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INTRODUCTION


Adventure races and endurance challenges have grown at a phenomenal rate in the past decade, with thousands of men and women travelling to all corners of the earth to take part in events that will test their limits. If you’re reading this book, you’ve probably considered doing the same.


We have scoured the top ten lists, hunted down the unusual challenges and read some moving and hilarious accounts in order to compile this selection of the world’s toughest, weirdest and most extreme races – and to find out what is so special about each one that keeps people coming back for more. We’ve looked at the coldest and the hottest, races by sea and over the highest mountains in the world, through jungle and deserts. There are epic foot races, canoe and kayak races, swim challenges and mountain biking events; and then there are some more unusual ones, and some multi-discipline events including climbing and orienteering.


So, what is it about the ‘sufferfest’ that appeals?


Part of it is the location. Some of these events offer an opportunity to visit remote corners of the world that very few have the chance to experience in their lifetime. The spectacular physical beauty of the place alone can be breathtaking and the interaction with local people produces memorable moments. Often as we read about a race, we catch ourselves dreaming and wondering if we could do it ourselves.


Part of it is sharing suffering and exhilaration with those around you; the camaraderie is remarkable.


But more than that, these extreme challenges offer us something that is lacking from our everyday lives: where we drift from office to supermarket, where we get in our cars to drive to the gym and use our smartphones to tell us how to get around. We want to be surprised, to have our self-sufficiency tested and to use our own power and wits. We want our bodies to be pushed to the very limits, to know if we have the mental resilience to keep going. We want that total immersion in an unforgiving natural environment – something far removed from our highly mechanised society. Many competitors find that the sense of achievement fills a gap and spurs them on to a greater appreciation of life.


Although many of these events are races, they are about much more than just speed. Getting to the finish line is important, but it’s the experience that counts. How much do you think you could endure and survive? Read on, and decide.
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NORTH POLE MARATHON




What is it? The World’s Coolest Marathon®


Location: On the melting layer of ice that floats around the Arctic Ocean


Established: 2002


Held: Annually in April


Equipment: Base layers, insulating layers, wind-shell layer, gloves, balaclava, mask, thermal hat, neck gaiter, ski goggles


Distance: 26.2 miles (42 km)


Obstacles: Wind-chill temperatures of more than –30°C, loose snow and ice. Don’t worry about polar bears; it’s far too cold for them





For the opportunity to run a marathon on the top of the world, you need to head for Svalbard peninsula off the coast of Norway. From there you will be flown to the North Pole, just so long as the race organisers have been able to find an ice block big enough to build the runway for the Antonov aircraft to land on. The exact course depends on how the ice has shaped up over the previous year, but typically you will do 10 laps of a 2.6 mile (4.2 km) circuit, finishing up at the ceremonial North Pole, where all the lines of longitude meet. There is a large heated tent where you can warm up again after each lap if necessary.


The exact race location is rather unpredictable, as is the terrain. A mix of solid ice and loose snow will drain your reserves and make it very difficult to establish a rhythm in your run. However, veteran explorer Sir Ranulph Fiennes, who completed the North Pole Marathon in 2004, declared that with the right preparation, anyone who has run a marathon should be able to cope: ‘Just make sure you bring some dark glasses.’


The entire course floats around the magnetic North Pole over the course of the race but the organisers promise that you won’t notice or start to feel seasick. When everyone has finished the race, it’s all into a helicopter for a quick photo opportunity at wherever the magnetic pole happens to be at that precise moment.




PROFILE


Australian runner Demelza Farr and her boyfriend James Alderson put their names down for the 2012 race. There were 11 women runners in a field of 46 athletes from 15 countries. Demelza had not had the best preparation for the race and a bad training run left her with a painful back during the race. Although she thought that she might not finish, with her boyfriend by her side throughout the race she ended up as the fastest woman, completing the course in 5 hours, 9 minutes and 43 seconds.


James, her boyfriend, may have had his mind on other things during the race. He had secretly been carrying an engagement ring with him around the 26.2 mile (42 km) course. As the couple crossed the finishing line together


he got down on one knee to propose. The video recording of Demelza’s reaction became an internet sensation – she said yes, of course – and the happy couple went on to run a marathon at the South Pole for their honeymoon.





STATISTICS
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Total number of finishers so far:
Approximately 350
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Nations represented: 40
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Fastest man: Thomas Maguire (Ireland), 3 hours 36 minutes 10 seconds (2007)
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Fastest woman: Anne-Marie Flammersfeld (Germany), 4 hours 52 minutes 45 seconds (2014)
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Coldest race: 2002 – in the inaugural run the wind-chill temperature was recorded at –60°C
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ARROWHEAD 135 ULTRAMARATHON




What is it? A solo race through winter forest


Location: North Woods, Minnesota, USA


Established: 2005


Held: Annually in early February


Equipment: Either a snow bike with panniers, skis with rucksack or, for walkers, a sled containing food, water and cold-weather gear to enable competitors to survive for 60-odd hours


Distance: 135 miles (217 km)


Obstacles: Extreme cold (2014’s starting temp at 7 a.m. in the town of International Falls was measured at –37ºC), an undulating course, solitude, lack of sleep





Now over a decade old, the Arrowhead 135 Ultramarathon proclaims itself ‘historically [the] coldest gosh darn race anyplace even the Arctic’. It is certainly a race of extremes, in which competitors either ride, ski or run through undulating and wooded country in the far north of the American state of Minnesota, the ‘Icebox of the Nation’. In 2015 local rider Jorden Wakeley won the bike leg in a thrilling finish that saw the first four riders cross the line with only a second separating each of them.


Devised by locals, the race was born out of the challenging conditions, dedicated to the promotion of human-powered ultra-endurance events in northern Minnesota’s physically


stunning Arrowhead region. In order to compete, racers must meet stringent qualifications which entail experience of a similar type of race (full details are given on the application form). For their own safety during the race, they are obliged to carry a large load of equipment including a –20ºF sleeping bag, an insulated sleeping pad, a bivvy bag or tent, 8 oz (225 g) of fuel and at least 3,000 calories of food at all times.


The Arrowhead 135 begins near the US–Canadian border and finishes near Lake Vermilion where the trail bisects Highway 77. Relatively flat in its northern portion, its southern part consists of rolling hills punctuated by lakes and streams, and heavily timbered with a mix of hardwood and conifers. The trail is well-marked and in good condition, and features a series of mandatory checkpoints where competitors can get hot food and drink, dry their clothes, defrost water (and often food) that has frozen and even catch an hour or two of sleep in a bunk. Along with the occasional official on a snowmobile, the checkpoints also provide racers with information on weather conditions and the progress of fellow competitors.


For many racers, the goal is not so much to win as to complete the race. The elements provide the main opposition. Intense cold is always an issue, while other obstacles include snow, ice, wind and the rolling landscape. Competitors must also be able to deal with solitude, as for much of the race they will be alone. The occasional appearance of wolves and their tracks provides another mental challenge. A special feature of the Arrowhead 135 is the Ernest Shackleton award. This commemorates the British explorer’s 1914 Trans-Antarctic expedition and, celebrating the qualities of endurance, fortitude and persistence, is given to the athlete who endures longest in finishing the course.




PROFILE


Hailing from Texas, Jim Kronjaeger always knew it was going to be an uphill battle running an ultramarathon in America’s snowy north. Inspired by stories of polar exploration and mountain adventures consumed in his youth, and considering the Arrowhead 135 the next best thing to climbing Mount Everest or journeying to the South Pole, Kronjaeger qualified for the 2012 event by running a 100-mile (161-km) foot race at Rocky Raccoon in 2011. After failing to finish both that race and the 2013 Arrowhead due to snow, ‘pruned feet’ and other complications, he went into the 2014 race following months of intense training and a total rethink in terms of equipment, paring his load down to a minimum and paying particular attention to the care of his feet.


Kronjaeger was not a high-profile athlete or potential race winner. Rather he was one of those journeyman athletes whose goal in the race was simply to finish. Tellingly, on the side of his sled Kronjaeger had inscribed the mantra: ‘Eddie would go’. This was inspired by the legendary Hawaiian surfer Eddie Aikau who, Kronjaeger writes, ‘would venture into the sea to rescue people when the waves were so high that noone else would dare’.


Along with the fearsome cold that knocked so many competitors out of the 2014 event, Kronjaeger struggled with exhaustion, blisters and chafing, legs that at times ceased to respond, dehydration and, crucially, hallucinations arising from sleep deprivation. Battling


night winds that lowered the temperature to –40ºC, Kronjaeger summarised the elements of the Arrowhead 135 as ‘strength, endurance, solitude, survival’ and, in assessing his tactics, revised the acronym DNF – ‘did not finish’ – to ‘do nothing fatal’.


In the last stages of the race, Kronjaeger suffered the misfortune of missing the markers at a crossroads and taking a wrong turn, which meant backtracking a crucial few miles, delaying his finish. His time of 58 hours 30 minutes just enabled him to qualify as a finisher.





STATISTICS
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Weather: Conditions in 2014 were abysmal, resulting in less than a third of the field finishing
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Men’s run 2015: Marcus Berggren (Sweden) slashed nearly three hours off the previous course record, crossing the line in 34 hours 20 minutes
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Women’s run 2015: Sue Lucas (Canada) finished in 42 hours 31 minutes, 5.5 hours under the previous women’s record. Lucas placed eighth overall
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Youngest ever competitor to win: Jorden Wakeley (USA), 2015, aged 24, 15 hours (bike)
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6633 ULTRA




What is it? An extreme ultramarathon, with each competitor carrying or pulling their kit by sled – the ‘toughest, coldest and windiest extreme ultramarathon on the planet’


Location: Canadian Arctic between Eagle Plains, Yukon and Tuktoyaktuk, Northwest Territories on the banks of the Arctic Ocean


Established: 2007


Held: Annually in March


Equipment: Sled, camping and cooking equipment, thermal gear, goggles, face mask, etc.


Distance: 120/350 miles (193/563 km)


Obstacles: Sub-zero temperatures





Those who finish the full 350 miles (563 km) of the 6633 Ultra join a very exclusive club. Fewer than 30 athletes compete annually in this non-stop self-sufficient foot race crossing the line of the Arctic Circle, with about half opting to continue for the longer race to the banks of the Arctic Ocean at Tuktoyaktuk. Competitors carry all food, cooking utensils, clothing and other kit and must contend with high winds and blinding snow. 6633 are the latitude coordinates of the Arctic Circle.


The race starts at the Eagle Plains Hotel, 225 miles (362 km) from the Dawson Junction on the Klondike Highway, setting out through stunted Arctic forest and then into some of the most inhospitable landscape on the planet, including Hurricane Alley, with Katabatic winds that regularly blow over trucks and can reduce humans to a slow crawl. Winds continue to dog the steep ascent to Wright Pass and the ‘ice road’, a frozen river. The biggest challenge is said to be the mental one at Inuvik, where competitors face barren, pure-white landscapes at the finish.


Two drop-bags of essential gear are allowed for those competing in the longer race at Fort McPherson and Inuvik, approximately one-third and two-thirds of the way, and all competitors are allowed a bag at the finish for spare warm clothing. Checkpoints guarantee to provide only hot water and shelter.




PROFILE


When experienced ultra runner Mimi Anderson undertook the 6633 Ultra in 2007, it was her first venture into the cold. During the race that year, temperatures averaged –40ºC, with the wind chill one day taking it as low as –59ºC. The Northern Lights put on a smoky green spectacle every night, however, bouncing around in the sky and lighting the way.


As she approached Caribou Creek in the second half of the race, she started to hallucinate: ‘I saw an elephant, hundreds of men on skidoos about to attack me, men carrying guns…’ She was told by the medic at the checkpoint that she must rest for six hours because of fatigue, or could face being withdrawn.


It was difficult to keep her hands warm when overmitts had to be removed to take out food, so one of the highlights was being given a sandwich by three men in a van who stopped to talk to her on the ice road, providing her with a new lease of energy. The lowest point of the race was reaching the outskirts of Tuktoyaktuk and being told she still had 7 miles (11 km) to complete, when her body was freezing. But her son ran that section with her for morale, and when she reached the finish there were locals in cars and skidoos shouting encouragement, and she had won the race – 24 hours ahead of the next competitor.


Her father died while she was competing in the race: ‘I know he was there with me,’ she said. It was an extraordinary achievement for a woman who suffered for years with anorexia. Now a grandmother, running has given Mimi the ability to believe in herself again.





STATISTICS
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Distance between checkpoints for rest and food: 23–70 miles (37–113 km)
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Record holder for 120-mile (193-km) race: Kevin Hollings, 2013, 34 hours 35 minutes
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Record holder for 350-mile (563-km) race: Mimi Anderson, 2007, 143 hours 25 minutes
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Number of entrants competing to reach Arctic Ocean in 2013: 24
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Number of finishers at Arctic Ocean in 2013: 4
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Total number of finishers who had reached the Arctic Ocean prior to 2013: 6
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Temperature range at start: Anything from –45ºC to a balmy –32ºC
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NORSEMAN XTREME TRIATHLON




What is it? The ‘ultimate triathlon on planet earth’


Location: Norway


Established: 2003


Held: Annually in August


Equipment: Wetsuit, neoprene socks and cap recommended, bike with lights and helmet, two backpacks containing warm clothing, flashlight/headlamp, food and drink, mobile phone, cash for cafeteria, support team 


Distance: 140 miles (226 km)


Obstacles: Fjord to peak – sea level to 6,070 ft (1,850 m); total ascent 9,843 ft (5,000 m)





The Norseman route begins with a legendary 4-m jump from the ferry into the dark, deep, cold Hardangerfjord in west Norway, which is surrounded by snowy mountains. The landscape only gets more spectacular from there. The temperature on race morning is usually 13–15ºC, depending on snowmelt and rivers and nearby hydropower production, which affects water temperature. Wetsuits are mandatory for the 2.4-mile (3.8-km) swim. This is followed by a bike ride of 112 miles (180 km) crossing the mountain plateau of Hardangervidda along national roads and country roads to Austbygd at Lake Tinnsjøen.


Competitors then run 26.2 miles (42 km), of which the first 15.5 miles (25 km) is fairly flat, ending in a steep climb of 10.7 miles (17.2 km) to the 6,070-ft (1,850-m) high top of Mount Gaustatoppen, the final section being on rocky trail. Cut-off times prevent participants continuing alone on the mountains after dark as conditions can be dangerous.


The idea of the Norseman started in 2001 when Paal Hårek Stranheim and Bent Olav Olsen were lamenting the fact that only nine Norwegians had competed in triathlon events the previous year. Stranheim wanted to create a ‘completely different race’ through some of Norway’s most beautiful nature, with the experience ‘more important than the finish time’, and family and friends offering support. The weather can be beautiful and you might see porpoises, orcas or reindeer. But he also wanted it to be the hardest Ironman race on earth.


Norseman Xtreme Triathlon is organised by the 20 or so members of the Hardangervidda Triathlon Klubb, who are also the main crew of the race. In 2014 for the first time since 2004 Norwegians topped both the men’s and women’s class: Allan Hovda (10 hours 52 minutes 7 seconds) and Line Foss (12 hours 56 minutes 27 seconds). The water temperature in the fjord was warmer than average, 16ºC, but competitors had to reckon with headwinds, rain, hail and thick fog.




PROFILE


While the swim is statistically the most dangerous part of any triathlon, it’s the steep final ascent of the mountain at the end of the Norseman that is strictly controlled for safety reasons. While the entire race is restricted to 250 athletes a year, only the first 160 competitors are allowed past the 20-mile (32-km) mark to finish on top of the mountain. Those arriving later complete the distance at plateau level. Those finishing on top claim their prize of a black T-shirt, while those finishing at plateau level receive a white T-shirt. So far 35 women and 466 men have earned the black finisher shirt.


In 2005 and 2007 the race could not continue to the top of the Mount Gaustatoppen because of snow, cold rain and heavy winds. In normal conditions, the air temperature on the high parts of the mountain is likely to be from 2–12ºC. A mountain safety checkpoint at 23 miles (37.5 km) ensures participants are properly equipped to continue according to the rules of the manual. A support crew is mandatory to continue up ‘Zombie Hill’ – so called because its sheer steepness slows racers down into exhausted, speechless automatons – to the final ascent: no athlete is allowed past Stavsro, the mountain safety checkpoint, alone.


Peter Oom came tenth in the Norseman 2014. Having also competed in the Celtman and Swissman, he said the local athletes had an advantage by knowing the routes, and riding the course before would have helped.


At 20 miles (32 km) there was a checkpoint, and the racer ahead of Peter had stopped. Peter and his support guy, Thor, understood that everyone was being told to stop for five minutes. Then he realised: ‘The guy in front had actually a five-minute penalty to serve.’ He had lost a few minutes for no reason, and was already angry when he reached the next checkpoint, and found Thor wasn’t ready. On the final stretch, the terrain was getting worse and the fog thicker and thicker. He heard voices but had no idea where they were coming from. Suddenly the finish line loomed out of the fog. He’d achieved tenth place, not in the top five as he’d hoped. But lessons had been learned, he was happy with his performance, and was: ‘Most of all happy with my wife, and that she lives with me doing these crazy things.’





STATISTICS
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Number of athletes who competed in the first Norseman Xtreme Triathlon in 2003: 21
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Number of finishers in 2003: 19
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Fastest time in 2003: 12 hours 48 minutes (Christian Houge-Thiis)
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Male/female ratio: 85/15
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Percentage of Norwegian athletes: 50 per cent
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Fastest ever finish: 10 hours 30 minutes 9 seconds
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Slowest ever finish: 22 hours 5 minutes 20 seconds







 


Statistics for 2014:
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Fastest man: Allan Hovda completed 18 minutes ahead of Lars Christian Vold






	[image: ]

	
Fastest woman: Line Foss completed 43 minutes ahead of the second-place woman Maggie Rush






	[image: ]

	
Number of applicants: 1,953 from 51 countries
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Number of athletes who competed: 260 from 30 countries
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Total number of finishers: 247
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ANTARCTIC ICE MARATHON




What is it? Marathon run on snow and ice


Location: The foothills of Antarctica’s Ellsworth Mountains


Established: 2005


Held: Annually in November


Equipment: Cold-weather gear including wind pants, down jacket and insulated boots 


Distance: 26.2 miles (42 km)


Obstacles: Snow and ice, intense cold which with wind chill can fall as low as –25ºC





Testimonials by runners who have completed the Antarctic Ice Marathon invariably speak of the otherworldly beauty of the polar landscape against which the race is conducted. Mountains, glaciers, pure, cold, clean-smelling air and the pristine whiteness of snow and ice are invariably cited as the highlights of what many former runners describe as an awesome, once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Held at 80 degrees south, just a few hundred kilometres from the South Pole at the foot of the Ellsworth Mountains, the Antarctic Ice Marathon can lay claim to be both the southernmost marathon in the world and the only marathon to be held on the Antarctic mainland.


Organised by Polar Running Adventures (which is also responsible for the Antarctic 100k race and the world’s most northerly marathon, the North Pole Marathon), the Antarctic Ice Marathon is, as you would imagine, logistically complex. It is also one of the world’s more elite marathons, in which athletes pay an enormous sum of money (the entry fee for 2016 is over €11,000) to have themselves flown by private jet from Chile to Union Glacier, Antarctica, where, after landing on a naturally occurring ice runway, they are housed in double-insulated tents and wined and dined for the three nights they are there. The race takes place on a 26.2-mile (42-km) marked course that has been prepared in advance with the support of snowmobiles, aid stations and medical personnel.


Upon completion of the marathon, the entrant’s race fee also gets them a flight back to Punta Arenas in Chile, a medal, T-shirts, patches, certificate, professional photographs and a short film of the event for private use. Aside from competing on what may reasonably be termed ‘the last frontier of marathons’, the other attraction of the Ice Marathon is that it makes runners eligible for membership in the coveted Seven Continents Club.


In this land beyond the range of penguins, who decline to venture so far south, competitors must be prepared to deal with all manner of challenges, from snow and ice underfoot, to extreme temperatures and biting winds, to the eerie and possibly disconcerting emptiness of a hushed white world devoid of spectators.




PROFILE


When in 2010 American runner Sarah Oliphant embarked upon the Antarctic Ice Marathon, she had already run marathons on six of the seven continents as well as the North Pole Marathon. Her completion of the race, in third place in the women’s division with the time of 6 hours 32 minutes 48 seconds, gained her entry into both the Seven Continents Club and the Marathon Grand Slam Club. At 15 years of age she was the youngest person ever to achieve the feat.


Coming in behind Sarah, with a time of 6 hours 37 minutes 45 seconds, was her father, Arnold. At 51, Arnold was a scientist with a doctorate in genetics. Four years previously he had spent two years confined to his bed by rheumatoid arthritis, from which he gradually improved his condition through diet and exercise. He began his rehabilitation on a home elliptical trainer, working in sessions of five and six minutes at a time. Eventually he reached the stage where he was able to leave the house and walk around the block.


Running in the company of his daughter followed. In what is surely a perfect example of the old adage that great achievements begin with small steps, they started with small and manageable jogs around the block, gradually increasing their distance as the months went on.


Then, in January 2008, father and daughter began marathon training. This led to them competing in the Utah Marathon six months later. For Arnold it was a mighty achievement. Sarah, meanwhile, 12 years old at the time, had experienced difficulty finding a marathon that would allow someone her age to compete.


According to Arnold, age isn’t a consideration when running a marathon. In his opinion, adults are far too inclined to use age as a barrier to stop young people from achieving their dreams. Certainly marathons held no terrors for the 15-year-old Sarah. ‘I like it when it’s hard because it makes me happy,’ she said. ‘I feel joy running in that type of environment.’


Conditions for the 2010 Ice Marathon were ideal, with clear skies and the temperature hovering around 14°C. The sun hung around the whole time, bathing competitors in 24-hour light. A couple of days after the race, just for the hell of it, Sarah and some friends travelled to southern Chile and ran in the Punta Arenas marathon. Clearly, at her age, problems like stiffness and muscle soreness are unknown.





STATISTICS
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Men’s record: 3 hours 34 minutes 47 seconds, set by Petr Vabroušek (2013)
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Women’s record: 4 hours 20 minutes 2 seconds, set by Fiona Oakes (2013)
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	The race initially took place at Patriot Hills in Antarctica but in 2010 the venue changed to Union Glacier
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	In 2007, a wheelchair competitor, William Tan, completed a marathon distance on the airport runway
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	The sister race of the Antarctica Ice Marathon is the North Pole Marathon, which is the most northerly marathon on earth
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IDITAROD TRAIL INVITATIONAL




What is it? A race by bike, ski or foot, along a dog-sled route


Location: Alaska


Established: 2000


Held: Annually in March


Equipment: Fat-tyred bike, cross-country skis or snow shoes (depending on your choice of mode of transport), sleeping bag, camping stove and gas canisters, food and a small sled to drag everything along with you 


Distance: 350 miles (563 km) or 1,000 miles (1,609 km)


Obstacles: Thick snow, ice, blowholes (terrifying localised blizzards) and charging moose





One of the world’s greatest races is the Iditarod, across Alaska from Anchorage to Nome, but most people complete that race with the aid of a team of sled dogs to pull them along. A brave few choose to complete the course entirely under their own steam. The course is so tough that the organisers limit the race to just 50 people each year and every one of them has to have completed a qualifying ultramarathon before being considered.


The Iditarod dog-sled race began in the early 1970s in an attempt to preserve the fading tradition of dog mushing. Over the decades that followed a few attempts were made to run or ride sections of dogsled route without dogs. However, it wasn’t until 2000 that anyone attempted the 1,000-mile distance. The race was known as the Iditarod Impossible, but Mike Curiak managed to complete it in just over 15 days with six other cyclists finishing behind him over the next six days. Canadian Dave Norona set off on skis and finished an unofficial 33 days, 4 hours and 30 minutes later.


There is no set course. The route just becomes the path through the ice that the competitors chose to take. There are checkpoints along the route and competitors will post bags full of provisions to various village post offices and other points on the way. The route changes on alternate years to minimise the impact on the local villages. On even years they take a northern route and on odd years they take a southern route. The dog teams start off a couple of days behind the cyclists and normally overtake the runners and riders along the way – though in 2014, benefiting from warm days and less snow than usual, cyclist Jeff Oakley made it to all the way to Nome just before the first huskies started to arrive.




PROFILE


While there are just over 40 people who have successfully completed the 1,000-mile (1,609-km) course, Tim Hewitt is in a league of his own, having run the full length of the course no less than eight times. An employment lawyer from Pennsylvania, Tim is one of the toughest ultra-endurance athletes in the world. A gymnast at college, Tim took up running socially when he was at law school but didn’t start to compete properly until he was in his 40s. He started winning ultramarathons in the 50–60 age group and set a course record for a 100-mile (161-km) race on the Iditarod trail in 2000.


Tim became tantalised by the prospect of the Iditarod Impossible and entered the second 1,000-mile race in 2001. He was vying for the lead with fellow Pennsylvanian Tom Jarding for most of the race but two-thirds of the way through something went badly wrong. As he was focusing on a twinkling light in the distance, he stepped into a hole and a sharp pain shot through his toes and his knee. He had a stress fracture in his tibia, three-quarters of the way through the bone. Unbelievably he kept going, crawling on his hands and knees for uphill sections of the route. Eventually he finished along with Tom Jarding, the only other race finisher on foot, after a total of 26 days 20 hours 46 minutes.


In other years Tim has been caught in blowholes that have left him unable to move because of the strong winds. He has witnessed the moisture in his breath forming into snow as he spoke to a fellow competitor. On one journey he saw a fireball streaking through the sky. His wife Loreen also competes and in 2014 the two of them completed the course together. What is the secret of his success? Tim says, ‘Being successful in this race requires a certain degree of stubbornness and unwillingness to give in.’ That and a degree of flexibility to cope with whatever the course might throw at you.





STATISTICS


Northern route
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Bike record: 10 days 2 hours 53 minutes (Jeff Oatley, 2014)
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Foot record: 20 days 14 hours 45 minutes (Tom Jarding, 2010)
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Women’s bike record: 17 days 6 hours 25 minutes (Ausilia Vistarini, 2014)
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