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If you have the desire for knowledge and the power to give it physical expression, go out and explore. If you are a brave man you will do nothing; if you are fearful you may do much, for none but cowards have need to prove their bravery. Some will tell you that you are mad, and nearly all will say, ‘What is the use?’

Apsley Cherry-Garrard,

The Worst Journey in the World


PROLOGUE

Lacing Up

Christmas Day. The light from the west was sharp and watchful, a cusping breeze rose from the sea. It was not a long run, just far enough to feel myself moving at speed again. It had been over a week since I had last put on my trainers and already they had started to fold in on themselves. As I broke into motion I found it hard to believe that for most of the year I had been running up to 18 miles a day, and here I was, back at the beginning, wading through the sludge of an early afternoon run. One hour. Eight miles. That was all.

I ran my first marathon in London in 2000, but it was not until I had crossed the finish line in Paris six years later that I wondered what would happen if I kept going. That was where the question, why we run, first arose. Thirty thousand people had come to Paris to run through the city. Nearly 40,000 would be lining up later that month in London. For many it was an experience to be had once and only once. Thank you, but enough. For others, though, 26.2 miles is not enough, and when their legs have recovered, the search begins again to find a longer, harder challenge.

In Nature, Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote that ‘Motion or change, and identity or rest, are the first and second secrets of nature.’ In the end the question of why we run comes down to what happens when you head out on your Sunday-morning run, with your family asleep or making breakfast, and you keep going. Where does that road lead to? An increasing number of people know that it gets you at least as far as the marathon. And then there is a void. What happens after that?

I have no special knowledge, no privileged position. I have not won a single race in my life, nor can I run particularly quickly, but what I have learnt is that I have a capacity to run for a very long time without stopping. In itself this is no great skill – after all, no one is taught how to run – and long-distance running is an experience that can be shared by all. And yet what I have seen is something that few people have witnessed and even fewer have reported. If you want to know where that road leads, read on. If not, then you are already stronger, braver and more knowing than I ever thought I was capable of being.

Long-distance runners are, by their nature, solitary figures and to ask them why they run such epic distances is still usually met with the response that Chris Brasher, the founder of the London Marathon, got when he asked the same question: ‘Come on, Chris, you know why.’ Each runner has their own reason, in some cases their own cross to bear, and I have sat at the feet of those runners to learn from them, rather than to offer some kind of confessional on their behalf. Inevitably, though, motives have been uncovered and tragedies revealed. While these explanations alone do not give a three-dimensional picture of why they run, to ignore them would be to treat running as a pastime that exists mutually exclusively to the rest of their lives. For these men and women, as it came to be for me, running was as much a way of life as a means of understanding it.

My own confession is that I did not set out to write this story as a parable of my shift into adulthood, but as time went on that is what it became. I can only apologise if this upsets the rhythm of the story but I have learnt, belatedly, that this transition was intimately connected to the reasons why I run, and to avoid it would be to fail the narrator’s primary obligation – honesty.

Some will be familiar with this journey, in its various guises, already. All who have put on a pair of trainers will know the sense of freedom that comes with fresh air on the face miles from home. What we come to feel in those moments of liberation is, as Emerson described it, like ‘standing on the bare ground – my head bathed by the blithe air and uplifted into infinite space, – all mean egotism vanishes. I became a transparent eyeball; I am nothing; I see all; the currents of the Universal Being circulate through me.’ If you don’t know this already, you soon will because, in the end, while I can show you where that road leads, to know, to really know, will require you to take to the road yourself.

As for the rest, they may never understand. They will look on with complete incomprehension at the idea of making life harder still, although they might listen politely before turning away. If you have told this story already, nearly all who listened will have thought that you were mad. They will almost certainly have asked: what is the use?


1

Orbiting

I had been running for about 4 hours by the time I dropped to my knees over a shallow puddle to contemplate breaking the muddy reflection and quenching my thirst. Around me the breeze rustled through the coarse heather that clung to the sandy soil, and from above came the occasional swoosh of the wind through the imperious evergreens that shaded me now from the summer sun. The landscape was in a state of deep meditative peacefulness, like a heartbeat at rest. My lips were chapped from dehydration, my tongue swollen and cumbersome. The crust of sweat that had formed on my biceps crackled to the touch and my shorts were starch-stiff, salt lines jagging across them like some terrible economic forecast. I was exhausted, confused and completely lost.

The road from which I had strayed in search of this muddy oasis opened up behind me, daring me to try to retrace my steps. How on earth had this happened? Earlier that morning I had pulled out the map and checked off all the turnings of a 10-mile circular route that I remembered so clearly from a trip long ago. I had spent my summers growing up in this plantation forest of pine trees and heather, and there was even a family photograph taken of us kneeling down on a forest floor just like this. Moments later we had returned to our bicycles to ride back over the dunes and down the long winding road that led to the cottage by the sea. But the road I was on now could not possibly lead back to the sea because the noon sun overhead gave a clear indication that I was still heading approximately east, and away from my destination. However, even this observation could not be relied on to fix my geographical and temporal location since this was the west coast of Denmark at solstice when the sun behaves peculiarly, and for hours seemed to have barely moved across the sky.

It was the summer of 2002 and it had been four months since I had run my last marathon. Although I had started to waver, wondering how much longer I could keep going, the many miles I had run in training bolstered my confidence that I was going to be fine. I had not drunk anything since the cup of tea at breakfast, and even as I started pissing blood I had not become worried. It was not the first time this had happened, and as alarming as it was to discover that the kidneys had started to process themselves, I kept reminding myself – I am a runner. This is what I do. What was of greater concern was my growing emotional confusion. While the evidence of my physical limitations reinforced the fact that the body has the capacity to destroy itself from within, the moment that you start to choke with the longing to be home again is when your will to keep pushing on begins to falter. I wanted this to be over, and soon.

The road bears witness to all travellers who go on foot and each of us has a breaking point at which we have to recognise that we are no longer in complete control. Retracing my steps to this place was a way of savouring the memory of an era long past. However, it came with a warning. If I stayed too long, it would lead into the labyrinth of my childhood memories, which was scarcely a useful navigational tool. Kneeling down on the forest floor, I pined for home, and that homesickness was combined with a peculiar nostalgia that came from being confronted with a past I had not contemplated for a decade, made increasingly vivid the more fatigued and dehydrated I became. The longer I remained out on the road, the worse it would get.

As I rose to my feet, having talked myself out of disturbing my dark reflection in the puddle, all I was certain of was that 2 hours behind me was a railway line that bisected the main road back to the coastal village of Henne. Walking off the forest track and back onto the main road, I realised that my way home could be found in the place where landscape and memory collide. Through recollection, I could think myself out of this predicament, and the right path would emerge out of the silence. Against the shimmer of heat rising from the tarmac, I imagined myself getting back on my bicycle all those years ago. Turning my back to the wind, I made off in the direction I had no tangible proof was the direction of home.

Long before I was born, my parents had been coming to the west coast of Denmark as part of an annual trip to visit my maternal grandparents. Later, in a small cottage high on the dunes, my brother and I would pass a month of every summer running along the beach, flying kites against the North Sea wind. Every August, days before our departure from England, when the roads were empty of those who had already left for the long vacation, we would sit by the front door watching the inventory build up of clothes, towels, swimwear and cooking utensils. Bicycles would go onto the roof rack on the morning of our departure, and we would then, at last, be told to find a place in the back. As we drove through Essex to Harwich, with the fields already turning brown and dusty in the heat, our excited chatter would simmer to a patient anticipation. The overnight ferry took us to Esbjerg, where we waved to anonymous bystanders on the quay. The smell of diesel mixed with brine was the first sensory indication that we were finally, eleven long months later, returning to the coast.

The final mile of that two-day trip weaves gently through the modest clapboard town of Henne, past ice-cream parlours from which the aroma of waffles and fish and chips carries on the breeze. The car, weighed down low to the ground like an amphibious vessel, rolled slowly past families lining up to play mini-golf. Huge German dogs padded obediently along the pavement, their owners silent and content with their modest holiday expectations as their children raced on ahead. In the months that had passed, little had changed. The innocence of the landscape and the simplicity of the routine that we quickly fell into meant that each time we returned it was as if we were doing so, apologetically, after a prolonged, unforeseen absence.

The road turned to gravel as it meandered lazily out of the other side of Henne, through the undulating plantations that we had known since our infancy, the cottage obscured from view until we were virtually on top of it. My father would bring the car almost to a standstill as he heightened the anticipation of our long-awaited arrival. And then it emerged, as if born out of the sand in front of us. The high, west-facing windows, covered in salt-water residue, and the battered roof were evidence of the years of howling gales and ferociously cold winters that we had never had to endure. Once again it was standing before us, gleaming in the sun.

Whole weeks would go by when my brother and I would vanish into the dunes to create entire universes that bore no relation to our normal everyday life. Our parents sat reading, unknotting kite-string or playing cards on the veranda, lifting their eyes sometimes to watch a fishing vessel sail into port. At the end of each day we would return to regale them with our stories as though we were adventurers returning from some undiscovered land. Every Saturday my brother and I raced into town to watch holidaymakers departing, their cars groaning under the weight of seafaring paraphernalia, and we would be thankful that we were not yet going back to England.

For my brother and me, the imaginary adventures we had had here brought this place to life. It was a transcendent attachment for both of us, yet completely genuine. When we were dragged to the car at the end of the month, blubbing that we didn’t want to leave, we attempted to reason through our tears that we simply could not go home since this was home. Our childhood had taken root in the landscape, life here was as intrinsically bound to us as we were to it, and the pull that it had over us made even more bitter the knowledge that we would not be back for another year.

Runners are, by nature, domestic creatures, and there exists in all of us a gut instinct leading us back home. It was by no means the first time I had taken a wrong turning while out running, or followed a short cut into a dead end. But I had never endured anything like this before. It seemed as though I had lost the world, that if I lay down and closed my eyes no one would ever find me. And, when I later recalled that feeling of complete dislocation, I realised that until that day, even though I had run a couple of marathons, I had never questioned why I did what I did. To train and run a marathon is a mechanical action built out of hours of repetitive hard work. For years running, for me, meant little more than putting one foot down in front of the other. This experience of extreme physical and mental duress, on the other hand, was forcing me to question every assumption I had ever made about why we run such great distances at all.

No matter how great the attraction of the solitary hours spent on the road, home is the centrifugal epicentre of safety and belonging where each run begins and ends. In Feet in the Clouds, Richard Askwith’s memoir of fell-running, he explicitly states that one of the greatest pleasures of running for hours across the fells is the warm bath and pint of beer that would be awaiting him on his return. Stop and reflect for a moment the next time you start to waver, and you will remember that getting back home lies at the heart of understanding one of the fundamental instincts of why we run. To a large degree we are unaware of it, and the instinct to return cannot be vocalised immediately. Most days we step onto the pavement knowing exactly how far we are going to run, the precise course, and we know too that we’ll be back in time to shower before dinner. So long as we don’t stray too far beyond what we know, we are sure that the call of home will not rise up, unromantically spoiling the occasion. We can then continue to nurture the feeling that we do really belong out here, temporarily estranged from the everyday – enjoying an adventure while life elsewhere continues with comforting predictability. The heightened awareness of this instinct arises only when we step, deliberately or not, beyond those boundaries of routine.

While I knew just what Askwith was talking about, it seemed that even when he was running for the best part of a day across the most hazardous terrain in Britain, part of his reason for doing so was specifically to manufacture a hyper-sensitised sense of longing. I was well aware of the pleasure we runners gain in rewarding ourselves for enduring voluntary suffering. However, it could be true only so long as the runner knows where he is going and is able to exert a level of control over his environment. So long as he stays within the limits of his ability, then this self-deception can be nurtured just enough to remain enjoyable.

The moment that we step into the discomfort zone, the longing for home begins to form without forewarning, like a sickness in the throat. In all the years that I had been running, I had never before experienced such a sense of dislocation, since I had always known where I was running, and home was just there, a permanent, almost forgotten, fixture in my journey there and back. My immediate reaction, as I stood dressed only in my T-shirt and shorts, was to sit down and have a good cry.

Homesickness has long been sentimentalised to the point at which the only legitimate sufferers were children away from their parents for the first time. Yet in 1688 Johannes Hofer observed that homesickness or nostalgia was a medical condition. The nostos of returning home, and the algos of pain or longing were understood as the pain a sick person feels because he wishes to return to his native land, and fears never to see it again. For Hofer, it was a condition that belonged to an era in which the great nations were perpetually at war and soldiers might spend years at a time in foreign lands, nurturing a very real belief that they might never again set foot in their native country. The debris of military campaigns is littered with individuals who were inexplicably close to death and were consequently sent home to die with their families. As soon as they came in sight of their city or country, they made a remarkable recovery, only to be returned immediately to the front line. Across a span of more than 300 years I understood exactly what Hofer meant. It was a vulnerability that manifested itself as a physical pain – a longing that comes out most forcefully in the language of a child.

Hofer considered it a serious condition whose symptoms were ‘continued sadness . . . even palpitations of the heart, frequent sighs, also stupidity of the mind’. It was only by keeping the mind occupied and offering at least the hope of home that it could be cured. I became anxious only when I realised not simply that I had made a wrong turn, but that to turn back would mean pushing myself further than I had ever run before, and I was not sure whether I was up to it. Whenever I stopped to consider my options, my legs would begin to shake as much out of fatigue as fear of the distance still left to cover. And yet I knew, too deep inside me to compute logically, that all it would take was the glimpse of a familiar setting and my strength would be restored. The moment that happened, my faith in my own abilities would return and I would laugh off the blood and the tears.

As the world became smaller, and people moved more quickly across it, so Hofer’s sense of pining became more defined. Homesickness became understood as a longing for a particular location, an idyllic place of tranquillity that often lay in the past. While the going had been good, confronting the landscape in which I had grown up and recalling the sweetness of those memories, it was as if I was actually running through my childhood. To survey the heather plantations and take in the salt-water breeze, which was just as I remembered it, made me feel as if I had never left. It was only the distance of years that prevented my reaching out and touching this charmed paradise just beyond my fingertips.

We had stayed up late the night before, listening to the waves crashing on the shore below. As I stumbled along the road, I tried to retrace my steps through the morning and into the previous night. How easy it was to recapture the smells and the drowsiness of that real joy, which was still only a few hours old! Before he disappeared under the waters of the Mediterranean, the pilot and author of Le Petit Prince, Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, recorded his life in the sky, writing that he felt most at home in ‘a remoteness beyond possibility of homecoming’. While my body had been able to support me, I had slipped into a similar state of blissful, metronomic happiness. I felt as if I belonged here, delighting in a nostalgic self-deception. It was magical. And now that that had been lost, what I craved was the comfort of that simple memory. It was a homesickness for a place where I could still breathe deeply, where food would now be on the table, the door open to the summer breeze.

There was no single moment when I decided to become a long-distance runner. In those years when we ran barefoot across the sand, there was never any sense at all that I was born to run. Not yet a teenager, I was already too cumbersome to be capable of any great speed to consider that running was innate to my personality, and there were no great athletes in my family’s past that suggested an appropriate genetic heritage.

The closest I could come to saying that running was in my blood was the knowledge that motion – or, more particularly, the desire to keep moving – has been the defining feature on both sides of my family as far back as I can trace. Even this was too obvious and heavy-handed a primary cause to explain why I kept returning to the road. Whilst they were not pioneers or missionaries, when I plotted the settlement and upheaval of each generation of my family across the globe, it turned the atlas into an incoherent web of overlapping routes. On one side they head back and forth from England to New Zealand before coming to rest with my father in Oxford. On my mother’s side, the path creeps up through mittel Europe just when the borders of the great nations were still in flux. Her family took root in Denmark for three generations before an abrupt divergence to Greenland and America, with my mother heading to England.

Three generations had been enough time for the family to make themselves at home at the heart of a small industrial town on the east coast of Jutland. Today though there is little evidence of the family that once was a proud source of industry. An unvisited gravestone marks the burial place of my grandparents, who were laid to rest on the same plot as my great-grandparents. I imagine that at one point they might have believed that theirs was a minor dynasty in the making and that they would be the venerated ancestors to whom their expanding number of offspring were forever indebted. But the industry that paid for their burial site has long faded. The four of them now lie in an area of the town that is largely forgotten, between the railway station and the hospital. The plot is cared for by the cemetery keeper, paid to replace the flowers every month, as the last will decreed, even though it no longer has visitors. And the crane that once bore the family name, which used to heave coal off the ships arriving from Newcastle, is long since defunct and stands silently as the last remaining witness to a forgotten family history.

If you had passed me by in the plantation that day in the late summer of 2002, none of this would have been apparent. What you would have seen was that the hunger I had staved off had shrunk my stomach, drawing inwards the thin material of my running top, which stuck to my body with sweat. My mouth was wide open, as if trying to draw nutrition out of the air itself, and I was squinting against the glare of the sun since I had been foolish enough not to bring sunglasses with me.

What was going on deep within me, though, was far from obvious. The right side of my head was pounding with blood as dehydration worked its way into my brain. My shoes had started to squelch with sweat, my socks rubbing the skin that was loosening on the balls of my feet. Ordinarily we become aware of blisters only after the event as we examine the damage done, but here I could feel them slowly inflate with liquid, forcing me to alter the strike of my foot on the road until I felt them burst. After a brief moment of relief the skin would then fold, exposing the raw flesh, and another blister would form in its place. However, this pain paled into mild irritation compared to the rawness of my nipples, as they scratched against the material of my top and blood ran down my chest.

Whatever idea I had set out with in my mind that morning had been rapidly overtaken by my increased awareness of my overexposure to physical distress. Understanding the primary motivations that explain why we run would have to wait until I had stopped shaking my head at my own stupidity and the soles of my feet no longer burned with tenderness.

Running just two marathons had given me the arrogance to think that I could call myself a long-distance runner and that I knew all there was to know about the running experience. Not only did I consider that two marathons were enough to fortify me against the elements but, when pushed for an explanation for why I ran, I believed my own claim that it helped me escape the cavalry march of everyday life, as feeble as that sounded.

Running, to my mind, was little more than a way of getting away from it all, a feeling that is familiar to all of us. The runners I knew understood this emotional illiteracy and we did not have to explain ourselves to each other. When trying to articulate this feeling more fully to those who just didn’t get the point of running at all, I could only offer a dumb sigh of indescribable happiness. I loved it. None of this came close, though, to describing the draw of the intoxicating freedom and self-empowerment that I would later discover to be at the heart of the richness of the running experience. In retrospect, I think it was precisely because that day, as I got lost amid the pine trees, I was overcome by a freedom I had never previously encountered – a feeling of not being hemmed in, for the first time in my life, by regulations or straight lines – that it took me so long to relearn the language that would sufficiently capture what it was to run. When I finally did get home I was so overawed by what I had been through that I got stuck on the idea that the runner’s basic instinct was simply limited to heading out of the front door and returning an hour or two later. This, I would come to see, was only the beginning.

When I had recovered and returned to my sedentary life, I did not run again for several months, so humiliated was I by the whole episode. I did not want people to think that I was trying to pass myself off as a runner, and it was years before I told anyone what had happened. What I see now is that I was neither humble enough to fully appreciate the profundity of the running experience, nor sufficiently eloquent to explain, either to myself or to others, just why we run. More than anything else, that day I was shown the true vulnerability of the individual in the natural world, as my fundamental assumptions about my right to call myself a long-distance runner were destroyed. When I think back to that day I still shudder at my naivety. Perhaps, though, I would never have thought to question my assumptions at all, or my right to call myself a runner, if I had not been forced to confront head-on the fallacies that I carried with me every time I laced up a pair of trainers.

I was not alone in my failure. When the transcendental philosopher Henry Thoreau retreated to the woods to live, it was only in his later reflections on the choice he had made that he was able to articulate fully his decisive reasons for returning to nature. As he wrote in Walden, he returned ‘to front only the essential facts of life, and see if I could not learn what it had to teach . . . I wanted to live deep and suck out all the marrow of life.’ As eloquent an explanation as this is, the precision of his thoughts had not come until after the event.

Naive as I was in articulating these experiences of nature, they did explain part of the reason why I had almost always run alone and had never joined a running club. If running is a means of escaping the trials of everyday life, then it meant taking my life into my own hands. It meant running for myself. And, in part, that meant getting away from the jostling of others. Even when I had only just started running it was plain to see that its appeal lay in the simplicity of the action, taken one step at a time, as well as in the possibility of nonconformity that it offered. We can run anywhere, anyhow and at any time. Running should not be hemmed in by schedules and routines. Its beauty derives from the fact that it cannot be governed by the magnetic fields of others. We run for ourselves.

It was only much later, when I came to reflect on the path I had taken that day, when I had been reduced to my bare essence, that I understood what Jean-Jacques Rousseau had meant when he wrote, ‘So now I am alone in the world, with no brother, neighbour or friend, nor any company left me but my own.’ Early in his life Rousseau had declared that humankind’s natural state was solitude, where man and woman would walk alone through fertile forests, not speaking, and meeting only long enough as was necessary for procreation. By immersing himself in nature and turning his back on other people, Rousseau was going in search of humankind’s original condition: one in which he was ‘completely free’ of society. As he contemplated his lot on his tour of the filthy cobbled streets of Paris, he articulated his belief that the only time that we are free of the dirt and the evil that men do to each other is in our childhood, when the uncomplicated innocence of the untilled landscape is mirrored in us.

When I had set off that morning, it was with the understanding that for several hours I would be cut off from all community and conversation. This is the choice of the long-distance runner. If you are unwilling or unable to embrace that solitude – to turn your back on the steady course of your life as a social being – then you are ill equipped to take to the road for long distances at a time. But to strip down to one’s simplest, most natural form as a being outside society, unadorned, unaugmented and solely dependent on one’s own bodily strength, is to reveal oneself as both self-propelled and completely independent of other people. Through a total renunciation of the world, those hours of solitude amount to the only time when we become completely ourselves and are our own masters, with nothing to distract or hinder us. Rousseau described it as ‘The only [time] when I can truly say that I am what nature meant me to be’.

These encouragements to self-empowerment are echoed by even the most amateur of long-distance runners. In those hours when we are cut off from telephone calls and the nagging reminders of our daily responsibilities, we enjoy an illusion of complete self-sufficiency in which we believe that we want for nothing. This experience of liberation comes not only from having left those responsibilities behind, but also from the belief that we have taken with us all that we require to sustain ourselves. For 4 hours or so, this dictum had been true for me. That morning, the physical capacity that I knew my legs had to keep me moving forward had given me the confidence to look at myself, dressed only in a pair of trainers and the flimsiest of clothes, and believe that the source of true contentment lay within me. I didn’t need anyone else to achieve that.

It was in part to clear his mind of a working life that had turned against him that Andy McMenemy, one of the first ultra-marathon runners I came to know, decided to take on the 151-mile, six-day Marathon des Sables in southern Morocco. The heat hits 50 degrees, while the terrain is barren sand and wind-blasted rock that offers no shelter from the sun in moments of crisis. Many are incapacitated for weeks afterwards as the physical machinery struggles to recover. Even for the best athletes it is a gruesome test, leaving the tissues rotting with fatigue. When a friend finished his first and only attempt, he flew back to England with great pride at his achievement, only to start coughing up blood. In a psychosomatic reaction to what he had put himself through, his body took the final revenge as the capillaries in his chest wall burst and he was rushed to hospital. When Andy first decided to run the Marathon des Sables he had never run a marathon before. Yet, as he prepared himself for the scorched earth, he understood that a week in the desert was a chance to burn off some of the bitterness towards those who had wronged him, as well as a chance to think more clearly.

He trained for eighteen months, carrying with him wherever he went the provisions he would need for a week in the desert. In the 45-degree heat he ran every step of the race and by the end had subsided into an exhausted peacefulness that put his working week in context. By the time he crossed the finishing line he knew what he had to do to pick his life up again. He returned home empowered by having confronted what Rousseau saw as a natural state of self-reliance, and which Andy never realised he had, so entwined with and reliant upon other people had he become.

I knew from experience that without food or water the outer limits of my capacity lay at around 4 hours. The route I had calculated, had I followed it, would have got me home long before the time issue would even need considering. It is hard to recall exactly when I started to suspect that I was lost, and it was only when I began to feel the physical disintegration of my body that I recognised that I was heading into trouble. Each runner is different. For me it starts in my hips, with the joints starting to seize up. I could not resist the urge to touch them through the thin material of my shorts, as if it would help to keep them in place while I ran. It left an alarming feeling that it was just the synthetic material that was preventing their exposure to the elements. With gravity the seizure spread down through my legs and into the toes, several tonnes of pressure having already been pushed through my feet. Blisters continued to swell, detaching skin from flesh, before bursting again with every step. No matter how painful it gets, there is still something delicious about the awareness of one’s physical presence that comes with this disintegration, as though it brings with it a heightened sense of self.

The mental unravelling is much slower to take hold and more debilitating. In the supreme confusion that racks the senses and the imagination, trains of thought become completely separated – thoughts fizz in the back of the brain like a light bulb about to pop. There comes too an urgency for what has been left undone before departure – shopping lists; unironed clothes; emails left unanswered. ‘I must get back, I must get back’ becomes a delirious mantra that we mumble to ourselves, all of which results in something like vertigo. It is only by putting one foot in front of the other that we keep ourselves from falling headlong into complete hysteria.

The first time I felt this fatigue was during my first London Marathon, which I had spent the minimum requirement of 100 days training for. Finishing in 3 hours 45 minutes, I had been too caught up in the carnival experience of being cheered on by tens of thousands of people to look too deeply into what it meant to run 26.2 miles. While I seized up in the final miles, reduced to snivelling in self-pity as the lactic acid flooding through my muscles brought my legs to a halt, there were friends waiting for me in the pub. Rather than savour the pleasure of the numbness as my body finally came to rest, as fast as I could I collected my medal and shuffled out of the finishers’ enclosure because I could not wait to be greeted by them and boast about my heroics. In so doing I passed right over one of the greatest pleasures of long-distance running – relief that it was finally over.

The version of events that I came back with sparked horror in those who listened, most of whom had never met anyone who had run a marathon before. Over the weeks the story got better in the telling. As the suppleness returned to my legs so that I was able to descend a flight of stairs unaided and put on a pair of trousers without having to lie down, so the more natural an athlete I became. When, having finally recovered, I laced up my trainers a month later for a short run, I really did think that I had found something that I could excel at, since I had achieved with minimum effort something that others would never contemplate.

One marathon had made me believe that running long distances required nothing more than knowing how to put one foot in front of the other for 3, 4 hours or more. A childish enthusiasm had prevented me from seeing that the marathon is really a spectator sport, and a false scale against which to measure our true capacity. What long-distance running is truly about is measuring ourselves against a challenge that exceeds simple arithmetic, covering miles that we had not necessarily foreseen we would have to run. It is about knowing how to cope when the world turns against you.

The cottage in Denmark where we had spent our childhood summers was a small, primitive, two-room hut run on cold water and without electricity. Every year, as we grew taller, my brother and I would fight over which length of the L-shaped sofa we would sleep on. At night we would be put to bed, listening to our parents whispering, the glass tinkling as they did the washing up. As we lay under the sloping eaves, our eyes were always drawn to a map behind a glass frame that could be seen properly only when lying down. The map depicted every shipwreck that had been recorded around the Danish coastline. Each one was marked on the fading paper with a black dot, and in the dim light of the paraffin lamp the parchment glowed a warm orange, full of imagined danger as it pointed the way to troves of lost treasure. On some nights, storms raged too hard for us to sleep and rain rushed in great whorls against the window like handfuls of gravel, making us jump. At such times we would draw the curtains and watch the miniature pinpoints of orange lanterns on the masts of the fishing vessels as they crossed the foreshortened horizon created by the huge waves. Sometimes minutes would go by before they re-emerged and one of us would point to the beacon, breathing out audibly in relief that they were safe, until they disappeared behind the next giant roll of water.

Throughout my childhood I was unable to go anywhere without my favourite book, The Sagas of Erik the Viking. Erik set sail into fantastical encounters with dragons and sea-monsters, but it was always to the chapter entitled ‘At the Edge of the World’ that I returned to read over and over again. On the way back from their adventures, their ship was dragged, by forces over which they had no control, to the waterfall that marked the very edge of the earth. Seemingly about to be cast into the infinite abyss, the crew accepted their fate. It was only Erik who had the presence of mind to cast the anchor back into the world, by which they scrambled to safety.

The story of his escape, through brilliance of mind as well as steely courage, gave me a sense of what was required of me if I was ever to find myself in a similarly tight spot. As Erik gave way to more profoundly real heroes, I began to wonder whether I too had the qualities that would win through in moments of adversity. As the adolescent birdcage of my chest rose and fell with anticipation of my own adventures, I wondered whether I too would have risked becoming one of those individuals defined by one moment, or whether I would, like the rest of the crew, resign myself to die on the edges of history.

The plantation forest on the west coast of Denmark would have been an unlikely place for such a story of triumph, but now, faced with the seemingly insurmountable prospect of getting myself out of this fix, my first instinct was not to grit my teeth – as all heroes in such moments do – but to try to hold back the tears that had started to cloud my vision. The sun had moved over, another couple of hours had passed, and I had little choice but to continue. Long gone was the invincibility that I thought my two marathons would arm me with every time I took to the road. Even the steady bounce that had kept my spirits lifted had withered away, as the sun foreshortened my shadow into that of a hunched, gnarled old man.

The main road that I was searching for bisects the railway track at the village of Hennestationsby. Even in my childhood it had been a thriving community with two bakeries, a post office and all the necessary attributes of a locus of activity. The smell of baking pastries that drifted out to the morning shoppers was the first sign that the moment of our summer arrival at the cottage was fast approaching.

OEBPS/OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    
     
		 
		 
    
     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    
  
   
     
  




OEBPS/OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
' ‘Brllllantlywrlﬂen deeply :
t""‘*

~ emotional, raw and hones
_ DEAN KARNAZES

ACBIN HARVE

e ST o





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
JOHN MURRAY





