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INTRODUCTION



When we think of the world’s great sporting events, we tend to focus on spectacles such as the World Cup, the Olympics, the Derby, the Monaco Grand Prix or the University Boat Race. Yet there is also an alternative world of competition where participants risk life, limb and often dignity for meagre rewards in truly weird sporting pursuits. Step forward the Indonesian sport of sepak bola api, a variation of football in which the barefoot players kick a ball that is on fire; Germany’s Mud Olympics, at which competitors play soccer, volleyball and handball while knee-deep in mud; Oregon’s Pig-N-Ford Races where drivers speed around the track while carrying a live pig under one arm; and Australia’s variation of the Boat Race, the Henley-on-Todd River Race, where, instead of rowing, teams carry their boats along the dry bed of the River Todd.


Eccentricity truly comes into its own on the field of sport, and here I have selected 100 of the world’s weirdest sports events. They include the grotesque (the national sport of Afghanistan is buzkashi, in which riders on horseback aim to drag the headless carcass of a dead goat towards their opponents’ goal), the dangerous (instead of using their bare hands, Japanese deathmatch wrestlers batter each other with glass light tubes, fire extinguishers or baseball bats covered in barbed wire), and the downright daft in the form of the World Black Pudding Throwing Championships, the World Flounder Tramping Championships, the World Gravy Wrestling Championships, the Shin Kicking World Championships and the Wife Carrying World Championships. If there is a world championship for wife swapping, it is almost certainly held behind closed doors.


Races are staged in all kinds of transportation. Canada is home to the Great Klondike International Outhouse Race (for portable toilets), the World Championship Bathtub Race, and pumpkin kayaking; Colorado hosts the annual Emma Crawford Coffin Races; Germany has the World Wok Racing Championships (for those who have always wanted to know what it would feel like to speed down a bobsled run in a frying pan), and the pride of Yorkshire is the Great Knaresborough Bed Race, where teams push a bed (containing a human occupant) along a 2.4-mile course that requires a wet crossing of the River Nidd.


Animals feature heavily, too. As well as traditional races for ostriches (complete with jockeys), cockroaches (no jockey required), snails, and Australia’s splendid Dachshund Dash, rubber-duck racing is one of the fastest growing sports of recent years, with events being held in several countries. Other competitions test an animal’s ability to do more than just run or float, such as dog surfing, camel wrestling, rabbit show jumping and pig diving. It is not beyond the realms of possibility that at some time in the future we may be treated to synchronised pig diving.


Although the plunging porkers might disagree, the appeal of many of these sports is enhanced by taking part. If cheese rolling or volcano boarding are too energetic for your taste, ice golf or underwater ice hockey too uncomfortable, and lingerie football wouldn’t show off your legs to best effect, you could always enjoy more leisurely pursuits like Rock Paper Scissors, pooh sticks or worm charming. If, on the other hand, you prefer a watching brief, you could try your hand at cow-pat bingo, an international contest where a field is divided into numbered squares, and contestants bet on which square the cow will take a poop. It is probably the only occasion in life when you can make money from one number two on top of another.





CHAPTER ONE



WACKY RACES



BEER MILE WORLD CHAMPIONSHIP, AUSTIN, TEXAS, USA



To many people, ‘fun run’ is one of the world’s great oxymorons along with ‘head butt’, ‘crash landing’ and ‘military intelligence’. But how much more enjoyable and therefore mentally beneficial would a run be if it were broken up by the occasional beer, say every lap? That is the premise of the beer mile, a running race that takes place around a standard athletics track but which is started not by a gun, but by the swift consumption of a can or bottle of beer. Further beers are downed in a designated zone at the end of laps one, two and three, the eventual winner being the first competitor to finish four laps and four beers. Whereas track races other than short sprints traditionally have staggered starts, the beer mile is unique in often having a staggered finish.


The beer mile originated on the college campuses of North America in the late 1980s. As its popularity spread among thirsty students, an official set of rules, ‘The Kingston Rules’ (named after a city in Ontario), was drawn up. These rules stipulated that the beer drunk must be no less than twelve ounces in size and must be a minimum of five per cent alcohol. Cans must be drunk from the tab on the top and must not have been tampered with in any way. This is to prevent unscrupulous athletes deliberately puncturing the can beforehand so that there is less to drink. Lastly, any competitor who vomits before the finish must run an extra lap. These regulations have generally been adopted across the world, although in Britain runners sometimes down a whole pint before each lap and therefore find it necessary to waive the no-vomiting rule. Apparently, the secret of success is to burp out as much beer as possible in the first few strides of each lap, allowing the run to continue unhindered by excess gas.


In the same way that the four-minute barrier proved elusive for decades to dry milers, so beer milers struggled to break five minutes – that is until 27 April 2014 when Californian athlete James ‘the Beast’ Nielsen recorded a time of 4:57.1. It was almost sixty years to the day since Roger Bannister had run the first nonalcoholic four-minute mile, although for some reason the Englishman’s feat still occupies a more prominent place in athletics history. Nielsen’s breakthrough was followed at the end of that year by the inaugural staging of the Beer Mile World Championship in Austin, Texas. The men’s race was won by Canadian Corey Gallagher in 5:00.23 and the women’s event by American Beth Herndon in 6:17.8. This has since become an annual competition and is now one of the key dates in the calendar for beer milers.


Meanwhile, in August 2015, Nielsen helped organise the first Beer Mile World Classic in San Francisco. It was won by Canadian Lewis Kent, who had finished a disappointing fifth in Austin. He blamed the beer, telling ESPN: ‘I went with Budweiser Platinum, but I should have brought my own. This time, I travelled with Amsterdam Blonde, from my local Toronto brewery. It made all the difference. I’m on top of the world. This was my shot to represent my country.’ The race was not without controversy, however, as Nielsen was disqualified for having more than the allowable limit of dregs in his discarded beers. It was a schoolboy error, although under strict American liquor laws, not one that a schoolboy is allowed to make. Nielsen’s misfortune also handed the team prize to Canada. Another favourite to bite the dust was Australian Josh Harris, who incurred a one-lap penalty for vomiting at the start of lap three, a mishap labelled the ‘Chunder from Down Under’.


By the summer of 2016, Canadian Corey Bellemore had lowered the world record to an impressive 4:34.35 at that year’s Beer Mile World Classic in London. His beer of choice was Indian brew Kingfisher. In just a few years, the sport has grown from boozy student pastime to the stage where races often attract serious athletes and hundreds of spectators. Even if you don’t like beer, there are variations with vodka or whisky. Indeed, some say that the vodka two-mile gives a whole new meaning to the term ‘Olympic spirit’.






BIBURY DUCK RACE, BIBURY, GLOUCESTERSHIRE, ENGLAND



Boxing Day is traditionally a day for classic sporting events, and just as the King George VI Chase at Kempton Park showcases the most talented National Hunt racehorses in the land, so the Bibury Duck Race offers spectators the chance to witness at close quarters the finest thoroughbred plastic ducks.


Every year at around 11 a.m. on Boxing Day, the Gloucestershire village of Bibury, once described by William Morris as ‘the most beautiful village in England’, is swamped by hordes of spectators who have finally peeled themselves off the sofa, hidden the Christmas Chocolate Orange in a safe place and come to watch thousands of plastic ducks float down the fast-flowing River Coln for two exciting races. The event is currently organised by the village cricket club, but its precise origins are shrouded in mystery. All that is known is that it dates back at least twenty-five years. The participants in the first race are 150 decoy ducks, sponsored by onlookers for £10 a head. The person whose duck crosses the finish line first nominates which charity the race proceeds should go to. The second race features more than two thousand yellow plastic ducks (the sort that children and Bill Oddie may have in their bath), with spectators able to sponsor these for just £1 each. Prizes, which sometimes include dinner for four, bottles of champagne, and even an oven-ready, non-plastic duck, are awarded to the first twenty ducks and the very last duck to finish.


The main race begins when the yellow ducks are tipped into the river by starters standing on the bridge in the centre of the village. A large net catches them at the finishing line but, don’t worry, no plastic ducks are harmed in the running of the race. The ducks are then cleaned up ready for re-use the following year. However, spare a thought for the real ducks on the river. Seeing the flotilla of lifelike decoy birds relentlessly making their way downstream must produce a feeling similar to that experienced by Sir Francis Drake on spotting the Spanish Armada. Instead of engaging in battle, these latter-day drakes usually take to the skies. Race marshals, knee-deep in waders, are also on hand to prevent fowl play and assist any real ducks that are too confused by the imposters.


In 2012, the yellow duck race had to be cancelled because, following weeks of heavy rain, the Coln was at its highest recorded level ever. There were fears that hundreds of plastic ducks would jam what little space remained under the village bridge and cause the river to overflow into nearby cottages.


Whereas once upon a time plastic ducks did little more than wait to be hooked on fairground stalls, now there are similar annual races all over the world, including the Rubber Duck Regatta in Cincinnati, Ohio, Colorado’s Aspen Ducky Derby, the Great Knoxville Rubber Duck Race in Tennessee, Australia’s Great Brisbane Duck Race, the Stockbridge Duck Race in Edinburgh, Scotland, and the Hebden Bridge Duck Race in West Yorkshire. Meanwhile, a world record 205,000 blue rubber ducks took part in the 2009 Great British Duck Race, staged along a one-kilometre stretch of the River Thames near Hampton Court Palace. All of this is good news for an often-overlooked section of business enterprise. Forget about smartphones and hair extensions; the manufacture of novelty plastic ducks is surely one of the boom industries of the twenty-first century.






BRITISH LAWNMOWER RACING ASSOCIATION 12-HOUR ENDURANCE RACE, FIVE OAKS, WEST SUSSEX, ENGLAND



Motor sport is an expensive pastime for the amateur. So it was that one evening in 1973 a group of enthusiasts came to discuss the escalating costs of their favourite hobby over a pint or several at the Cricketers Arms in the West Sussex village of Wisborough Green. Among their number was Irishman Jim Gavin, who was heavily involved in rallying at the time but wanted to create a new sport that was accessible to everyone. As the beer flowed, the group’s thoughts turned to alternative forms of motor sport that might be fun and cheap to run. After discarding motorised bar stools and wheelbarrows, they looked out across the village green and saw the groundsman mowing the cricket pitch. That was their Eureka moment. They all had lawnmowers in their sheds, so why not race them? This was motor sport at grass-roots level.


The first British Grand Prix meeting for lawnmowers was staged later that year at Wisborough Green. Thirty-five men went to mow, including the proud owner of a 1923 vintage motor mower. Races were divided then, as now, into three classifications: Class 1 for run-behind mowers; Class 2 for towed seat mowers with grass boxes; and Class 3, the most popular, for sit-on mowers. Classes 2 and 3 are the fastest, the latter occasionally hitting 50mph, whereas the speed of the run-behind mowers is governed solely by the ability of the perspiring runner to stay with the machine. Class 1 relay races are particularly entertaining when the drivers try to swap without losing speed or control of the mower. For safety reasons, all blades of racing mowers are removed beforehand, but otherwise only minor modifications are permitted.


The burgeoning sport received a mighty boost in 1975 from no less a figure than Sir Stirling Moss, who, attracted by the camaraderie, made his first return to motor sport since his near-fatal crash at Goodwood in 1962. Moss duly won the 1975 British Grand Prix for lawnmowers (a feat he repeated the following year), and by the end of the decade more than a hundred enthusiasts kept mowers purely for racing.


The British Lawnmower Racing Association has been formed to govern the sport, and today it runs a number of meetings between May and October, including the World Championships and the British Grand Prix. But the flagship event is the 12-Hour Endurance Race, staged at Five Oaks, just a few miles from the sport’s West Sussex birthplace. First held in 1978, it takes its inspiration from the famous Le Mans 24-Hour Race, with drivers running to their machines at the start and teams of three taking it in turns to drive through the night from 8 p.m. to 8 a.m. This is Le Mans with a cutting edge. With no suspension other than a padded seat and with simple hay bales serving as crash barriers, it is no stroll in the park for the sit-on drivers as they race around the 0.9-mile field circuit at an average speed of 30mph. Past winners include five-time Le Mans champion Derek Bell, who has won the 12-Hour Lawnmower Race twice, once with Sir Stirling Moss as his co-driver. In more recent years, motorcycle ace Guy Martin has graced the event. Actor Oliver Reed, who lived nearby, regularly entered a team, which must have been a harrowing prospect for his fellow competitors, given his legendary fondness for alcohol. If you have ever seen a runaway mower demolish a garden shed and rampage through an herbaceous border, you will be aware of its capacity for destruction.


Lawnmower racing now has associations in Europe, New Zealand and the United States, where the showpiece event is the Twelve Mile 500, a fifteen-mile, sixty-lap race held in Twelve Mile, Indiana. But for the drama of a true endurance event, the place to be is West Sussex in early August, when it’s Ready, Steady, Mow!






CHEESE ROLLING, COOPER’S HILL, BROCKWORTH, GLOUCESTERSHIRE, ENGLAND



An alien visitor to Earth in 2017 might, on returning to the mother ship, be able to convince his fellow Martians that Donald Trump is now President of the United States, even that Keith Richards is still alive, but he would never be able to persuade them that there is a place in England where every year dozens of people voluntarily risk life and limb by hurling themselves down a steep hill in pursuit of a large cheese – all in the name of sport. It sounds – and is – crazy, but on the other hand, if greyhounds still think it’s a good idea to chase a mechanised piece of rag around a racetrack time and time again, why shouldn’t energetic country folk put their bodies on the line for a nine-pound wheel of Double Gloucester? At least the cheese is edible.


Cheese rolling in this otherwise tranquil area of rural Gloucestershire dates back to at least the fifteenth century. It is thought to have originated from a pagan ceremony in which bundles of burning brushwood were rolled down the hill to herald the advent of spring. These days, it takes place on the Spring Bank Holiday Monday at the end of May on the one-in-three gradient of Cooper’s Hill. Each of the four races (three for men and one for women) begins with the wheel of cheese being released from the top of the hill, followed a second later by the runners. Strictly speaking, the aim is to catch the cheese before it reaches the bottom of the hill, but because it can hit speeds of 70mph on its descent, the cheese is rarely captured. Instead the first person to make it to the foot of the hill wins the race and the cheese. Although the runners set off in a standing position, the slope is so steep that it is virtually impossible for them to remain upright for more than a few strides and the race becomes an exercise in who can bounce down the hill the fastest. An Australian observer succinctly described the event as ‘twenty young men chasing a cheese off a cliff and tumbling 200 yards to the bottom, where they are scraped up by paramedics and packed off to hospital’.


Injuries are certainly not uncommon. In 1997, thirty-three people were injured while pursuing the cheese, and in 2005 the later races were delayed as ambulances delivered victims to the local hospital before returning to wait for the next batch of casualties. With up to fifteen thousand spectators expected, the 2010 event was cancelled amid safety concerns for both participants and bystanders, and since then cheese rolling has continued on an unofficial basis. The sheer size of the cheese is enough to knock over anyone unfortunate enough to find themselves in its path, and in 2013 veteran cheese-maker Diana Smart, who had been supplying the cheese for the contest since 1988, was warned by police that she could be liable for prosecution in the event of any injuries. That year a foam replica cheese was substituted for the real thing but normal cheesy service was resumed in 2014. However, the number of runners in each race has been restricted to fifteen. Previously as many as forty took part, so that the downhill charge resembled a scene from Zulu.


As cheese was rationed during the Second World War, between 1941 and 1954 runners chased a wooden ‘cheese’ that contained a small piece of real cheese in the centre. Local man Stephen Gyde collected twenty cheeses between 1978 and 2006, but his record has been equalled by soldier Chris Anderson, who, by 2017, had won twenty cheeses in thirteen years, including, in 2011 and 2017, the coveted ‘Triple Crown’ – the winning of all three cheeses in a single year. One year he suffered a head injury but decided that he was fit enough to report for work the next day, only to be sent home early after putting a kettle in the fridge. Ironically, Anderson doesn’t even like cheese.


Lest anyone be tempted to think that cheese rolling is nothing more than a parochial pursuit, one of the 2013 winners, Kenny Rackers, came all the way from the United States. He told the Huffington Post: ‘I trained a long time for this, and travelled three or four thousand miles just for this race. I put it on my bucket list to win and that’s what I did.’ And he didn’t even have to fly home with his leg in a plaster cast.






DARWIN BEER CAN BOAT RACE, DARWIN, AUSTRALIA



Two commodities never in short supply in Australia are sport-crazy men and empty beer cans. In 1974, as an initiative to clean up the beer can litter around the Northern Territory city of Darwin, local businessmen Lutz Frankenfeld and Paul Rice-Chapman combined the national thirst for sport and beer by devising the Darwin Beer Can Regatta, a day-long celebration where participants exhibit and race boats made from disused beer cans that have been painstakingly taped together in the hope that they might float. That inaugural regatta attracted 22,000 people, which was almost half of Darwin’s population at the time, and more than sixty boats, proving so successful that it has gone on to become an annual event. The regatta features competitions for most creative vessels, flip-flop tossing (or thong tossing as it is confusingly known to the locals), tug-of-war competitions, and even a soft-drink-can boat race for that rarest of creatures, a teetotal Australian. But the sporting highlight is the Battle of Mindil, a contest that is part boat race and part naval battle.


The first beer can boats incorporated outboard motors, but in the 1980s beer companies changed their cans from steel to aluminium. Since the softer aluminium cans had a tendency to crush at speeds in excess of 28 knots, it was no longer deemed safe to have powered boats. So instead the boats are now propelled by sails and paddling crews. What makes the contest all the more interesting is that the vessels are not officially tested beforehand for their seaworthiness, meaning that there is a strong likelihood that not all will make it to the finish. As the Guardian noted: ‘The boats vary in quality. Some extremely seaworthy-looking vessels took thousands of cans and many months to build. Others could have been cobbled together that morning from the leftovers of a larger than expected Saturday night.’


All entrants must conform to the Ten Can-mandments, which include: ‘Thou shalt enter the event in the right spirit’, ‘Thou shalt build the craft of cans’, ‘The craft shall float by cans alone’, and ‘Thou shalt not drown’. At the sound of the start horn, the homemade vessels – some up to thirty feet long – head off out to sea aiming for the floating buoys that indicate the location of submerged treasure. To claim victory and the $500 in prize money, the booty has to be captured and returned ashore to the organisers’ tent without being pirated. This is no easy matter as crew members pelt the opposition with flour bombs, water pistols and water balloons, and attempt to board rival boats in search of the treasure. Consequently, it is by no means certain that the first boat to reach and collect the booty will end up being declared the winner.


Organised by the Lions Club of Darwin, the regatta is held every July, one of the few times in the year when it is safe to enter the sea off Mindil Beach without fear of being stung by venomous box jellyfish. That means there are only hungry saltwater crocodiles to watch out for. The University Boat Race between Oxford and Cambridge may not be as innovative, as colourful or as boisterous as the Darwin Beer Can Race, but at least the crews do not feel obliged to carry crocodile repellent between Putney and Mortlake.


Another showcase for exotic homemade craft is the splendidly named Float Your Fanny Down the Ganny race in Port Hope, Ontario. The race commemorates the 1980 flood that devastated the Canadian town, the ‘fannies’ being the diverse, colourful boats in which competitors attempt to paddle down the ‘Ganny’ – the treacherous Ganaraska River.






EMMA CRAWFORD COFFIN RACES, MANITOU SPRINGS, COLORADO, USA



Around 1889, a young woman named Emma Crawford moved with her mother from Massachusetts to Manitou Springs in the hope that the local mineral springs would cure her tuberculosis. Alas, two years later Emma died at the age of twenty-eight and, in accordance with her wishes, was buried on the 7,200-foot-high summit of Red Mountain, a beauty spot overlooking the town. However, the building of a new mountain incline railway soon forced her body to be moved to a slope on the side of the peak. Then, in 1929, following several years of heavy rain, she was dislodged from her precarious perch and her remains were washed down into the canyon below, where a group of boys made a grim discovery. Only the handles of her coffin, a nameplate and a few bones were found. Although what was left of her was reburied in the town, her ghost is said to haunt Red Mountain to this day and her story became the stuff of legend.


Fast forward to 1995 when the town, looking for ideas to attract visitors, decided to put the ‘fun’ into funeral by staging the first Emma Crawford Coffin Race. Emma – albeit unwittingly – came racing down the mountain, they reasoned. Why not have a race in her honour? Thus, every October on the Saturday before Halloween, as many as seventy teams of five – comprising an ‘Emma’ in a coffin-like contraption on wheels pushed by four ‘mourners’ – speed along a 195-yard course through the centre of Manitou Springs. The teams compete against each other in pairs in a series of heats, the fastest overall time being declared the eventual winner. Ties may or may not be described as ‘dead heats’.


Naturally everyone has to look the part and team members dress up as pirates, ghouls, Smurfs and even zombie transvestite nurses. Meanwhile the homemade coffins are decked out to look like everything from a baby’s pram to the Popemobile. The racing Emmas must all be aged eighteen or over, so nobody can get away with pushing a lightweight child. They must also wear helmets, not least because statistics show that the mortality rate is quite high among occupants of coffins. Competition rules point out that at least three of the four runners must be in direct contact with the coffin at all times during the race, otherwise the coffin will be deemed to be out of control and will be disqualified. And, let’s be honest, nobody wants a runaway coffin. Those in the know say the key to success is to build an aerodynamic coffin and to make sure that your Emma lies as prone as possible in order to reduce wind resistance. Prior to the races there is a grand coffin parade, featuring the competitors’ ingenious creations as well as elaborate real hearses driven by members of the Denver Hearse Association. Prizes are awarded for Best Coffin, Best Emma and Best Entourage. The event draws more than ten thousand spectators to the town each year, so despite the fact that Emma Crawford is long dead, she lives on in the healthy ker-ching of tourism.






EMPIRE STATE BUILDING RUN-UP, NEW YORK CITY, USA



There is a perfectly good lift that takes visitors to the observatory on the eighty-sixth floor of the Empire State Building in under a minute. Yet since 1978, thousands of intrepid souls have instead insisted on running up the stairs – all 1,576 of them: a climb that takes over ten times longer. Madness doesn’t begin to cover it.


As you might expect from an event that incorporates a vertical climb of around one fifth of a mile, this is a race for serious athletes. If your only prior training is once having gone up the stairs at home two at a time because you were caught short en route to the bathroom, give it a miss. As the world’s ‘marquee tower climb’, it attracts elite runners from across the globe, and these start from the lobby at the head of the field, with the rest following on at short staggered intervals to avoid an almighty pile-up with everyone trying to get into the stairwell at the same time. Whereas climbing the stairs of a standard apartment block would require negotiating the occasional abandoned supermarket trolley or prone drunk, the Empire State Building stairs are mercifully kept free of obstruction. Also, unlike the modern marathon, there is rarely a fancy-dress element, so competitors do not run the risk of being wedged in the narrow stairwell by someone wheezing away inside a King Kong costume.


Americans Gary Muhrcke and Marcy Schwam won the very first Empire State Building Run-Up, and it was not until 1995 that a non-American, Germany’s Kurt König, emerged triumphant. The first non-American to win the women’s event was Australian Angela Sheean in 1999. The men’s record of 9:33 was set by Australia’s Paul Crake while notching his fifth consecutive victory in 2003, and the fastest woman to complete the climb was Andrea Mayr of Austria in 11:23 in 2006 (her third straight win). Germany’s Thomas Dold won the race for an unprecedented seven years in a row between 2006 and 2012, while in 2017 Australia’s Suzy Walsham chalked up her eighth win in the women’s race. Construction work meant that from 1991 to 1994, the race finished on the eightieth floor.


Over six hundred runners take part every February, including many who do so for charitable causes. The 2017 field included Roseann Sdoia, who lost part of her leg in the Boston Marathon bombing. It is a tough climb, but some of the non-elite runners save their legs by using the handrails to pull themselves up. With a basic level of fitness, you should expect to reach the top in around half an hour. Stair master Brian Kuritzky advises would-be competitors to train for the event by finding a tall building and running up 30,000 stairs. As for the race itself, he told the New York Daily News: ‘It’s emotionally draining because you are grinding from flight to flight and not seeing anything other than the white stone stairs. But by breaking the eighty-six flights into sets of ten, you can set small, attainable goals that will take you to the top.’ Or you could take the lift.






GREAT KLONDIKE INTERNATIONAL OUTHOUSE RACE, DAWSON CITY, YUKON, CANADA



If modern man’s refuge from the stress of family life is his garden shed, back in the days of the Klondike Gold Rush in the 1890s, it was his outhouse, or outside toilet. It was a place where he could go to contemplate the meaning of life, to sit in blissful solitude and near-silence, and, just occasionally, to wonder why his wife, for all her undoubted virtues, had neglected to replenish the pile of toilet paper. The outhouse was very much a symbol of life in North America and, in some more remote areas, remains so to this day. Nobody seems quite sure how this iconic architectural feature first became the foundation for a madcap race around Dawson City in 1977, but it seems certain that drink was somehow involved.


In the early years, it was quite a haphazard affair, with some racers stopping off at various bars along the route, where they became so refreshed that they didn’t bother continuing to the finish. So a time limit was introduced, and now, as one observer put it, the outhouses ‘charge through the streets of Dawson like a dose of castor oil’.


Teams are composed of five people, all aged sixteen or over, one of whom must be seated on the toilet at all times. Although decorated for the occasion, the contraptions must look as much like outhouses as possible – with the exception of a functioning plumbing system. Only the runners can propel the wheeled outhouses, usually with the aid of rickshaw-like bars. No mechanisms or motors are allowed. For those unable to build their own, metal outhouses are available for hire for the day.


Among the more memorable designs have been the Elton John, the Royal Flush, Dumped at the Altar, and a bizarre airplanelike outhouse, complete with propellers and a twenty-foot wingspan that nearly caused havoc with parked cars’ wing mirrors as it turned corners. In 1986, a group of Anglican ministers, who were in Dawson for an ordination, entered the race and transformed their privy into a devouthouse. On that basis, be prepared for entries from a team of traffic cops (the over and outhouse), defence lawyers (the beyond reasonable doubthouse) and Lulu impersonators (the you make me wanna shouthouse).
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