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INTRODUCTION


Who is the greatest Challenge champion of all time?

Ask any fan of MTV’s long-running reality competition series, and you’ll always get a different answer. Everyone’s got their favorite, and they’ll passionately tell you why. For some, it’s as easy as looking at the cold, hard facts: Johnny “Bananas” Devenanzio has won seven times, more than any other champ in the history of the show, while Chris “C.T.” Tamburello has won the most money, raking in over $1.365 million. For others, it’s more about consistency and performance: Challenge superhero Landon Lueck’s three wins out of four seasons is truly impressive, and hardly anyone has ever beat Alton Williams in a one-on-one matchup. Some fans focus on other stats, like how Darrell Taylor has won the most seasons in a row—a record he set fifteen years ago with his fourth championship that no one has ever been able to break since then.

But what about the other, more subjective ways to judge who is the best? Players who have made history like Veronica Portillo—the first person to win three times—and Cara Maria Sorbello—the first solo winner of The Challenge—are legendary. So are competitors who remain undefeated in eliminations, like Emily Schromm, or who continuously slay giants in jaw-dropping displays of power and sheer force of will, like Derrick Kosinski. And what about those who keep themselves out of eliminations by executing a flawless political or social game? That’s just as difficult, but achieved by using a completely different set of skills. How are you supposed to compare the puzzle masters to the challenge beasts, the political masterminds to the social butterflies, when they all excel in equally important areas of the game? And is it more impressive to win consistently or to show improvement over the course of someone’s Challenge career? You can’t forget the obvious influence of each season’s theme, format, and cast, either—a competitor can go from winning the whole thing to being eliminated first the very next season, all depending on how the rules change. And don’t even get me started on how individual wins are exponentially more difficult to achieve compared to team wins (and let’s all agree that the Champs vs. Pros/Stars wins don’t count the same as a regular-season or an All Stars win). With how much The Challenge has evolved over more than two decades, it’s absolutely impossible to judge each champion by the same criteria.

The more you get into the debate, the more complicated it becomes to crown the Challenge GOAT—and that’s exactly what makes it so much fun. From the diehard fans who spend hours discussing the show on social media every week to even the most casual of viewers who watched a few seasons back in the day when it wasn’t even called The Challenge yet, everyone enjoys analyzing what it takes to win this wildly unpredictable game and who does it the best. As a longtime fan of The Challenge myself, I literally made a career out of doing just that. In my time covering the show for Entertainment Weekly, I’ve gotten to know many of the fan-favorite champs and underdogs, gaining a deeper understanding of what goes into making a winning strategy—and how difficult it is to actually pull it off. There’s so much more to it than what you see on TV, because there are only so many minutes in each episode. And once all the players cross the finish line at the end of the final, the season may be over—but their story definitely isn’t. Sometimes, the most epic and meaningful parts of a competitor’s journey happen because they won, long after the cameras have stopped rolling. I’ve seen how winning The Challenge has changed people’s lives in both subtle and massive ways that the show isn’t able to capture on-screen for the fans.

That’s how this book came to life. How to Win at The Challenge and Life peels back the curtain on aspects of the game that are impossible to display on the show, but fans like myself are still dying to know about—like the thought process that leads to creating a winning political strategy, or the secret to dominating physical challenges, or the trick to making the best alliance possible. No one becomes a Challenge champ on a fluke, and it turns out there’s even more that goes into it than people may think. In this book, I interviewed some of the most accomplished, iconic, famous, and even infamous champions to discuss their time on and off The Challenge. As they share the secrets to their successes and explain how they won when so many others haven’t, they also reveal how enduring the physical, mental, and emotional challenges and eventually winning the show influenced their lives outside the game in unexpected and inspiring ways.

From dominant physical competitors to slick political geniuses to players who just refused to give up in the face of insurmountable odds, no two philosophies, strategies, or experiences are the same. But what they all have in common is the same result—winning The Challenge changed their lives. And something that came as a surprise even to me after all the years I’ve obsessively followed this show is how many of the lessons the champs learned from their time playing the game can be relevant for fans as well. Even though most of us will never find ourselves in situations like what these competitors go through, the hard-earned wisdom and messages the champs share are applicable to everyone’s lives. And what is perhaps the most inspiring message of all is the way in which most of them consider their biggest failures or mistakes to be the most important part of their stories because of what they learned and how they grew from those negative experiences. Even the best of the best struggle sometimes, and they’re sharing those vulnerable feelings here in the hopes that they can help others too.

Most of this book focuses on the history of twenty-one of the greatest Challenge champs of all time, but I also couldn’t resist finding out how they feel about their futures on the show as well. We’re talking about some of the most legendary winners of all time, and many of them haven’t competed in years! In a perfect world, we’d see all of them return at some point to find out if they still have what it takes to dominate in this ever-evolving game (or even make my dream of an all-champ season come true—think of how epic that would be!). You’ll have to see what each of them said about whether or not they’re interested in coming back to find out how likely that is.

Whether you’re reading this because you’re a Challenge superfan looking for never-before-heard stories about your favorite seasons or players, or you’re hoping to compete on the show one day and want to learn from the best on how to kick ass in the game, or you need some motivation for your own life, this book has it all. But that’s enough from me—I’ll let the champs take it from here.





    
        

THE ONE-TIME CHAMPS
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CYNTHIA ROBERTS Champion: Road Rules: All Stars


While Cynthia Roberts is one of the very first Challenge champions ever, winning in the traditional sense of the word was never her number one goal. In fact, winning her first season didn’t have anything to do with beating her competition, succeeding in eliminations, working a flawless political strategy, or any other aspect of the game you’d now associate with being a champion. The Real World: Miami alum is one of only five people who competed on the very first season of The Challenge in 1998, and back then it was almost a completely different show. For one thing, Road Rules: All Stars didn’t even have the words “The Challenge” in the title (that got added two seasons later). There was just one team of Real World alums who worked together to complete missions while driving around the United States and New Zealand in an RV. At the end of the season, they each walked away with an all-expenses-paid trip to Costa Rica as their prize, which was pretty sweet at the time. But the real prize Cynthia got that season was worth so much more.

“They say I’m a winner of a Challenge, and I’m like, ‘Did I win, though?’ ” Cynthia says. “It wasn’t an elimination-type thing; that didn’t come until much later. There’s big money involved now, but there wasn’t back then. People are training to do these shows now, which I think is fantastic, but it’s like this has turned into something way bigger than what we ever imagined. We were the pioneers; for us, it was humble beginnings. It was more being put in these situations that I would never even imagine I would be doing, and then also enjoying those things, which I never thought possible.”

Cynthia didn’t have any expectations when she agreed to go on Road Rules: All Stars. Still, nothing could have prepared the Bay Area native for what she experienced on the show and how it ended up changing her for good. “I had never traveled before, but I took a risk by doing this and I’m so glad that I did,” she says. “Those experiences have developed me in a lot of ways to want to know more about the world, to want to be more, to want to experience more.”

Even though her mother called her the risk-taker in her family when she was younger, never in a million years could she have predicted that one day she’d be jumping off the side of a skyscraper in New Zealand—and doing it while wearing sandals. “The one memory that stands out the most to me was when they brought us to one of the tallest buildings in the country and we had to scale down the side of it,” she says. “They didn’t tell us what the challenge was in advance, so I’m out there for some reason in freaking flip-flops. I honestly didn’t think I could go through with it.”

Cynthia remembers getting the harness on and freaking out as she looked down the side of the building. “I’m like, ‘I don’t even have the appropriate attire, I can’t do this,’ ” she says. “ ‘You’re really expecting me to walk down the side of a building?’ That doesn’t seem like a big deal, but when you’re in it and you’re up there, the hardest part was to put yourself over the side of the ledge.” There was only so much the safety team could do for her. Cynthia knew she had to take the final step herself, and it was one of the hardest things she’s ever had to do… but she took a breath and just did it. She leaned over the side and made her descent. “My toes are holding on to the flip-flops, I’m scared to death, and I just remember hollering, ‘Oh, Jesus,’ all the way down. ‘Oh, Lord. Oh, Jesus.’ But coming down the side of the building, once I finally got down to the bottom, I felt so proud of myself. I think I might have even kissed the ground. I was so, so, so, so scared and I couldn’t believe I would ever do something like that, but I did.”

She’ll never forget the exhilarating feeling she had that day—not from plummeting to the ground off the side of a skyscraper, although that was a once-in-a-lifetime feeling in itself, but rather from the knowledge that she pushed herself to do something so outside of her comfort zone. “All of a sudden, I realized that I could do anything if I put my mind to it,” Cynthia says. “Also never say never to anything. You should try anything that comes along—that doesn’t apply to drugs and stuff that will kill. But new experiences, do it even if it scares you. Because once you get to the other side of it, you just feel victorious.”

Not every mission was as high-flying as that one, but Cynthia still pushed herself in each one, even when it led to what she calls the grossest experience she’s ever had, when she had to milk cows and shear sheep on a farm. As a self-proclaimed city girl, even the idea of being near a cow was new. But she got more up close and personal with the animals than she ever wanted to be. “The footage is out there, and you will be in tears watching me on that dairy farm,” she says with a laugh. “The smell was atrocious, and I’m already a super-duper germophobe. We had to milk a cow, and it was the most disgusting thing I have ever had to do in my life, because cows will just start taking a shit anytime and there is no warning. I was, like, outside my body this whole time.”
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And don’t even get her started on how shearing the sheep went. “They literally give me these clippers, and mind you, I’ve always had long nails. I’m very girly, right?” she says. “I’m out here with these long nails and they’re trying to make me shear their sheep. I’m digging too deep so I’m nicking it. They had to turn the sheep over, holding his legs, and it got to the point where a person that worked there had to try to guide me to do it. I’m just dying, there’s sheep hair everywhere, and the sheep is practically screaming, ‘Baaah,’ and it was a mess.”

At this point, she knew she wasn’t going to come out of the episode looking like a professional farmer. She fully expected to be the comedic relief with the way she was being filmed. And she laughs at how her friends love to watch the episode over and over to make fun of how much she was struggling. “Oh my god, I was dying. It was terrible,” she says. “The camera crew are not supposed to be a part of this environment, but they are in tears laughing while I’m, like, having a fit. I’m not trying to be funny, but it ended up being really funny.” Having one of her most embarrassing moments immortalized forever on TV was yet another terrifying prospect, and while Cynthia isn’t exactly dying to show that episode to everyone in her life, she’s glad she didn’t let a little embarrassment stop her from experiencing something so vastly different from how she grew up. “At least I can say that I did that. Everyone can see that I did that. I could have easily walked away, but I didn’t.”

Road Rules: All Stars filmed over twenty years ago, but Cynthia has never forgotten how accomplished each of those experiences made her feel, and that’s had a massive impact on her ever since. “My life before this wasn’t as adventurous,” she says. “And I knew that I had to share the experiences I had with my son. I wanted him to be out in the world and get exposed to things I never had in my upbringing. You never know what you’re going to like or not like unless you try it, whether you’re doing it on TV in front of millions of people or not, so I’m constantly getting him to try new things.”

In addition to passing on to her son her open-minded approach to life, Cynthia has also noticed how her time on The Challenge—including her short-lived return on 2004’s Battle of the Sexes 2 before she was voted out early—benefited her in other positive ways. “It’s shown me how to deal with different types of personalities and how to accept people for who they are and to be able to meet them where they’re at,” she says. “I mean, you don’t like everyone you work with. Did I like every single roommate I ever lived with? Absolutely not. But when you’re in a situation where you have to deal with them, you learn you can’t change a person. It’s certainly helped me be a more well-rounded individual by accepting people for who they are, being comfortable in my own skin, and not feeling like I need to hold grudges for the rest of my life.”

That’s why, when Cynthia got a call to return to the Challenge world after over twenty years for All Stars 3, she said yes—even though she knew nothing about how the franchise had evolved since she was last on. Her memories and what she learned from her first two seasons were so positive that she was open to seeing how this new experience would benefit her. That’s not to say she wasn’t shocked to get the invitation to return after so many years, though. “When they called me out of the blue, I said, ‘You know I’m an old lady now, right?’ And they laughed,” she says. “I spend my time in an office at a desk or at home working on a computer all day long. I do have a full life, but it’s certainly not jumping out of planes and climbing Mount Rushmore. That’s not my life.”

Cynthia hadn’t kept up with watching The Challenge in the years since she was last on, so the biggest shock for her was how physical the game had gotten. “Back then, I didn’t have to worry about wrestling nobody, and now I’ve been a mother a lot longer than most of these people have been doing these shows,” she says. “Going back, my insecurity was mostly my ability to physically perform.” But Cynthia knew that as long as she tried whatever was thrown her way and didn’t let her fears get the best of her, she’d be fine no matter what happened. And while she didn’t win her second Challenge championship on All Stars 3, she still walked away with a life-changing realization, just as she did on her first season. Ever since she got home from All Stars 3, after seeing what her fellow competitors could do physically, she’s been inspired to work on her own fitness. “My sister is a personal trainer, and she’s been training me every day ever since. And I feel fucking fantastic,” Cynthia says. “It’s never been about how I look on the outside, because I don’t want to lose weight. I’m just trying to build muscle, build endurance, get my insides working better, because I spend so much time sitting at a desk in my daily life.”

It’s something her sister has been trying to get her to do for years, but it wasn’t until All Stars 3 that she learned the importance of keeping herself healthy by working out regularly. “It took me all this time and for this experience to come up and for me to understand that just a little bit of working out every day is so important,” Cynthia says. “I’m more focused now. I feel happier. I have more energy. And I never would have known that if not for The Challenge.”
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ALTON WILLIAMS Champion: The Gauntlet 2


When it comes to the physical part of The Challenge, Alton Williams is one of the best in the game. He beat his opponents so definitively in eliminations and challenges that it was almost embarrassing for anyone who dared go against him. It seemed as if no one could best the Real World: Las Vegas alum in any kind of one-on-one matchup. Have you seen the guy climb a net? He defied the laws of physics with how fast he flew up one on The Gauntlet 2. It was a champion-making performance, and Alton deservedly got his first and only Challenge win from that season. With four appearances on the main franchise and one season of the All Stars spin-off, he made every final except one, and that kind of winning record is rare. But Alton cares more about his one elimination loss than anything else because of how it happened, and what it taught him about himself.

“What motivates me is not to be the best, but rather the opportunity to suck and to then strategically figure it out,” Alton says. “Everything in my life is always so preplanned. I’m like a Boy Scout. So to go into an environment that’s completely unplanned by me and that’s made to purposely be harder for me in particular is exciting.” That’s what made competing on The Challenge fulfilling for Alton—it gave him the chance to push himself in ways he’d never done before. “I would volunteer to go first in challenges and then be the only one who could do it, and it was not as good of a show for them. There’s this thing they came up with called ‘the Alton effect,’ which is any way production makes sure that I’m not going to be the only one to get something done.”

When he made his reality TV debut on The Real World: Las Vegas in 2002, Alton had no idea it would lead to him making a name for himself as a top physical competitor on The Challenge. “I’d never watched the show before,” he says. “It was just a new opportunity. My mom’s a soap opera actress, so I knew television as a way to exist, and maybe that tuned me to it, but I never really wanted to do that. I’m more into veterinary medicine, horses, being outside, hunting, that kind of thing. I’m a really spiritual person, and I set my goals and then I let life guide me toward that.”

At that time, he was twenty-two and had just decided to stop being a professional skater after a painful injury. He still had a drive to do something active, however, so when he and his Real World castmate/girlfriend Irulan Wilson were invited to join the cast of The Gauntlet, he realized that was the perfect path. “But I learned it’s not great to bring a girlfriend on a Challenge, because I spent a lot of time protecting her and being caught up in her drama,” he says. “I realized that it was probably best to just separate that kind of stuff.” While he hated the drama, he loved the physical aspect of the game. “I quickly realized it’s one of those things where being big and strong doesn’t matter. I think being a surfer was better training. There’s something about The Challenge that brings everything into balance. Everybody’s on the same playing field, and it’s more about internal grit.”

Surprisingly, Alton is the first to admit that he doesn’t have that certain mental edge that he thinks is essential for being a top Challenge competitor. “That’s one thing I really learned. I’m blessed in certain things, I have certain talents, but I don’t have that competitive spirit,” he says. “I’m just going to run my race and do the best that I can. I think that I always went into the challenges and messed up the dynamic a little bit, because I came in there with such a pure camp spirit, which is kind of weird. I’m a really good competitor, but at the same time, I’m oblivious to what’s going on within the game. It’s like showing up to a football game with soccer equipment, and everyone’s like, ‘What is going on? That’s our star quarterback.’ I’ve always felt like that.”

During his rookie season on The Gauntlet, Alton absolutely destroyed Laterrian Wallace in a pole climbing elimination—it wasn’t even close. He eventually made it to the final, but his Real World team ended up losing to the Road Rules team. “After that, I learned that everybody is afraid—I don’t care how big they are, how strong their muscles are, how many veins they got popping out of their neck—the whole thing’s run by fear and every strategy is run by fear,” Alton says. “All you have to do is just flip that on its head and be assertive.” That experience inspired him to volunteer for eliminations in future seasons, even when he was safe, which is almost unheard of on The Challenge. “I’m a protector, and I know whoever is standing there is scared, so I think this is a great opportunity for me to jump in there and to change the game. I would just wait for the energy and then I’d say, ‘Yes, today’s not a day where I’m standing around on the side.’ And I jump in there with such an energy that it’s impossible to lose. I will send them home unapologetically.”

Most players do anything and everything they can to avoid eliminations, but Alton found himself eager to do as many as possible, despite how unpredictable each individual game is. “I’m wily, I’m really creative, I’m good at figuring out the game first,” he says. “You can’t wait until you’re up there in order to figure out what you’re going to be doing, which is what most people do. You have to get your toes ready, loosen up your hips. Usually my strategy was just, ‘Does it feel fun? Heck yeah, let’s go.’ That’s it. If it feels fun, I’m going to win. And it was never against a weaker person. I usually like to go against somebody I think is going to win.”

By the time Alton arrived for his second season, The Gauntlet 2, he had no doubt in his mind that he was going to win this time. “Just with our team, and I knew that the show didn’t know who I was yet, they didn’t know what they’re up against,” he says. “I was going to win. The first season, I had [Mike] ‘the Miz’ [Mizanin] there and I just played the background because I had a girlfriend. The second time, I just broke up with Irulan, we were on this island in Tobago, so it was very spiritual—I’d never really had a spiritual experience, and I experienced something visceral where the clouds opened and I felt the energy type of thing and you’re like, ‘Oh, crap, we’re going to win this thing.’ ”

He started the season off on a strong note, outlasting all the other men in a battle royale to become captain of the Rookies team. He won three impressive eliminations that solidified his reputation as a physical beast, and eventually won the final, earning his first Challenge championship. When he returned for The Inferno 3, he lived up to the name of his Good Guys team and threw himself into an elimination to save Davis Mallory from having to compete. Alton won that elimination against Tyrie Ballard, and while he made it to another final, his team lost in the end.
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Nets, ropes… how does Alton make climbing things look so easy?



After a five-year break from the show, Alton returned for 2012’s Battle of the Seasons, but he immediately found himself struggling with how much the social and political game had evolved in the time he’d been away. He quickly realized that he no longer enjoyed the competition like he used to. Plus, he butted heads with a lot of the younger, more aggressive cast members who were trying to make a name for themselves in the new era of The Challenge, and the house dynamics became uncomfortable for him. “It’s always been more about the relationships than winning for me, and when I see people suffering, I want to help, and then I see the people who are perpetrating it and I’m like, ‘Leave them alone,’ and the next thing you know, I lose half my friends,” Alton says. “I’ve had the horrible experience of having the whole house go against me, which I think was a great experience, actually. Most people’s biggest fear is to be unliked, and they’ll do ridiculous things for a lifetime to try not to experience that. In Turkey, having the whole house go against me and realizing that it was my fault, it was really interesting going through that experience.”

It was a very emotional time for Alton, as he was grieving the loss of his father at the same time. “I really needed love, and I realized that this is an inner game, just like life is an inner game,” he says. “On The Challenge, I realized that as competitive as I was, it’s more of a mental choice to be more aware of what’s going on inside of me than involved in the game. This was a really special opportunity for me to figure myself out and be in a place where people aren’t answering to me—I’m the boss in every world that I’m in, I’m one of the heads of my family, I’m the oldest of fourteen siblings and I put them through college, took care of my mom, and I’m still doing it to this day. I went from a place where I was respected in my family into The Challenge, where I was the enemy because I’m in the middle of somebody else’s pursuit of success.”

Alton found himself in the center of a lot of drama that season after he had a brief showmance with Sarah Rice. “It was gnarly,” he says. “They called my room ‘the church,’ and in the first week or two, everybody came to the room, and it was very spiritual. It was great—they would come just to drink tea and chill, read books and stuff. And then the room turned into the place where you go to be ostracized, and I was ostracized from the house and from my own team because I was hooking up with Sarah. That really got me in trouble with Trishelle [Cannatella] and with Nany [González].” The Las Vegas team also fought over who they should make an alliance with, which put Alton at odds with Frank Fox (formerly Sweeney) and Zach Nichols from the San Diego team. “I liked them the first two weeks there, but then they transitioned into their mean-boy strategy. And then me and Dustin [Zito] had a falling-out that last night, and I just realized I wasn’t in with my team anymore.”

After bonding with Robb Schreiber from the St. Thomas team, Alton felt bad that Robb was about to go against him in an elimination. “It was his first Challenge, and he was getting ready to go home because he was going against me,” Alton says. “I was like, ‘F this, man. I’m not going to be this kid’s stumbling block. I’ll go home and continue veterinary medicine and continue with my businesses. I don’t want to be here.’ I wrote a letter to him saying, ‘Try your hardest, make me look good.’ And that was it.” Alton decided to lose the elimination on purpose, even though that meant ending his winning streak, as well as taking Nany down with him. “Nany wasn’t my friend anyway, so I didn’t care, quite frankly.”

During the elimination, Alton was shocked that he and Nany still almost beat Robb and Marie Roda, even though he wasn’t trying to win. “I slowed it down because I did not want to go back to that house,” he says. “I wouldn’t say I threw it. They had to win. But they were competing against Nany and a quarter of me. I knew, ‘This is going to be my last time. I’m totally not for this type of world anymore.’ ”

He didn’t return to The Challenge for almost ten years after that, despite getting some offers. “I realized that I’ve done everything on Challenges,” he says. He confirmed that feeling after deciding to give it one last shot on the first season of the All Stars spin-off in 2021. He won another elimination, made another final, and finished in sixth place, but what he remembers most from that season is his showmance with Jisela Delgado and the drama it caused with a significant other at home. “I thought that I was broken up, but I guess we weren’t. I didn’t understand this girl’s dynamic so well,” Alton says. “And then I went on The Challenge and they quarantined us for a long time, and being from such a big family, I’m not used to being alone. Then getting turned loose into this Challenge house, and there’s a beautiful girl there and she’s showing me attention, and I haven’t had that kind of beautiful attention in a long time, I got caught up in that and ended up falling in like with that feeling with Jisela. But I come to find out, a lot of that wasn’t as organic as I felt.”

Alton believes he could have won All Stars, but he ruined it. “It was my show, but what happened was Jisela, and then I put that feeling in my stomach because I knew that it was going to go bad for me in my real world, and there’s no happy ending to an unhappy journey,” he says. “I should’ve just stayed with my boys, and oh my god, it would’ve been a great show.” He also regrets not volunteering for eliminations like he’d done in previous seasons. “That is what I messed up on: I literally could have sent everyone home. They were expecting me to volunteer and literally start pointing people out, and I would’ve sent that season’s winner Yes [Duffy] home. But I tried to be a little different than Mr. Superman who was on every show, jumping up, and it ended up costing me.”

Despite how grueling the two-day final was on All Stars, it ended up being exactly what Alton needed at that time. “I literally almost quit right in the middle of the final, no question about it,” he says. “I was done, and then something came over me. It was just a question. ‘Can you make it another step? Can you make it another mile? Can you get to the top of that hill? Will you make it to that tree over there?’ And it was only because I have quit a show before once and that cost me a lot mentally. There was a quitter in me, and it exposed itself in Turkey and it stayed with me in the real world.” Finishing the final and proving that he had what it takes to persevere turned out to be a better reward than another championship. “I don’t really need to go race for somebody else’s five hundred thousand dollars.”

Five seasons of victories, triumphs, and, yes, even quitting on The Challenge have changed Alton in ways he never expected. “I’ve learned a lot about myself, and I would say I’m definitely a better person just from seeing myself in that light. I don’t think enough people get to really look at themselves through other people’s eyes, and I think the show really helped that for me. It’s a very different energy you give when you have that confidence. I’m very comfortable with me.”
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JULIE ROGERS Champion: Extreme Challenge


All Julie Rogers (formerly Stoffer) wants to do is compete on The Challenge again. The Real World: New Orleans alum won the first season she was on, Extreme Challenge in 2001, but in the decades since, she hasn’t been able to get a second championship. It’s not for lack of trying—she returned for four more seasons after that, and even made it to the final on her last season. Still, Julie’s experience is vastly different from most Challenge champions’ in that, as soon as she achieved success on the show, things only got worse from there. But over twenty years later, she still hasn’t given up trying to change how her story ends. “I know I have the physical ability to win another one,” Julie says. “And whether you win or lose, The Challenges are just so fun. Heck, I’ll go as an alternate, I’m not joking. I just want to be involved again.”

Julie’s reality TV career didn’t start on a positive note, either. “I was that Mormon girl who got kicked out of college for going on The Real World,” she says. During her junior year at Brigham Young University, she read an article in her school’s newspaper about auditions for The Real World. When she got cast on the show, she knew it would be a complicated situation, since the Mormon school had rules against men and women living together. She thought deferring for the amount of time it would take to film a season of The Real World would protect her from breaking any “purity” rules. “I thought, they’re not really going to kick me out of school, considering I’m being filmed twenty-four-seven, and obviously, I’m not having sex with people. I left that show as virginal as I came into it. I only kissed people, but it was enough for the Mormons, because if you’re a woman and you’re Mormon, you’re supposed to be as pure as the driven snow. I couldn’t be kissing people or even living in the same house with them.”

After her season of The Real World finished shooting, Julie’s only plan was to try to get cast on The Challenge, both to fulfill a dream of competing and to buy herself some time to figure out the next chapter in her life. “I’ve been kicked out of college, I don’t have a degree, and I wanted to do Challenges as soon as I found out what they were because I was really into the competition part of it,” she says. Julie and her Real World castmate Jamie Murray were invited to compete on Extreme Challenge together, and the experience was everything she’d hoped it would be. “That was definitely the best Challenge I’ve ever been on. We went to Europe, we did all this fun stuff across America. It was just amazing. And then we won, so it was an awesome taste of victory.”

Throughout that season, Julie and Jamie formed a close relationship. “We ended up kind of hooking up,” she says. “We had a bond on The Real World, and The Challenge was such an intense experience. But there was nothing romantic. I think our friendship just got deeper. But really, Jamie and I have never had any romantic feelings for each other, we just connected because we both have interest in the metaphysical, unconventional spiritual realm.” She pauses. “And then just the fact that we’re both fucking crazy and like to do crazy shit.”

Their friendship ended up changing the course of the rest of her Challenge career in ways she never could have predicted. Julie believes that her former Real World roommate Melissa Beck (formerly Howard) had feelings for Jamie and became jealous of Julie’s friendship with him. She points to her experience on Battle of the Sexes in 2002, when Melissa orchestrated Julie’s exit at the beginning of the season. “Of course, she does everything she can to get me voted off first,” Julie says.

She returned for The Inferno in 2004 hoping that the slate had been wiped clean and she could compete this time. But she felt as if everyone already judged her without getting to know her after Battle of the Sexes. “I would have enemies that I didn’t even know I had,” she says. “If The Challenge was a physical thing only, I know I would win. But then you add this element of years of drama, and I couldn’t beat it.”

Things went from bad to worse during a daily challenge that season when Julie and Veronica Portillo were hanging from zip lines, and Julie tugged on the back of Veronica’s safety harness. Veronica thought Julie was trying to unclip her harness and freaked out in a moment that’s become one of the most iconic Challenge clips of all time, and Julie added the nickname “Mormon Murderer” to her reputation.

“I didn’t try to murder Veronica, okay?” Julie says with a laugh. “First of all, I’m scared of heights, and I’m just trying to win. I thought the game was pull the flag or something, and I’m grabbing on to her safety line. There were two safety lines; the show’s not trying to get anybody killed. No one’s getting mortally injured and certainly no one’s died, and I think that’s a testament to certainly I could never have killed Veronica. I wasn’t trying to undo any of our safety lines. But we were both scared shitless, way high up in the air, and I was being kind of aggressive. I take things a little bit far sometimes.” She says she doesn’t hold a grudge against Veronica for how the nickname has followed her around for twenty years. “I’m fine with it. It works for me, because guess what? I got called on more Challenges because of that, so thank you, Veronica.”

After that incident with Veronica, any hope Julie had of turning her social capital around that season instantly disappeared. “I have a lot of drive and ambition to win these things, and I always bring one hundred and ten percent every time, to the point that people think that I’m trying to murder people on Challenges,” she says. “All the women started freaking out because they’re like, ‘Oh my god, this woman is so insane. She’s trying to murder me.’ I’m trying to win. This is called competition.”

Julie was eventually selected to go into an elimination against Katie Cooley (formerly Doyle) and lost, and she’s still upset over how that played out. “I love Katie, she’s amazing, but she was totally a chain-smoker at the time, and the challenge was running on a treadmill,” Julie says. “Listen, I’ve run cross-country my whole life. I can run an eight-minute mile and I can run a half marathon. It’s not a problem. This is my thing. But they never turned the treadmill up, so it was a walking pace the whole time.”

The elimination was meant to continue until one player outlasted the other, and in the event of a tie, they had to jump rope instead. “They were trying to make it look like she and I are in kind of a competition on a treadmill, which we are not, because anybody can walk on a treadmill,” she says. “If they would’ve turned it up, it would’ve been over. We start jump-roping, and I trip on it immediately. That’s it. Now I’m eliminated.”

When she returned for The Inferno II, she produced yet another iconic clip when she went against her Good Guys team’s advice and attempted to ride a motorized minibike across a short, narrow bridge rather than take the longer, safer route. While chanting, “The road to God is straight and narrow,” she immediately fell into the water and forfeited the challenge for her team. “I’ve failed at certain challenges that I was just heartbroken about, including that one in particular,” she says. “I was just sure I was going to do it. And I failed my team.” She immediately went into an elimination as a result and lost to Tonya Cooley.
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