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I am a cycling machine


Calm settles in


My thoughts wander


Across boundaries of space


They come and go, circle around this or that


Leap in time


And all the while I am a cycling machine


There is only me, the bike


and the vast spinning universe,


and everything is


as it was meant to be


.
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INTRODUCTION


Dear reader.


Welcome to the captivating world of ultra cycling.


Shortly before departing for the 550-mile Scottish mountain bike adventure; Highland Trail in May 2022, I went for a haircut. I told my hairdresser about my upcoming challenge involving river crossings, cold, rain, and sections where the bike had to be carried and pushed. Her dry comment fell promptly:


"Why the heck would you want to do something like that? That doesn’t sound like a lot of fun if you ask me."


I had to agree with her on the last remark. However, as the late ultra cyclist and race organizer Mike Hall stated years ago, something truly valuable is never easy.


In this book, I attempt to answer the question stated above. My experiences, reflections, and insights do not provide a universal perspective on what drives people to challenge themselves in this way. The narrative in the book offers my personal, subjective take on why and how.


Cycling is something almost all of us are familiar with. Even though different types of bikes, not always belonging to the typical two-wheeled collection found in garages and sheds around the globe, are used and described on the pages to follow, most of the stories in the book will resonate with common bike knowledge.


The term "ultra," on the other hand, requires a few words of explanation. A quick search online defines the word as "beyond" or "transcending," a Latin and international prefix indicating an extreme position or something that extends beyond common understanding.


In this book, the term ultra cycling is used for various ways of covering long distances on two wheels. One could argue that the word "long" should also be defined. I'll refrain from providing a general definition here and simply note that the distances covered in the book range from 600 to 1600 km. The terrain in which the stories unfold makes these races difficult to compare. I spent four and a half days in "Race Around Denmark" in 2020 on asphalt. The race is 1600 km long, and participants use road bikes. The 1145 km on gravel and trails in Atlas Mountain Race in Morocco on a mountain bike took me over six days. Overall, such races are challenging to compare, and the term "long" is thus a subjective measure. However, they mostly involve races lasting more than 6-8 hours and often more than several days.


Ultra cycling is a term that has reached an ever-growing audience over the past couple of decades.


When American Chris McDonald participated in the legendary American cycling marathon, Race Across America (RAAM), in 2005, his achievement resonated. His status as a fitness and health communicator in public Danish forums helped spread awareness of the 3000-mile odyssey.


Not only did the eyes of dedicated training enthusiasts open wide, but the subsequent film about his completion, planted seeds that continue to grow in increasing attention to this day.


The following years saw a growing number of followers of these long bike journeys. The variety of races and events increased. The number of participants has exploded in recent years, moving far beyond a handful of determined adventurers.


This book aims to frame the world that captivates a growing number of practitioners and followers. The term "DOT-watchers" – people who follow the riders' progress on live tracking sites and apps – is no longer a curiosity from a hidden shadow world.


The Kyrgyz super challenge, Silk Road Mountain Race, encourages people to sign up as followers on the electronic tracking platform. The organizers cannot monitor the participants and their progress sufficiently, and since the number of followers attracts crowds of fans to the screens, they benefit from the strength of the community, which can follow many more participants and, importantly, their safety.


One of the best-known events, the European Trans Continental Race, also has many followers, and in various forums, everything from equipment to nerdy discussions about how participants handle mental emptiness after participating in, for many, a boundary-breaking experience is debated.


My own entry into ultra cycling happened without a specific intention or plan. Like many others, I participated in my first 100 km road cycling event with my local cycling club. The year after Danish pro rider, Bjarne Riis' Tour de France victory in 1996, we formed a small club in my local area for people who trained a couple of times a week. The following year, I participated in the 360 km road cycling event from Aarhus to Copenhagen, and I repeated it several times. Over the years, the distances expanded to over 1200 km over several days, and after McDonald's 2nd place in RAAM 2005, it took six years before I, as the first Dane, signed up for the solo category in Race Across America.


The following six years, from 2012 to 2016, I dedicated to intensive training and three participations in RAAM before finally completing the race in 2016. In addition, there were several training races and tests. RAAM is carried out with a support crew and support vehicles, which is mandatory.


From 2016, I turned to unsupported ultra riding. These races are significantly cheaper to participate in, and given my background as an adventurer, scout, and hitchhiker in my younger days, this concept is perfect for me.


This book recounts my participation in two major events, as well as a series of shorter races and activities from February 2020 to June 2022. The emphasis is on the two off-road races in the first and last parts of the book, which are the main courses. The races between these two are of shorter duration and, like a connecting garnish, offer a glimpse into a period with fewer major international challenges. It is my hope that the book is experienced as a whole—a snapshot in a bubble of time over two years.


The narrative unfolds chronologically but can also be read as short stories in smaller pieces according to mood, interest, and time.


Enjoy!
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CHAPTER 1


MOROCCO


Deep below me, the southern tip of Spain folded away, making room for the majestic vastness of Africa. The plane I was on soared through the air layers over the Strait of Gibraltar at an altitude of ten kilometers. Leaning my head against the window in the outer row of the three-seat economy class, my thoughts turned to the landscapes below.


The sun shone from a clear sky, and I naively wondered if the terrain beneath the plane was jungle-like enough to harbor the five large animal species that have attracted hunters to the continent for centuries.


The colors of the Moroccan landscapes shifted in shades of brown, yellow, and green. However, the clear view of the mixture of dried, likely irrigated and cultivated areas with scattered tree growth confirmed that "the big five" could be found in different, much lusher regions.


Yet, it wasn't big-game hunting and the dream of mounted trophies that brought me to the North African part of the continent. Instead, I sought the fulfillment of an adventure meticulously planned, devised, and dreamed about throughout the preceding year.


Every year, thousands of cycling enthusiasts worldwide participate in races within the realm of cycling known in English as "endurance riding" or "unsupported bike racing." Like many other terms, the translation of the English word "unsupported" into an elegant expression in Danish with the same meaning is a bit tricky. Therefore, the term "unsupported" has been directly imported into our mother tongue, and now it is used in Danish in the ultra-cycling world to describe a race where few, simple rules frame the riders' participation. Riders can only use commercial services available to everyone - meaning no personal assistance from a third party. Additionally, riders are not allowed (except in the first hours of certain races) to ride in a group and draft each other. In broad strokes, these rules mean that the races impose very different and greater demands on equipment and mental strength to endure days and weeks under harsh climatic conditions in different parts of the globe.


I gained valuable experience from the hardships in Kyrgyzstan in 2019, where, due to an inappropriate choice of tires on my gravel bike, I had to drop out of the 1700 km Silk Road Mountain Race. After a puncture that forced me to sew a tear in the front tire before inserting a new tube, I managed to ride for about a day on the harsh Asian network of gravel roads and mountain trails with little or no rideable surface. The tire eventually gave up holding the air in the tube, and I chose to call for help and withdraw from the competition.


Wiser on many aspects of traveling on gravel and mule trails, this time I acquired a hardtail mountain bike. With large, fast-rolling 29-inch wheels and wide, comfortable, and heavily treaded tires, it felt relatively safe to embark on the distance on the terrain we would be covering in Morocco.


Atlas Mountain Race, the 1145-kilometer odyssey in the Moroccan desert landscape, established by Englishman Nelson Trees, would attract about 200 adventurous souls from large parts of the world in its inaugural edition. The race I participated in last year in Kyrgyzstan shared many similarities with this year's challenge and is mentioned as the precursor to the Atlas Mountain Race, albeit the latter is shorter and not crossing mountain peaks in same altitudes.


Organizer Nelson Trees has participated in several major unsupported cycling adventures in Europe. During a bike trip from China to England years ago, he was tremendously captivated by the beauty and rugged nature of Asia. The race in Morocco is Nelson's second entry into the world of cycling events in remote locations.


As the northern part of Morocco passed beneath the plane's belly, and we approached Marrakech, where the race would kick off, I felt the familiar excitement and fluttering in my stomach. Would my preparations be sufficient this time to post a completed race on my Facebook page? Would I avoid mishaps, enabling me to use my time effectively on what I had dreamt about and visualized during the many training sessions of the winter and the last autumn? I pushed these thoughts aside, took a deep breath of the air-conditioned, pressure-balanced air mixture in the cabin, shifted my mental clutter to bodily awareness, using my breath as a focal point, and slowly let the carbon dioxide-laden exhaled air escape through my nose.


The metal colossus subtly descended onto the surface of the runway and taxied to its stop at the terminal. On the way to the arrival area, it was mandatory to fill out a declaration with information about the countries we had traveled to in the past week. The Covid-19 virus had spread rapidly on the European continent, but at that time, all traffic and airports were still open as usual. We were in the middle of February 2020, and in a month, my journey would no longer have been possible. All traffic, departure, and going to work would be an impossibility for many people due to the virus's rapid global spread. However, we didn't know that yet.


I filled out the declaration, signed it, and headed towards the baggage claim, where several other arriving cyclists were standing, waiting for their cardboard wrapped bikes, like oversized shoeboxes, rolling towards the eagerly awaiting cyclists to be transported to the city's hotels.


I used the waiting time with my box to exchange a couple of thousand crowns for Dirhams at one of the airport's service counters. Having cash in the local currency was necessary because soon we would find ourselves far from any form of electronic or high-tech lifestyle.


After a little over an hour, I received my box with my bike and began dragging it towards the exit of the airport terminal to find a taxi to my hotel. It was crowded with people as I walked through the revolving door, letting my cardboard box slide over the marble flooring, which changed to tiles as I stepped outside.


Before I could look around, a local young man had approached me, capturing my attention and my cardboard box. He maneuvered it towards the fleet of cars parked a short distance away, affirmatively saying, 'Yes, taxi.' We approached the swarm of yellow taxis, three times as many people, luggage, and travelers loading into the waiting cars, one by one leaving the area with their human cargo.


When we stood by the vehicle, I expected to be my ride to the hotel, it turned out my guide was not a taxi driver but someone who intercepted customers. And not only did I now face two people wanting a share of the cake for their efforts, but another man intervened as intermediary number three. It was he who found the car I ended up riding with.


"Wow – what an impressive move," I thought and chuckled to myself. I hadn't managed to introduce a word, let alone think a sensible thought before the local hustlers had tricked me. However, I managed to engage a useful part of my rational thinking and promptly refused to pay man number three. Though I had to pay the first one a relatively handsome reward on top of the doubled price for the taxi ride, I chose to consider it an entertaining episode, costing me a total of 35 EUROS.


According to my pre-research, the amount was a bit higher than the official tariffs, but I chose to overlook it. The budget for the whole trip was on the low side of 1500 EUROS, and the locals also need to make a living. I come from a country that, compared to much of what I see and will experience, flows with milk and honey.


'The one who is mighty rich should also be mighty kind.' The proverb is freely recalled and reproduced from Swedish author Astrid Lindgren and Pippi Longstocking's statement when she caught two robbers in her house one night and kept them in check on top of her wardrobe. She generously ends up giving each of them a few coins from her leather bag with the remains of her pirate father's treasure, and the episode is a beautiful reminder for us to take a breather when we feel that we have contributed enough or have tricked in one way or another.


REUNIONS


The taxi ride to Hotel Mogador, where I would stay for the next couple of days in the southern part of Marrakech, took 20 minutes, and the driver, who spoke decent English, reassured me when I asked about sand and dust storms in the region. Part of the preparations for the race had involved keeping up with electronic platforms where information about everything from local weather conditions, occurrences of reptiles and insects, areas with network coverage, and many other topics were discussed and shared. I had been particularly concerned about whether there could be active snakes or scorpions in the open in February, and fortunately, I dispelled my fears through several cyclists who had previously traveled, cycled, and camped in the country.


An online thread discussing dust and sandstorms on the race's Facebook discussion page led me to purchase a tight-fitting protective goggle for safety, so I wouldn't risk being caught and losing time if the weather got rough. So, even though my driver assured me that there were no sandstorms to worry about, I felt extra secure knowing that I was prepared for worst case scenario.


My taxi ended up in front of the main entrance to the large hotel, where I would stay for the next two days until the kickoff on Saturday morning. To say that I stepped into a scene from "Lawrence of Arabia" would be a lie, and despite everything, the security personnel and the electronic check-in procedure testified to modern conditions. In the hotel lobby, a handful of guests stood waiting to check in, while a mix of regular suitcases and bike boxes was scattered over the floor. In the middle of the room, my attention was caught by an enormous chandelier consisting of hundreds of crystals, spreading light from the fixture's LED bulbs in soft cascades down over the waiting travelers. The lamp extended through the building's four floors to the ceiling 10-15 meters above, and from each floor, you could look down into the foyer, elegantly tying the structure and construction together in a vertical unity.


After a relatively short wait, I received the key card and brought my bike box into one of two elevators, which could just accommodate a large cardboard box if it stood upright. I used the airport technique again and dragged the box over the worn carpet in the hallway and got it into my room. Nice – luxurious bathroom, large bed, and a balcony. I opened the door and breathed in the air from the traffic below, where a large roundabout led the way past the hotel and on to the nearby neighborhood.


I started assembling my Scott Scale Mountain bike, which had been able to stand with the rear wheel mounted in the spacious cardboard box during the journey. All I needed to do was to attach the front wheel and handlebars before I could mount my armrests on top. A quick check revealed that my tires had lost pressure during the flight, and I reinflated them back up to two bars. I chose to start the race with a tubeless setup. My 2.25-inch tires contained a sealing liquid that seeped out through the hole and solidified upon contact with air in the event of minor punctures. Many of my cycling friends and colleagues, both in my local cycling club and in the ultra-cycling scene in general, use this tire setup.


Depending on what we think of it, minor local languages like Danish, are enriched or polluted by imported verbs. I am comfortable with the fact that only a few terms have crept into the Danish cycling world. This stands in contrast to the computer game genre, where it can be difficult to understand our children's communication when they communicate in the online gaming world with a plethora of specialized terms in English, and then bringing the concepts to the dinner table, causing complete linguistic confusion.


I mounted my headlights, my two GPS devices containing race routes navigation files, and my water purification bottle in an extra cage under the down tube. The bottle was meant to serve as a magazine for tools when I was in areas with ample opportunities to replenish my water reserves. I had a water bottle placed on the down tube and one on the seat tube, all with a total liquid capacity of three and a half liters. If necessary, I could attach another bottle to the bike, so I could manage most of a day without a refill if I rationed my reserves.


As far as I have been able to read the route, we have few opportunities to buy food and drinks before the first checkpoint at 123 km, so I found a shopping center and acquired food and snacks for the first day, a bit of evening coziness, and a local SIM card so I could post updates and make online calls when I found internet access along the way. As a former French colony, the country is relatively technologically developed, unlike, for example, the Kyrgyz conditions I experienced the previous year. Even though the setup of cell towers in Morocco's rural areas did not in any way match the conditions in Europe, I would have plenty of opportunities for contact with the outside world in the urban areas I passed through during the next week.


I had dinner in the hotel's restaurant with the Belgian Rudy Rollenberg, with whom I have ridden two races together and against in recent years. At the table were a couple of his friends, and while we ate, conversation flowed, and tales of past exploits were shared, mixed with bragging about the current setups of our bikes and knowledge of what awaited us in the coming week.


Rudy and I rode together for several days from Italy to Finland in 2017 in the NorthCape4000. Starting in Northern Italy and ending at the North Cape in northern Norway, the race traverses some of Europe's most beautiful regions with a new route every year. That year, we went through Italy, Germany, Denmark, Sweden, Finland, and Norway.


After riding away from Rudy and the middle field in the race by nearly ten hours, I held on to the race's fourth place over 2000 km. However, I missed the ferry from Stockholm to Turku by an hour and had to watch my lead evaporate like morning mist on a warm summer morning. I had expended a lot of energy and chosen an impractical route, and Rudy and the middle field overtook me on the race's last two days, so I finished as the ninth in the overall standings. It was my debut in unsupported racing after participating in ultramarathons with support vehicles for the previous six years, and in hindsight, it was small margins that meant I was overtaken by more experienced riders.


Rudy runs his own bike shop and is provided with the latest model of the Belgian brand, Van Nicholas, annually. His bikes are made of titanium, a flexible and comfortable metal alloy that absorbs vibrations from the surface we ride on, and many cyclists swear by it for week-long cycling adventures.


After dinner, we had coffee and retired early to our rooms, preparing to round off an impressive day with much-needed sleep.


I brought my old iPad, so I could read before dozing off in my room with white sheets flowing over the bed. I read books almost every day, and reading novels is a source of peace, tranquility, and entertainment for me, and it has been so since my early boyhood. The sensory bombardment of the journey was digested slowly during my night's sleep, and I woke up several times, listening absentmindedly and half-asleep to the neighborhood's nightlife without it interrupting my rest, and I slept well into this first night in Africa."
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CHAPTER 2


THE FINAL PREPARATIONS


Being a truly late riser, I believe that hotels worldwide are too early with their breakfast buffets. Or the final chance for the last cup of coffee is a bit early for my taste.


Nevertheless, I chose to be one of the first in the restaurant the next morning. I filled my bowl generously with cereal, before heading towards the chocolate croissants and coffee. As always, it was a good choice. Half an hour later, people were queuing up for omelet refills, squinting against the penetrating sun through the large panoramic windows overlooking the terrace along the restaurant.


I greeted several acquaintances from the Silk Road Mountain Race in Kyrgyzstan the previous year, including Italian Stefano Nucera, who produced an eight-part podcast as part of the race's news flow.


Stefano spoke grammatically perfect English with a strong accent that I found hard to pinpoint to a specific country or region. Having lived in several European cities, he had collected a cacophony of expressions and accents. His brown expressive eyes were as lively as his black full beard when he passionately asked or commented on what we were talking about.


Stefano and the media car that followed the race were in the part of the field where I was. We talked several times and spent the night at the same place on the eighth day of the race. The Silk Road Mountain Race had three media cars in the 2019 edition, and Stefano and crew manned the 4x4 with a local driver, covering the rear of the field and the back of the middle group.


Rain turns to snow as I pull my bike up a slope on a ridge, and suddenly one of the members of the media crew walks out of the darkness towards me. It gives me a small shock, but also relief and joy to see a person after riding alone for several days. A bit further up on a small plateau next to the road, their car and their newly set up tents are ready for the night. I am tired and choose to camp as well, and soon we all sleep soundly.


The next morning, I open my eyes, stick a foot into the frosty morning air, and while boiling my morning porridge, I envy the media crew, who have dry shoes, clothes, and coffee from the trunk of the car and a warm cabin to get into as they drive off the gravel road we are on. They wish me a good journey ahead, and after packing up and riding a few kilometers, the warmth quickly comes. The only cold is in my feet, which, in the constantly wet shoes due to numerous and frequent river crossings the day before, struggle to maintain a reasonable temperature.


Stefano's podcast was named "Broomwagon – The Sweeper." A small greeting to the backmarkers in different races, who rarely get much attention. His podcast series provided me with a lot of good information through interviews and conversations with organizers and participants in the Asian adventure following the caravan routes from China to Europe and the Middle East.


We had a cup of coffee together before moving on. I was preparing for a bike inspection, and Stefano was looking for interesting people to interview for his podcast.


Fundamentally, I am a lazy dog. And it screams to the heavens that it is utterly insane that I have signed up for a cycling event that requires a relatively massive effort soon - both from my body and, certainly, from my mental ability for days in desolate desert surroundings. Or – lazy and lazy. Maybe laziness and "best practice" go hand in hand in this context. I try to economize with energy and do things as smart as possible. Like letting the bike roll free downhill instead of pedaling faster. Choosing to sit in the waiting area at the pharmacy instead of standing in line, as many other customers choose after pressing a dispensing number inside the door. Or placing the shopping basket on the floor in the grocery store and pushing it across the floor with my foot, instead of standing and lifting five liters of milk, a bag of carrots, and a banana roll for eight minutes with resulting sore wrists. I've done it before, and while it's an exaggeration to call me lazy, there's something to it, and it enhances understanding of a smart rider when looking at my strategy for when I planned to move to the day's mandatory bike and document check.


The first riders were ready well before the check was announced, standing in long lines with their bikes, waiting to have their brakes and lights approved, and subsequently lining up in an even longer queue on the road to the hotel's large conference hall to receive and clear the race documents. I stayed in my room as long as possible to get the first crush over with. I pulled my ready-to-start bike outside, and only in the afternoon was there a gap in the crowd, so I got my setup approved with minimal waiting time.


It was Chris Trees, Nelson's father, who went through my equipment. He recognized me from Kyrgyzstan the year before and noted that I was a veteran. Having made it through most of the Silk Road Mountain Race, which took place in somewhat harsher terrain, I could be expected to know how to equip a bike for a week-long race. I thanked him for the trust and praise. I was convinced that it wouldn't be the same level of difficulty in Morocco and hoped at the same time that I wasn't underestimating the challenges of the following week.


Even though I scratched from Silk Road Mountain Race the year before, Chris rewarded my ingenuity for sewing my torn front tire with my tent bag strap, with a small prize during the ceremonial part of the race's closing festivities. A small piece of locally produced soap was the reward, which has since stood and scented on my little showoff shelf in my kitchen.


In the grand hall of Hotel Mogador in Marrakech, the queue for the distribution of race numbers and goodie bags were longer than the one I had just left. So, I headed over to a sofa arrangement, where I lounged and continued reading my e-book, hoping that the line would diminish.


A couple of hours passed until the queue dwindled to 10-15 riders, and I realized there was no way around joining the rest of the waiting participants. I submitted my "doctor's note" – a health declaration from my doctor stating my fitness for the race – along with copies of my insurance policies. Additionally, I had to sign a "rider agreement," relinquishing any options to sue the organizer in case of accidents during the race.


We also received our "brevet cards." The word "brevet" is French and means diploma. It is a physical cardboard card that must be carried during the race and are stamped at the three checkpoints and finally at the finish line for the rider to be considered an official race finisher. Half an hour later, I had gone through the process and completed all the formalities.


At one end of the hall, we could leave our opened bike boxes, which would later be loaded onto cars and transported to the finish in Sidi R'bat. Here, we could also deposit a small bag with spare clothes and anything else we might need at the end of the road.


All that remained was for everyone to participate in the equally mandatory rider briefing, where we received the final instructions about the route and other conditions, we needed to be particularly aware of.


Nelson started by welcoming us, and we cheered and clapped as he introduced the race management, his girlfriend, and his parents. He also mentioned that the local authorities had insisted on staffing road intersections with personnel from the local gendarmerie to guide the riders in the right direction. This contradicted the fundamental idea of unsupported cycling, where we are supposed to find our own way.


I recalled memories of a TV clip where a helmet-clad Filipino stood on an elevation in an Asian intersection in Manila, swinging his baton while a delightful mix of trucks, buses, rickshaws, bicycles, dogs, cats, and cows found their way forward in their journey.
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