeals to them, but also the feeling of oblivion they get from striding into the midst of the storm in the first place, from teetering so close to the edge. Digging in the pain cave, as seasoned ultra runners describe it with relish.

         When I start scouting around for races to enter, I find myself looking at the race profiles, and each time I feel a ripple of fear in my stomach. It seems that every ultra race has to produce a slick, short film with dramatic, sweeping shots and lots of high drama. And always, at some point, it shows someone looking broken, close to tears. The runners look more like survivors of some near-apocalyptic disaster than sportsmen and women. It is telling that these are the images they choose to advertise the race. People want to experience this despair, they want to get this close to their own self-destruction.

         Many ultra runners tell me they were inspired to take up the sport after reading Dean Karnazes’s first book, Ultra Marathon Man. In it he describes in minute detail the process of being broken by a 100-mile race, with one thing after another failing in his body and mind until it seems nothing is left and he is literally crawling along the road on his hands and knees. I read it and I shudder. I don’t want to hurt that badly. But other runners say they read that and thought: ‘That’s what I want.’

         So, a little scared, but with my ego convinced that I’m tough enough, I begin to search for a race that will give me the full experience of ultra running, that will deliver me into the heart of this growing sport, that will reveal the secrets and allow me to fully understand what is going on.

         It is a big, unwieldy thing to get my head around, a sport morphing in many directions at once. With no central overseeing body or organisation, the races, interest groups and self-appointed guardians of ultra running jostle and fight for control and for a cut of the increasing amounts of money sloshing around. It’s a Wild West of a sport, still untamed, with many of the original prospectors fiercely protective of it, pushing back against the encroachment of ‘brands’ and ‘outsiders’ – people, they feel, who don’t understand the ethos of the sport. For many, part of the appeal of ultra running is its low-key, ‘Into the Wild’ minimalism, a chance to lose yourself in the wilderness, to cross the toughest, most extreme environments on Earth with little more than a flask of water and a rain jacket.

         For some seasoned ultra runners, the influx of newcomers is already too much, and they are turning their backs on the big races in search of more isolated challenges. One outlet for these people, who hate mass starts and goody bags even more than a long night of hypothermia clinging to the side of a frozen rock face, is another growing phenomenon called FKTs (Fastest Known Times). This is where people head off, often alone, to run a set route faster than anyone ever (knowingly) has before. It could be from one end of New Zealand to the other, or a famous hiking trail such as the Appalachian Trail in the US. Or to the top of Mount Everest.

         But I’ll find out more about these later. For now I am looking for races. They are OK with me. I have run many races over the years. I’m just looking to run further, that’s all.

         A word you commonly hear when people talk about ultra races is ‘runnable’. Some races are considered more runnable than others. This doesn’t necessarily mean you can run the whole way, unless you’re one of the sport’s superstars, but in theory the trail is smooth enough, the ascents and descents manageable enough, that you can run most of it. Some athletes complain when races are too runnable. These people prefer the opposite, known in ultra jargon as ‘technical’ races, where the climbs and descents are too steep and the ground too uneven to run freely. Races where you need to watch your step and occasionally use your hands.

         I definitely veer towards runnable over technical. Sure, we can walk the tough parts, and I’m OK with some scrambling over rocks, but if I do this, I still want to run.

         The world of ultra running is a tree with many branches. The oldest of these, at least in the UK, is fell running, known as hill running in Scotland and mountain running in Ireland. These races can be of any length, from a mile to unfixed ultra distances, and take place across mountains and on mostly unmarked routes, meaning some self-navigation is usually required. The first known fell race took place way back in 1040, when King Malcolm Canmore of Scotland organised one in Braemar in Aberdeenshire to help him select a swift messenger.

         Despite its long history, fell running remains a parochial branch of the sport. Its local roots and low-key, no-nonsense character are part of its appeal and are fiercely protected. I’d love to try it, but when I think about taking up ultra running, what I’m really imagining is something more global and all-encompassing. The part of the sport responsible for the boom in numbers.

         Another branch of ultra running, and one that is seeing a big rise in the number of people taking part, is the multi-day stage races such as the Marathon des Sables, which are usually held in exotic, inhospitable places: deserts, the jungle, the Arctic Circle. These races are expensive to enter and require lots of planning.

         There is disdain in some parts of the ultra running world towards some of these big multi-day races. Part of the resentment is against the cost and the corresponding hype of races such as the MdS. ‘A holiday for CEOs’ is how one ultra runner described them to me. Having been out there in the desert, I could see it was tough and gruelling, but also we did spend a good part of each day recovering in our tents. And despite being completely unprepared for it, I had been running near the front of the race for much of the time. A holiday may be pushing it, but I’m sure there are tougher, more competitive races out there.

         Indeed, another offshoot of the sport includes a whole host of races so tough and extreme that each one seems to occupy its own category. These include races such as the Spine Race, which traverses 268 miles of the Pennine Way in the north of England. Non-stop. In January. Or the Badwater 135, which starts in Death Valley in California, one of the hottest places on Earth, where temperatures in the race have hit 54°C. Or the Barkley Marathons, an extreme 100-mile race on an unmarked route through remote mountains in Tennessee – so tough that in the first twenty-five years of the race only ten people managed to finish it. Or there is the longest ultra race in the world: the Self Transcendence 3100, which is a 3,100-mile race around a single city block in New York City.

         I’m looking for something to push me to my limits, but I’m not insane. And I still want to run. You can’t run for 3,100 miles. Races like the Barkley Marathons are more about your wits, your mind and your survival skills than running. I want that, too, but I want it to still be, to some degree, a running race.

         Another offshoot of the ultra world, one where you can run, are the mostly flat, looped races over accurately measured distances such as 100km, or races that go on for a set time, such as 24-hour races. There are world championships and world records in these races, which bear the closest resemblance to regular marathon running.

         These races interest me, but, like fell running, they aren’t the reason for the phenomenal rise in ultra running. Little has changed in the participation levels in these events since the 1980s, or the 1950s, or even way back to their heyday in the 1870s.

         It’s an interesting aside to note that while these fixed-loop ultra races are today among the least glamorous and least heralded of all the ultra running branches, they were once among the biggest sporting events in the world.

         It seems strange to us now, but in the nineteenth century, the sport of ultra running was incredibly popular, with huge crowds turning up to cheer on competitors in six-day races around tight indoor tracks in London or at New York’s Madison Square Garden. Hefty prizes worth hundreds of thousands of pounds in today’s money were taken home by the victors, while the fashionable and well-to-do of the day mingled with the rowdy crowds that turned up to bet, drink and socialise.

         The sport rose in popularity in part on the back of the exploits of an American named Edward Payson Weston. It all began when, in 1861, after losing a bet with a friend over the outcome of the 1860 presidential election, he was forced to walk the 478 miles from Boston to Washington DC in ten days, in an effort to make it in time to witness the inauguration of President Abraham Lincoln.

         As news of his feat of endurance got out, it stirred the curiosity of people living along the route, and crowds started coming out and lining the streets to see him walk through their town. He caused such a stir that when he got to Washington, although he missed the inauguration by a few hours, he was invited to the president’s ball that evening and got to shake hands with President Lincoln.

         Encouraged by this reaction, over the next few years Weston undertook a series of ever more challenging routes. By all accounts a showman – he sometimes played a bugle while walking, or walked backwards to entertain the crowds – by the 1870s Weston’s fame as a long-distance walker had grown to the point where he decided to capitalise by bringing his act indoors where he could charge people to watch. As a result he set in motion a craze for six-day races – the longest time you could walk and run without encroaching on the sanctity of the Sabbath. Over the next few years he held a series of closely fought and wildly popular head-to-head matches with an Irish American called Daniel O’Leary.

         The six-day race reached its pinnacle in 1878 when a British nobleman, Sir John Astley, sponsored five international races for lucrative prize money and a championship gold and silver belt inscribed with the words ‘Long Distance Champion of the World’.

         Previous incarnations of the sport of pedestrianism, as it was known, are recorded as far back as the early 1700s. While these races, often of 1,000 miles in length, also drew large crowds, they were strictly walking races, with rules about heel-to-toe contact similar to today’s walking competitions. In contrast, the six-day races of the 1870s were more akin to modern ultra running, and became known as ‘go-as-you-please’ matches in which contestants could walk, run or rest whenever they wanted.

         The Astley Belt contests were the biggest sporting events of any sort during the period, complete with brass bands, enthusiastic press coverage and substantial betting. The first of the five races took place in London in 1878, in the Agricultural Hall, Islington, and pitted seventeen Englishmen against the Irish-born O’Leary from America – Weston’s old foe. O’Leary won the race, covering a total distance of 520 miles.

         The second Astley Belt race was held later that year before capacity crowds totalling over 30,000 at Madison Square Garden in New York. O’Leary, the champion, won again to take home the $10,000 first prize (over $250,000 in today’s money), plus a portion of the gate and side-bets.

         The third race, in March 1879, again at Madison Square Garden, had a first prize of over $20,000. Public interest in the competition was now so intense that hourly bulletins were posted in the city’s bar-rooms, barber shops, grocery stores and hotels, and the city’s newspapers carried daily reports.

         It wasn’t until the fourth race that the sport’s great pioneer, Edward Weston, finally got his hands on the unofficial world title. With the race back in Islington, London, the American won in a new world best, covering a total of 550 miles over the six days.

         Alas, in the 1880s the sport went into decline as other sports began to grow to rival it. Matthew Algeo, author of the book Pedestrianism: When Watching People Walk Was America’s Favorite Spectator Sport, says the rise of cycling, in particular, was key to the demise of the six-day races.

         ‘Pretty quickly six-day bike races replaced six-day walking matches because they were much more exciting,’ he tells me. ‘The racing speed went from 4mph to 20mph overnight. And the crashes were more spectacular.’

         Despite the dwindling crowds, some hardy practitioners continued to push the boundaries of what was possible. The last great feat of the Victorian era was the 623 miles covered in six days by George Littlewood from Sheffield, in a race in New York. Littlewood’s world record stood for an amazing ninety-six years, until it was broken in 1984 by Greek ultra running legend Yiannis Kouros, who seven years later set the current six-day world record of 664 miles.

         Despite their brief moment in the sun, lapped ultra races on flat courses are today largely stuck in the back corner of the sport. Instead, the most popular, the most brightly lit branch of the sport, the one with the most bunting and the biggest stars is the mountain ultra trail running world. Here the titans of the sport, such as Kilian Jornet and Jim Walmsley, go head to head in races of up to 100 miles. Unlike Oman, these races are a one-time effort. The gun goes and the first one to the finish wins. No afternoons spent hanging out in Berber tents chatting with Dino. Just go, go, go until you get to the end.

         And the biggest race of all, the Super Bowl of mountain ultra trail running, is the Ultra-Trail du Mont-Blanc (UTMB). Each year in Chamonix in the French Alps, the cream of the ultra trail running world come together for the grand finale, the race of races. Win this and you’re guaranteed legend status in the sport.

         The route follows a famous 105-mile hiking trail around the foot of western Europe’s highest peak, passing through Italy and Switzerland along the way. The more I hear about it, and the more footage I see of the mass start with its 2,000-plus athletes, its stirring anthem, the incredible photographs of the dawn breaking, peaks jutting through the clouds, the more I decide that if I am going to run another ultra marathon, this is the one.

         So I go online and try to sign up. And that’s where the fun begins.

         The UTMB is so popular that you can’t just enter, you have to first qualify, by running three other ultras designated as qualifying races. And even then, that only grants you entry into the race lottery – which gives you roughly a one in three chance of getting a place in the race.

         The UTMB has a list of races it considers qualifying races. The reasoning behind this seems to originally have been to make sure only serious and prepared runners turn up for the race. But this reasonable aim seems to have been lost somewhere along the way, and what is left is a highly contentious system.

         The issue many people have is that if you are a race director wishing to get your event on the UTMB’s list, you don’t have to pass any particular safety test or prove that your route is as tough and arduous as you say, or that you are scrupulous and trustworthy. No, you just have to pay them some money.

         ‘It is no longer about ensuring suitable experience, but is now more about generating income, and about trying to monopolise and control trail racing in Europe,’ says Lindley Chambers, chairman of the UK’s Trail Running Association (TRA), who is clearly not a fan.

         One race director who refuses to pay for his race to have UTMB points – and who didn’t want to be named – explains how this situation arose. ‘When the UTMB first introduced a points system,’ he says, ‘almost every ultra in the UK jumped on board. Many races that were awesome and could sell themselves, suddenly became “qualifiers” and sold themselves on being qualifiers, rather than on their own merits.’

         Then, he says, once those races became reliant upon UTMB points to attract runners, the UTMB introduced a charge. ‘It was small enough that the races would still pay it to avoid losing entries, but large enough that when you add up the races worldwide, it’s a pretty large sum of money.’

         When races pay to get points they actually pay to become members of the International Trail Running Association (ITRA), which says it is an independent, non-profit body working for the good of the sport. ITRA then awards the UTMB points.

         But in the wild world of online ultra running forums, few things get race directors’ blood boiling as much as the UTMB points system. One recent post said: ‘I would rather scoop out my eyeballs with a spoon than pay UTMB for points for any of my races.’

         Not everyone feels the same, however, with many races saying they are happy to pay the fee to accommodate runners looking for points, and many saying it easily pays for itself in increased entries to their races.

         Nic Tinworth says he started offering points for his events in Hong Kong because people started asking for them. ‘It seemed runners were picking and prioritising their races specifically for the points,’ he says.

         One issue for runners wanting to take part in the UTMB has been races that have been on the list in previous years, but which then drop off when they fail, or refuse, to pay the annual fee, leaving runners who were expecting to gain the points to find out only after completing the race that they haven’t qualified after all.

         This came to a head when the Hardrock 100, one of the most famous ultra races in the US, decided it was no longer going to pay to be a UTMB qualifying race. This was particularly pertinent because the biggest star in the sport, Kilian Jornet, a three-time winner of the UTMB, was counting on the points from running the Hardrock 100 for his UTMB entry. The UTMB’s rules clearly state that every athlete has to have the points, even the elite athletes, so when they saw that Hardrock had not paid up, ITRA emailed the organisers to politely suggest they cough up so Jornet could race in France.

         ‘We didn’t like the system and we felt it was a little distasteful,’ says David Coblentz, president of the board of directors at the Hardrock 100. ‘They don’t come and check out your course, you just send them a GPX file and they upload it to some algorithm and give you your points. It is really just another way to make money.’

         He says that even when the course doesn’t change from year to year, and the GPX file is the same, you still have to pay the fee annually. ‘That really stuck in the craw,’ he says.

         So the Hardrock 100, along with eight other US races, published a public letter stating their intention not to pay and their reasons why.

         ITRA responded with its own public letter, making clear that it was a non-profit organisation, that it was only trying to help the sport develop (through medical research, with safety advice, and by setting a global standard) and that it was independent of the UTMB. But Hardrock refused to back down. ‘We never heard anything more,’ says Coblentz.

         In the end, Jornet was there on the start line of the UTMB that year, despite the stand-off. It seems the biggest race in the sport couldn’t live without its biggest star. In its letter, ITRA said it had decided, fee or no fee, to ‘add retroactively the race [Hardrock 100], on an exceptional basis, to the list of races allowing runners to qualify’.

         The whole furore reveals a lot about the state the sport is in as it grows so fast. Behind the beautiful Instagram accounts and the incredible feats of the runners, a gold rush is taking place, with prospectors jostling for power and control. As well as ITRA and the big races, multinational clothing and outdoor sports brands have moved in, staking out their ground by signing up the biggest events and the star athletes, producing slick advertising campaigns, with viral films of men and women racing across sumptuous landscapes, hurtling down fantastical precipices. Ultra running is still a largely untapped and unregulated market, and there are no signs of its growth slowing. So while the runners are out there digging their way deep into the pain cave, others see an open, unguarded door to a gold mine and are racing in to nail their nameplates to the walls.

         Despite all this, I still want to run the UTMB. A few months after interviewing Elisabet, as my interest in ultra running is still being piqued, I find myself watching the start of the race online. It’s a Friday afternoon and I’m in the Guardian office in London. On my screen, in the main square in Chamonix, hundreds of mountain-chiselled men and women gather together, looking on nervously as stirring classical music plays out, drifting off across the valley. And then they’re off, sprinting through the streets and out into the mountains.

         After my day in the office ends, I make my way through the busy London streets to Paddington Station and catch the train back to my home in Devon. When I wake up on Saturday morning, after a good night’s sleep, I find myself thinking about them all still out there on the mountain, still running.

         Then, later, on Saturday evening, I think of them again, still going out there on the mountain. I log on to find out that a thunderstorm has unleashed itself on the race. After over 24 hours running. That is tough. What is going through their minds?

         The next morning, Sunday, as I go for a slow 10-mile run around the park, I find myself thinking about them again. It seems insane that they’re still out there. And yet, it’s somehow wonderful, and I begin to feel a strange, needling envy. I just have to run this race. It feels like the beating epicentre of ultra trail running, the key to unlocking the puzzle. And if I want to be there, I am going to have to play by the rules and run some of the qualifying races on its list.

         
            *

         

         Over the next few weeks, I while away hours on the internet planning a race schedule, watching race videos; people huddled around nervously at the start, often in the dark, then trundling off into some barren or perilous landscape. The music soars as the camera follows the runners through canyons, desolate tropical beaches, snow blizzards. There are close-ups of people crying, hugging, almost falling over, before it all ends with spine-tingling scenes of exhausted runners crossing the line. Tears of joy this time, children embracing the muddy legs of their parents as the camera pans back across the sky, revealing an epic world, the race logo appearing with a final flourish from the string section.

         After a while, the numbers being rattled off begin to seem meaningless; 100km, 200km, 10,000ft of ascent, 36 hours cut-off time. Just numbers. The videos are evidence that it can be done. Just put your name down and work the rest out later.

         It’s fun to watch people’s faces when I tell them I’ve signed up to do a 100km race.

         ‘It’s not that far,’ says my work colleague and running companion Kate. ‘In a car!’ She’s right, what am I doing? But the video, watch the video again. These people look normal. There’s usually a plucky older guy who makes it. If he can do it …

         Before I know it my year is filling up with trips to races in California, Italy, South Africa. But the journey begins relatively modestly near my home in Devon in the south-west of England with a ‘short’ 34-mile ultra along part of England’s epic, 630-mile South West Coast Path. It’s not that much further than a marathon. It will be a nice easy start.
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