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FURTHER PRAISE FOR


Travis Macy and The Ultra Mindset


“Immediately tangible and relevant, The Ultra Mindset uses engaging stories and clear advice to crystallize mindset principles for business and sports. I have enjoyed the results of applying these ideas to my own professional endeavors, and I’m confident you will too. Fun, motivational, actionable—that’s The Ultra Mindset.


—JACK SWIFT, partner and managing director for Northern Lights Capital Group, elite mountain bike racer, and former West Point varsity runner and Army Ranger


“Racing through thick and thin around the world, Trav’s positive outlook was second to none, and it played a big role in top finishes for our professional adventure racing team. The actionable concepts in this book are very relevant to life beyond racing.”


—ROBYN BENINCASA, New York Times bestselling author of How Winning Works and World Champion adventure racer


“If you seek an improved mindset that will generate wellness and exceptional results in work, family, athletics, and beyond, then this is the book for you. Travis has achieved more in endurance sports over the last decade than many athletes hope to do in a lifetime, and I’ve always known that he had something important to teach us. Here it is.”


—MARSHALL ULRICH, extreme adventure athlete, Seven Summits climber, and author of Running on Empty


“Running together years ago at CU–Boulder, I always wished I was able to look at my own training with Travis’s balanced, glass-half-full perspective. In The Ultra Mindset, he shows us how we can push ourselves in all aspects of our lives while still having fun doing it.”


—MATT MCCUE, author of An Honorable Run


“Insightful advice for all aspects of life from the man I like to call ‘the Indiana Jones of adventure racing.’ The Ultra Mindset is a way to share in Travis’s adventures . . . and embark on your own.”


—JOSIAH MIDDAUGH, professional triathlete and ten-time XTERRA USA National Champion


“The Ultra Mindset shows the way to maximize anyone’s success in any area of life with poignant, colorful stories of pain and suffering in the athletic outdoors—and how they apply to the real world.”


—DAVE MACKEY, UltraRunner of the Year, US National Champion for 100K Trail Running, 15:53 Master’s course record at Western States 100


“As my endurance coach, Travis was THE reason I was able to recently complete my first ultramarathon. Travis is a regular guy who does amazing things simply by practicing what he preaches, and I guarantee this book will change your life.”


—CHARLES MARTELLI, parent, sales professional, and amateur athlete


“Travis coached me to victory in the 2014 Leadman Series, so I know firsthand that his mindset principles are actionable and helpful not only in my athletic endeavors but also in my business and personal life.”


—BOB AFRICA, kidrobot CEO and Leadman Champion
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For Wyatt and Lila.


I wish you happiness and resilience, and I love you.


Dad




Foreword


By Dean Karnazes


IN MY FIRST BOOK, ULTRAMARATHON MAN, I WROTE ABOUT MY colleagues and fellow travelers in what I called “the ultramarathon underground.”


While the number of ultradistance runners has grown significantly since then—part of the overall, explosive growth in distance running in general—what I said about our somewhat exclusive fraternity in 2005 remains true a decade later. I wrote about the phenomenal level of dedication and commitment demonstrated by competitive ultra-marathoners, their ability to withstand pain, the fire in their hearts that keeps them going, and their high level of motivation. These things haven’t changed.


I also talked about the fact that many ultra athletes run alone (think about it: How many other people want to join you for an eight-hour training jaunt?) and about how, in general, they tend to be a pretty reserved group of people.


Travis Macy, a member of the cadre of younger ultrarunners who are now dominating the sport, takes these ideas a step further (and, as ultrarunners, we’re always ready to take further steps). Born and raised in the high-altitude Rockies, the son of the accomplished endurance athlete and adventure-racing and ultrarunning pioneer Mark “Mace” Macy, Travis is a sort of ultradistance-running (and biking) mountain man. He competes in races in the Rockies and the French Alps—that is, in places where it requires hiking poles to propel oneself up sheer cliffs, and where the air is so thin it would leave even a fit guy from sea level gasping for breath within minutes.


The mountains are Travis’s domain. And up there, running alone high in the Rockies, he’s had a lot of time to think. What he’s brought down from the mountains for the rest of us—ultrarunners, distance runners, and nonrunners alike—is the realization that, as much as talent and physiology, it is a series of traits and attitudes that enables us to do the things we do in this sport.


Travis has organized these into what he calls the Ultra Mindset.


He believes (and just for the record, I agree) that the components of this mindset can be adopted by anyone and applied to almost anything in life. Not just running 100 miles, as Travis has done. Not just running the length of Zion National Park in Utah in a record-setting time, as Travis has done. Not just winning what some people call the Ultra of Ultras, the Leadman competition, which Travis has also done, and which involves competing in five ultradistance events in one short summer, capped off by back-to-back 100-mile mountain-bike and trail-run races (at altitude, naturally).


Prior to his current focus on running, Travis was also one of the best adventure racers in the world, racing year-round in multiday, nonstop competitions in places such as China, Argentina, France, New Zealand, and Brazil. If righting a flipped kayak in the middle of the night in an ice-lined Swedish river above the Arctic Circle, while thoroughly sleep-deprived, doesn’t require extreme focus and mental toughness, I don’t know what does.


This book teaches you how to right your own kayak: how to deal with adversity, surmount barriers, and overcome obstacles.


It also teaches you how to use the Ultra Mindset to approach the opportunities of life: things like why you should never quit—except when it’s time to quit; how to take choice out of the picture when focusing on a goal; how to replace negative stories with positive ones (I could have used a couple of those when I was partway through the 135-mile Badwater Ultramarathon in Death Valley and it was 120°F); and about some other interesting and useful concepts for achieving your dreams and aspirations.


Travis talks in this book about the importance of knowing your strengths and weaknesses and asking for help when need be, as evidenced by his reaching out to John Hanc for writing support. Like me, Hanc has run a marathon in Antarctica (and wrote a book on it, The Coolest Race on Earth). He is an accomplished writer who has been writing about running and self-improvement topics for decades. Together John and Travis have created a highly readable and highly useful book that not only tells the tale of Travis’s adventurous life—and how he forged the ideas that became the Ultra Mindset—but also shares relevant stories, principles, and activities to help you develop a similar mindset of your own. Their suggestions are as meaningful to corporate CEOs, young professionals, and stay-at-home parents as they are to runners and ultrarunners, triathletes, and other sports enthusiasts.


I gave the last chapter of Ultramarathon Man the forward-looking title “Run for the Future.” I think that is exactly what this book can do for you: provide you with the tools, not to mention that spark of inspiration, to move ahead confidently into the future, your future. Whether that future includes running or mountain biking or adventure racing is largely beside the point. The point is that those same organizing principles that allow those of us in “the ultramarathon underground” to cross the finish lines of our long-distance ambitions can also help you achieve your dreams.


That is the true gift Travis shares with us.


Dean Karnazes


SAN FRANCISCO


OCTOBER 2014




PROLOGUE


The French Alps


JULY 2014


              “I’ve got to do this.”


              “Are you crazy? You’re feeling good and you’ve got third place locked up!”


              “But they made a big deal about these rules before the race. I don’t want to get disqualified.”


              “You won’t be. We’ve been out here for seven hours . . . climbed two mountains, run across a glacier. We’re almost done. Nobody is going to say a thing.”


              “But what if they do a gear check at the finish line and I get DQ’ed right there, with Wyatt watching? How do you explain that to a three-year-old? ‘Daddy broke the rules, and he got caught, so you see it’s okay to break the rules sometimes, just don’t get caught?’ That’s great advice!”


              “Dammit, you flew 5,000 miles to compete in this race. You’ve earned it.”


              “And what about my students? How do I tell them about this in September?”


              “Your students know you . . . and they think what you do is pretty cool. But if you turn around now, they’ll think you’re a fool. What kind of lesson is that?”


              “The lesson is that you have to do the right thing. And I have to do this.”


If this argument had gone on much longer, it might have led to blows. That would have been interesting, as I would have had to punch myself in the mouth, right there on the steep, snowy slopes of the Col de Lessieres. Right there in the last 4 miles of this oxygen-starved, 40-mile, mountain ultramarathon known as the ITT—the Ice Trail Tarentaise.


I really did have this conversation within my head—albeit in the course of a few seconds—and it really was a tough decision. And with the proceedings now concluded, I reluctantly did something that few competitive racers of any distance in any sport ever do.


As the finish line was just coming into view in the distance, just down the hill in the valley below, glimmering with promise in the Alpine sunlight that had broken through the lower clouds, I turned around and began running back up the snowy mountain I had just sprinted down.
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THE LONGEST DISTANCE CONTESTED IN THE OLYMPIC GAMES IS THE 26.2-mile marathon. That’s also about as far as most fitness and recreational runners go. It’s plenty far and plenty challenging. But there’s another whole classification beyond the marathon: ultrarunning. These distances start at 50 kilometers—around 31 miles—and continue up to 50 miles, up further to 100 kilometers, and then 100 miles, and . . . well, they even go further, into 24-hour and multiday runs. An “ultradistance event,” put simply, is a race that’s longer than 26.2 miles.


That’s my territory. A realm not of just long distance, but ultra long distance.


While ultrarunning is currently my main sport, that’s not the only way I traverse these super long distances. I have been a member of some of the world’s top adventure-racing teams. These, as you may have seen on TV, are multiday race expeditions in remote or wild corners of the world, where teams of people run, paddle, rappel, and bike their way along a route they also have to navigate. I can pedal mountain bikes for a fair amount of time, and I’ve finished on the podium at 24 Hours of Moab, 24 Hours of Leadville, TransMexicana, and other endurance mountain-biking events. I love snowshoe racing in the winter, and I have also spent some time ski mountaineering, orienteering, rock climbing, and doing triathlons.


But there’s another dimension to my running and biking and other endurance sports activity that is important to understand: Imagine a 30- or 50-mile stretch of road, and then imagine lifting up that road, draping it over a mountain range, and, to take your visualization one step further, wielding a sledgehammer and breaking up the smooth, even asphalt into a rocky trail. For good measure, throw in a snowstorm. Now you’re in my world, one that I share with a cadre of likeminded endurance athletes who like to be sky high. This is the arena of mountain running and mountain endurance races; the world of icy trails and crevasses, of glaciers and snowcapped peaks, of loose rock and snowdrifts.


Saying that “the mountains are in my blood” might sound pretentious. But they are in my backyard: 7,500 to 10,000 feet is the altitude I typically train at when I’m home in Colorado. Whether it’s training with a long run on Grays and Torreys Peaks, two of the so-called “14ers” (that’s 14,000-foot peaks, of which Colorado has 54) just down the street from my house, or racing in a multiday, multisport race in Vail, I get excited for lengthy, challenging endeavors, and the air I breathe while doing so is even thinner than I am (and at 5 feet, 10 inches, 140 pounds, I’m pretty lean).


So I guess you could call me a professional, multisport, ultra-endurance mountain athlete. Or, as many have, you could just call me crazy. Crazy enough, I guess, to wake up at 2:15 on a Sunday morning to compete in the ITT on a day in mid-July in the French Alps, where it’s still so cold that you need to wear a ski cap and gloves.


I am one of the elite athletes invited to compete today in this race, part of the Skyrunner Ultra Series, a popular circuit of mountain races in Europe. In the ultra world—a world, I should add, that has grown larger in the past few years, thanks to best-selling books by Dean Karnazes and Scott Jurek, and the “Born to Run” phenomenon—I am best known as the guy who won Leadman. This is a sort of six-week Grand Prix of Ultra Endurance that starts with a 26.2-mile trail marathon, followed by a 50-mile mountain-bike race, and then—in the course of seven days—a 100-mile mountain-bike ride, a 10K foot race the next day, and, in the grand finale the following weekend, the famed Leadville, Colorado, 100-mile ultramarathon. All of the events in the Leadman are contested at altitudes between 10,200 and 13,186 feet. The fastest overall combined time wins—which I managed to do in the summer of 2013 when I set a new Leadman record of 36 hours, 20 minutes.


In ultra circles, I’m also known for a record-breaking solo run: in April 2013, I ran 48 miles across Zion National Park in Utah in 7 hours, 27 minutes, 48 seconds. You might say, “Who even thought of the idea of speed records in Zion National Park?” I don’t know, but I can tell you that this and similar FKT (Fastest Known Time) runs are very popular in the ultradistance community. Personally, I think it’s pretty cool, even if my record was broken just a few months later.


Yet, while it’s nice to have these kinds of achievements on my resume, the thing I’m most proud of is my consistency (or is it stubbornness?). In a decade-long career as a professional endurance athlete, I have completed 104 ultradistance events, roughly 10 a year, on foot, bike, snowshoe—and sometimes on horseback, kick-bike, canoe, kayak, raft, and other unique forms of adventure racing locomotion. I have won or finished in the winning team in about a quarter of these and was second or third overall in many more. I’m proud also to have finished each of the 11 multiday, nonstop “expedition” adventure races of four to seven days that I started with my coed teams of four people each. I’m not sharing these results because I want you to think I’m something special. In fact, it’s more of the opposite: noteworthy ultra-endurance results by an otherwise fairly ordinary dad, husband, and working guy are part of the proof that the ideas in this book work. They have worked for me, and they can work for you.


While it’s fun being a professional athlete in Colorado, it’s not quite a living, unless maybe your name is Peyton Manning. I call it a second income. Most of my income comes from work in a few different teaching roles. I taught in traditional and online high-school English and P.E. classrooms for seven years before transitioning to running and executing a private college-admissions counseling business with my wife, coaching other adult endurance athletes, and training and motivating audiences through speaking and workshops. These roles are diverse, but they are all centered in teaching, which is what I’d been doing for most of my professional life, in one form or another. I love motivating and educating people, whether it’s the adolescents I teach or the runners I coach or the corporate audiences I speak to. And I hope that now I can motivate you—and maybe teach you a thing or two that can help you in your endeavors, whatever they may be.


That’s really the purpose of this book: to help you to achieve your goals—whether they are in racing or in life—by sharing with you a few of the principles that have held me in good stead as I’ve logged my ultra miles through mountains, forests, deserts, and jungles. Are you looking to complete your first marathon or century bike ride? Are you trying to qualify for Boston? Are you training for your first triathlon, or ultra, or charity 5K walk? Maybe you’re trying to summon the courage to launch a new business, or enter a new career? Perhaps you just want to become a better parent, spouse, friend . . . person.


This book is about the Leadville Race Series and mountain biking in China and running across Utah and kayaking in Sweden and a whole lot more, because my experiences in these venues show that people really can accomplish whatever they commit to. I hope you’ll find my racing stories interesting, and maybe even entertaining. But primarily, they are vehicles to deliver tangible, actionable principles that are relevant to you and your endeavors. Principles that have steeled me, supported me, and guided me through some very long and arduous miles, in very faraway places and difficult circumstances.


Principles that I call the Ultra Mindset.


Whatever the distance, whatever the level, whatever the scope of the achievement you want to reach, the Ultra Mindset can help you. I’ve seen how it can work, even if you never run a step.


And whether you’re a runner or not, whether you’re someone who understands or cares about split times and PR’s and lactate threshold training and all the things we endurance athletes care about, or someone who wouldn’t know a timing chip from a chocolate chip cookie, you can appreciate this: one thing I’m known for is finishing. Maybe not always in first place, but I always finish; I always go the distance in the races I enter (unless, as did happen, I’m in the hospital, or one of my teammates is. Hey, it happens!).


It’s not because I’m so tough or determined, although sometimes you do have to dig deep in an ultra. No, the reason I finish is commitment: before every race, during my training, I have committed to finishing. I have removed the option of not reaching the finish line. If you make a similar, wholehearted commitment—in your racing, your career, your life—you will reach your goals, too.


This isn’t just a rah-rah speech about how you can overcome any obstacle. You and I know full well that there are some obstacles we can’t conquer, no matter how hard we try. But I’ve never met an obstacle yet—be it crevasse or icy mountain slope; or, for that matter, difficult exam or pain-in-the-ass boss—that can’t be sized up, broken into manageable chunks, taken on, and eventually overcome.


Similarly, this isn’t just another bromide about giving it your all and never quitting. I told you a moment ago that I have finished 104 ultradistance races, and only DNF-ed (that’s race parlance for “Did Not Finish”) in two, both times due to injury. But I have quit a few non-racing endeavors over the years, and in these cases letting go of an outdated and less-than-ideal goal actually took a lot more courage than continuing to plod ahead on a course that did not align with my greater purposes in life. As I’ve learned in adventure racing, when we have to plot our courses through vast stretches of wilderness, there is a time to dig deep and forge ahead. And then there are times to go a different route. Overcoming fear is an integral—and often challenging—element of rewriting internal stories and changing your course for the better: I hope you learn that on the pages that follow.


What I call the Ultra Mindset is a little different from the typical and often well-meaning advice you might hear from coaches or self-help gurus. It’s realistic advice. While it is informed by some interesting psychological research into human motivation, resilience, and positivity, I am not a psychologist. However, I do know something about how to endure, how to suffer, and how to complete the task at hand.


In each section of the book, my coauthor John Hanc and I relate some of the experiences I’ve had as a racer, charting the course of my life as a mountain ultra-endurance athlete along the way, to illustrate to you each one of the principles. In the second half of each chapter, I discuss in more depth how you can use that same principle—or Mindset—to help yourself. Because some of these Mindsets involve changes in outlook or attitude, I’ll offer some self-assessments and exercises to help you make the often subtle but potentially significant shift needed. I’ve provided workouts that are crucibles for this kind of ultra thinking (and no, the workouts are not all ultradistance; they’re geared for people of all ability levels). Finally, in each chapter you’ll also hear from an elite endurance athlete whom I admire. These contributors will tell you, in their own words, how they apply the various aspects of the Ultra Mindset to their own sports and lives.


The eight principles of the Ultra Mindset have been used not only by me and other athletes I know but also by many of the people I’ve coached. But remember: You don’t have to be training for an ultra-endurance race to harness the power of the Ultra Mindset! You can use these concepts to successfully get through the mental and physical barriers in your first marathon, 10K run, century bike ride, or charity walk.


But, much as I get excited to hear about anyone finishing his or her first anything in the world of endurance activities, it is my belief that you can apply these same concepts to other aspects of your life, which to me is the real value of this book. Properly applied, the principles of the Ultra Mindset can help you in your job, in your relationships, in whatever it is you want to do with your life.


Where is that life going? Maybe you’re in a good place, simply looking to make it even better. But you may also be struggling with something—motivation, relationships, fitness, career, addiction, whatever—right now. Or maybe the struggle is with something not done, the road not taken. Perhaps you are intimidated by the things you would like to do or need to do—overcome by reasons not to do them, afraid of commitment, dragged down by negative stories, unsure about what you want to do or who you want to be, or standing on the brink of something monumental and barely conceivable. (I’ve been all of those other places before, both in racing and in life, and I’ve found my way through.) As Dr. Seuss says in my son Wyatt’s favorite book, Oh the Places You’ll Go, it’s inevitable that at times in life, you’ll be “left in a lurch.”


The book you hold in your hands is written to get you going, and to remind you that, “Kid, you’ll move mountains.” It will show you how to think and act in order to do just that—to get out of that lurch and into the high ground.


Wherever you are now in relation to where you want to be, this book is for you, dear reader, and your journey to a winning outlook and peak performance in relationships, work, fitness, and anywhere else you seek growth.


And this book—and the Ultra Mindset—might come in especially handy when those beliefs, those core principles, that commitment, is tested in unexpected, unsettling ways. As they were for me in the French Alps.
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VAL D’ISÈRE: THE ITT


From the start of the ITT, the top guys went out hard, climbing a gradual uphill on a wet, paved road through the ski resort of Val d’Isère, a town that is snowbound five months a year, and shows it: we breezed by the tony ski and apparel outfitters—the North Face, Oakley, and Columbia outlets—and into the looming darkness surrounding the resort town. I checked my Garmin GPS watch: we kept a 5:30-per-mile pace as we rolled through the town flats. A little fast for this early in the race—a lot of testosterone out here today, I thought.


Soon we were on a trail with a herd of horses grazing nearby. As they sensed us, some of them instinctively galloped along with us for a short while, their hooves splashing water against our legs as we crossed a stream in unison, a convergent herd of runners and horses. They made it look easy. We kept going.


At this point, I was in the lead pack of about eight to ten guys. The pace was fast, but I was feeling fairly comfortable. We began to gain altitude, climbing a steep and now muddy single track from Val d’Isère and then up above the village of Tignes. I could see our rental apartment building below, and although I didn’t know it at the time, my wife, Amy, was already up and scanning the horizon for a distant line of runners. Then came a long descent on a rocky trail, made muddier by the rain. I realized then that, despite my careful packing and check-listing, I had made a mistake with my gear: my headlamp wasn’t powerful enough for this race. Although the trail was well marked with orange flags, I could barely see a few feet in front of me. Soon, I lost contact with the lead pack, most of whom had gone helter-skelter down that trail.


This was the first opportunity for freaking out, but experience in long races told me to remain calm. “Keep the faith,” as my dad used to say, and you will usually end up all right, as long as you stay positive and don’t give up on yourself. I knew from the reconnaissance runs I’d done of the racecourse that we were about to hit a long uphill. I’m pretty confident in my climbing abilities, so I reassured myself that falling behind a bit at this early stage of the race was okay. While the peak elevation we would achieve on the upcoming climb—11,984 feet—is very high for the Alps, I’m lucky to run well above that elevation in Colorado on a regular basis. As for some of those guys who’d thundered down the trail ahead of me, I had a feeling I’d be seeing them again soon.


I was right. We began the ascent of the mountain known as the Grand Motte, the highest climb of the race. We were already at 6,890 feet, and over the next 3 miles or so we gained an additional 5,094 feet. The route we followed up the side of the mountain was a groomed ski slope. I almost smiled when, at about 7,500 feet, we hit the snow. This played to my strengths. All winter this is what I train on, racing up and down snow-covered mountains, on and off ski slopes in iconic Rocky Mountain locations like Vail, Beaver Creek, Aspen, and Winter Park. As soon as I felt the familiar crunch of snow under my feet, I stopped to slide my Kahtoola NanoSpikes, traction devices that function like mini-crampons, to the outsoles of my shoes. They felt good digging into the snow, and with these, combined with my poles, which I had out now, I fell into an almost machine-like, propulsive rhythm, legs and arms moving. Repeating them like a silent mantra, I went through the motions, over and over, as we climbed:


              Reach up and forward with the poles—pull down with both arms—push down with the left foot—drive the right knee up and forward—dig into the snow with the right foot.


              Reach up and forward with the poles—pull down with both arms—push down with the right foot—drive the left knee up and forward—dig into the snow with the left foot.


On steep inclines like this, running becomes more like power hiking—or an outdoor Stairmaster.


I soon passed a couple of the guys who had run away from me on that dark descent. Now I could make out the runners in the lead. I recognized the tall, lean figure in first: François D’Haene, a 29-year-old gazelle—actually a physical therapist with a sideline in wine making—from Beaujolais, France. François has won the ITT and the super-competitive Ultra Trail du Mont Blanc, another legendary, 103-mile mountain run in the Alps. I knew I probably wasn’t going to be able to catch him here. Maybe if these were the familiar trails around Vail, I’d have an outside chance, but this was his home turf.


The second-place guy looked to be struggling. In the gathering light behind the clouds and mist that seem a permanent part of the landscape in the high Alps, I saw a silhouette of diminishing energy. Each step he took looked shorter and slower than the last, and instead of pushing powerfully on the poles, he appeared to be leaning on them to keep from falling down. I felt bad for him—all of us in this sport know what it’s like to suffer—but in terms of the race, this was good for me. One more competitor I could pass.
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This shot from one of my training runs on the Ice Trail course shows just how harsh the July conditions can be in the French Alps. After taking this photo, I turned around to get back to town before getting stuck in a blizzard in unfamiliar terrain. CREDIT: TRAVIS MACY


Near the top there was an almost miraculous moment: the fog lifted, the low-hanging clouds seemed to part, and suddenly I was running in the golden sunlight reflecting off the white peak of the Grand Motte, with a brilliant blue sky in the background. I was working hard at this point. I had many miles to go, and I knew I would experience the inevitable lows known to every ultrarunner, but at this moment I felt grateful to be here and privileged to be able to do this. Down in Tignes and Val d’Isère, back across the ocean and half a continent away in Colorado, many people I knew were asleep in bed, and I was up here touching the edge of heaven.


My spiritual reverie was short-lived. As the once-popular bumper sticker used to remind us, “S—t Happens,” and in ultramarathons, it happens a lot. Let’s use, as an example, a last-minute course change. Changing the course of, say, the New York City Marathon on the morning of the race would practically take a mayoral edict. But in a mountain race like the ITT, changes in the unpredictable Alpine weather can affect everything, and in a snap. The original plan of this race was to go to the very top of the Grand Motte. But because of unstable snow conditions that could have resulted in an avalanche near the summit, the race organizers had decided that morning to adjust the course. We had only been informed at the start. Just below the peak, but still on top of the world, we were to turn around and head back down the way we came.


Imagine running full speed down a double-diamond-level ski course. You’re not really running, you’re scrambling, then sliding, like a baseball player stealing second, except here the baseball diamond is tilted, and you’re sliding all the way to home plate. Sounds like fun, but you have to be careful when you get to lower altitudes, and the snow gives way to rocks. And because you can run faster than you can slide, you’re still trying to run. I was up and down on the descent: upright as I did a shuffle run, trying to fend off gravity that wanted to suck me down the slope, and then, at points when it got too steep, sliding. I fell many times—par for the course, almost everyone did—scratching up my arms, hands, and legs, but avoiding serious injury.


I was about halfway through the race, and I was cruising along now, feeling good.


We stayed mostly off the road and instead ran along muddy, and—as we got higher—snowy trails. The covering varied. I’m a connoisseur of snow: there’s soft and fluffy snow; there’s hard and frozen snow; and then there’s the stuff we found along a few narrow ridgelines here—hard on top, soft on bottom. The kind of snow where you can take ten steps, and then on the eleventh, you step through the thick crust into soft, wet stuff underneath. Again, I felt right in my element, as opposed to an Australian runner I talked with afterward, who, coming from a land of little or no snow, was befuddled by this strange new substrate.


[image: There was a heck of a lot of...]


There was a heck of a lot of snow along the rocky and mountainous Ice Trail course in France. At this point near the famed Col de l’Iseran, at a glacial ski slope that remained open in mid-July, the rocks met the snow. We had to be ready to run on a variety of types of terrain, and there were many points where I sank to my knees in the snow. CREDIT: ALEXANDRE GARIN


People often ask me what I’m thinking about when I run. One answer: food. Not just the post-race meal that all of us fantasize about—for me it’s a burger and French fries—but the calories that are going to sustain me for the race. My goal in an ultra is to take in 250 to 300 calories per hour. So at the ITT, I was sucking down the Vitargo carb drink that I use, and at each of the five aid stations, I stopped briefly to wolf down a few pieces of the dark and exquisite French chocolate they were giving out and a few bites of the local salami and cheese (no, I don’t eat like this all the time, but in an ultra it’s all about fuel, not to mention taste cravings). At each station, volunteers were standing around, clad in heavy coats and ski hats—the temperature was just below freezing—ready to applaud every arriving racer. Some of the volunteers had cowbells, which they rang with great enthusiasm.


“Allez, allez,” they cried. “Go, go.” I felt like I was in the Tour de France. The volunteers’ enthusiasm, their unfamiliar language, and the allure of the vast, foreign mountains energized me.


I was allez-ing, all right. Going strong, feeling great. Road or track racers usually have a strategy before a race. They know where they’re going to push; where they’re going to hold back; where they’re going to make their finish kick. In an ultra, because everything is played out for such an extended period of time, you have to pay attention more to how you’re feeling. The strategy becomes simple: when you feel bad, try to hold on; when you feel good, it’s time to push. It was time for me to push.


[image: With just one more big climb...]


With just one more big climb to go in the Ice Trail, I was focused and ready to go! CREDIT: ALEXANDRE GARIN


Early in the race, I’d noticed a stern-faced, square-jawed runner with close-cropped hair and sunglasses go whizzing past me on that initial downhill. He looked like the Terminator, like a young Arnold with ski poles. I began rolling an idea around in my mind, as I spotted him now, struggling, teeth gritted, sunglasses spattered with snow, ahead of me.


“Terminate the Terminator,” I said to myself. “Terminate the Terminator.”


Now, I had nothing against this guy—in fact, we chatted later, after the race, and he was warm and pleasant, very un-Terminator-like. But in a competition, you need to find ways to motivate yourself mentally, to help your body endure the pain that comes with pushing (even when you feel good). He provided just that.


Up and down the mountains we went, like elevators in a high rise, as the morning wore on. Ten miles, 20 miles, 30 miles. At about 34 miles—with a little over 6 to go—it was time to go back up yet again. This time we would ascend the Col de l’Iseran. At 9,800 feet, it’s the highest paved mountain pass in the Alps, which is one reason it’s a mountain that’s been used numerous times by the organizers of the Tour de France (most recently in 2007).


Meanwhile, I had heard at one of the aid stations that the second-place guy behind D’Haene had dropped out. I was whittling my way down into the top five. Things were setting up nicely. I was still feeling strong, and we were coming to a climb. I sensed that I might be able to push, and as some of the other top guys seemed to be flagging, I could gain ground. I had one big hill, up and down, to go. Over the course of 7 kilometers, or 4.35 miles, I would ascend 2,250 feet to Aguille Pers, another mountaintop glacier at 11,109 feet, and then drop the same amount down the other side. I knew I could catch some guys here.


Now it was time for my secret weapon: music.


I must say that I don’t typically bring music with me. In some road races, headsets are not allowed, and I’m a guy who always plays by the rules. But in an off-road race like the ITT, no one cares if you whip out your iPod and blast some tunes. I had my shuffle songs ready, carefully chosen to create the right mood at this point in the race: they were all upbeat songs designed to help distract me from the pain and help keep my foot turnover brisk. When I need an extra shot in the last part of a race, like a double espresso from the Italian moka pot I bought weeks prior in Spain, I turn to this. It helps me really start hammering.


The songs included an eclectic range of tunes and artists: Eminem, Neil Young, Katy Perry, Michael Jackson. I listened to “Gangnam Style” and that goofily upbeat song “Happy” by Pharrell Williams. I even rolled out that old chestnut of motivational workout songs, “Eye of the Tiger,” from the movie Rocky III. So I was humming as I ran along, “rising up the challenge of our rivals,” and passing more of those rivals as I rode this wave of music down the Col de l’Iseran. A race official along the trail raised three fingers when I passed: third place. Yes. Oui!


I was now on the final downhill: 3,855 feet to go over 5.6 miles. It had warmed up a bit, and I’d taken my jacket off and stuffed it into my backpack, next to the small crampons—my Kahtoola NanoSpikes—that I’d removed as soon as we got off the snow.


As I bolted downhill, I felt the backpack shifting. I looked over my shoulder and saw the zipper flapping: I hadn’t fully zipped it back up. I stopped, unslung the bag, and saw an empty space where the Kahtoolas had been. “Damn,” I thought. “They must have just fallen out. They have to be right here somewhere.” But they weren’t right there. I jogged back a few steps. Still no spikes. Part of me instinctively wanted to forget about them and just keep going down the hill to finish the race. There were now only about 4 miles left. In an ultra, that’s like a final lap on the track.


This was where I had my internal debate about lost mandatory gear and the rules, and, in a larger sense, about right and wrong. The day before, in a pre-race meeting for all competitors, the organizers had made a big deal about mandatory gear. They’d paid a great deal of attention—as far as I could tell, with my limited French—to the crampons. They’d held one up for everyone to see. They’d even specified the brand—Yaktrax—and at the end of the meeting, I’d had to go show mine, a different brand, to the race director. He approved, but the message was clear: these guys were serious about the gear.


Or were they? I realized no one had checked my bag at the start. And while I certainly understood the need for the equipment and for taking precautions in these potentially dangerous conditions, we were now out of the higher altitudes and nearing the finish line. Would they really care now? Or, I thought darkly, would there be an equipment check at the finish line?


Above all, I thought, am I doing the wrong thing if I don’t go back and look for them? Certainly, I hadn’t lost the crampons on purpose, but I had lost them. Shouldn’t I make an effort to retrieve them?


I decided that the answer to that question was yes. In part, because I was still sure that they couldn’t be far back up the trail.


I was wrong. Once I turned around, and began laboring up the trail, craning my neck left and right looking for foot-length pieces of rubber with little grommets sticking out of them, in the vastness of a mountain slope, I began to realize how wrong. A minute went by. Two minutes. Meanwhile, one . . . then two of the guys I’d passed now passed me. “What is wrong?” one of them asked in French-accented English. “My traction device,” I said. “Have you seen them?” He looked at me oddly and shook his head.


More running back up the trail. More craning of my neck. Still no Kahtoolas.


Then the Terminator came running along. He looked shocked to see me. I pointed to my foot, “Kahtoolas . . . er, Yaktrax,” I said. “Have you seen these?” He just shook his head and gestured for me to come with him and continue running.


I shook my head no—ruefully—and continued back up the trail. Finally, I found them, sticking out of the snow. They had obviously gone flying out of my pack when I neglected to zip it all the way closed. It had taken me almost nine minutes to retrieve these stupid things. Now I was flying back down the hill, my internal debate resumed—and this time, reverberating with incriminations.


“Idiot,” one voice said. “You blew this race.”


Though I had gone from exhilaration to despair in a matter of minutes, another voice rose in my mind: “Come on, Trav, we never give up. Come on, Trav, we never give up! Come on Trav, we never give up!” The voice was quiet at first, but I soon found myself chanting aloud. Running down a steep, grassy ski hill just above town, I was currently alone, but I knew that if I didn’t get things going—and immediately—I’d soon get passed by even more competitors.


When I finally crossed the finish line back in Val d’Isère, I was in sixth place, with a time of 8 hours, 13 minutes—about 35 minutes behind D’Haene, the winner. Three guys had passed me while I’d been retrieving the lost gear. As a result, I’d dropped from third to sixth in the last 4 miles of the race, and that was a huge disappointment.


After I crossed the line, I stopped and leaned on my poles, staring down at the ground as I pondered what had transpired. I saw two running shoes pointing at me and looked up. It was the Terminator. “What happened?” he asked in thickly accented English, sounding genuinely concerned. I explained as best as I could about the crampons, the rules, my fear of breaking them. He just made a face, shaking his head dismissively.


“You should have come with me,” he said. “You were running well!”


I began to think he was right, as I realized what hadn’t happened at the finish line. There was no gear check, no stern-faced officials with clipboards going through bags to ensure compliance. The crowd, the officials, the announcers were all enjoying this, applauding the runners as they crossed the line, blowing on air horns, ringing their cowbells, swaying in the rhythm of rap music blasting over huge speakers amid the party-hearty atmosphere of the finish area. Beers were being sipped, bottles of wine uncorked. And there I was in the midst of the festivities, an unsettled figure who had made a questionable choice. I felt like a philosopher in an existential crisis, while everyone else around me was simply enjoying life. Physically, the race had gone very well for me, and I’d had that “this almost feels easy” racing sensation as I’d moved up through the field during my late-race push to third place. Mentally, I had raced smart, taking care of myself and pushing hard at the right times, calculating effort and exertion with expert precision . . . but the turnaround for the lost mandatory gear had cost me bigtime.


[image: Anyone who crosses the finish...]


Anyone who crosses the finish line in a race like the Ice Trail is ready to be done for the day. I was also grappling with a range of mixed emotions about the race I had just run, especially the abrupt shift from putting the hammer down on my competitors to running back uphill in search of lost mandatory gear just a few miles before the finish. CREDIT: ALEXANDRE GARIN


Was this an ethical dilemma I should have even been grappling with in the midst of an intense race? Was this an example of me taking my commitment to always doing the right thing to an absurd extreme? Just what was the “right thing” anyway?


I heard my name: it was Amy and the kids. No time for pouting now—there’s usually not—and little time for recovery. After a few hugs, and a shower and a meal, it would be back to dad duty.


That night at 2:00 a.m., almost 24 hours after I woke up on race day, I should have been sleeping deeply due to exhaustion, but my decision and race finish were replaying endlessly in my mind and the inner voices kept sleep at bay:


              You should have thought it through . . . a real competitor doesn’t worry about fine points of ethics coming down the homestretch of a major international race. You had a podium spot in a big mountain running race in Europe—something rarely achieved by Americans—and you blew it.


Tossing and turning, upset with myself, I began to hear another voice as my internal debate was again joined. Unlike the strident voices that echoed through my head in midrace, this one started as a tentative whisper, but steadily grew in confidence and volume:


              Enough second-guessing, enough rehashing, enough beating yourself up. Accept the choice you made today. Learn from it, stop feeling sorry for yourself, stay positive, recommit to doing your best with training, racing, parenting, work, writing that book, and the other things that matter to you.
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