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Dedicated to my parents, Jack and Pat, who let me play all the sports.






PROLOGUE A SHORT INTRODUCTION ON GOING LONG


IT’S NOT AN URBAN LEGEND. There is a grassroots trail running event at the Lake Youngs Watershed near Seattle, Washington, with contests of various distances, called “The Pigtails Challenge.” The races are held quasi-concurrently on the same course. Assembled during the long Memorial Day weekend in May, one of the events begins on Saturday morning at 6 a.m. on the looped course, summoning entrants to complete a whopping sixty-two miles, or one hundred kilometers of running, with 5,400 feet (1,646 meters) of elevation gain. Curiously, the 100-kilometer racers finish sheepishly and without much fanfare.

The centerpiece event that garners the weekend’s real attention is the 200-mile (322-kilometer) running contest. The double-century race begins on Thursday at 6 a.m., two days before the 62-mile runners toe the line. There is also a 100-mile (161-kilometer) race. Lest the 100-mile runners begin to think too highly of themselves, historically their finisher’s “trophy” was a belt buckle with a 100-mile logo and a button that read “I only did the half.”

To put this wry commentary about ultra distances into context, the race was started by the Pacific Northwest’s only runner—to date, male or female—to complete more than one hundred 100-mile (or longer) sanctioned races, pixie runner Van Phan. Often Van would run in The Pigtails Challenge while simultaneously serving as its race director and the personal cheerleader for each participant. She also worked more than full-time as a physician assistant and looked like your contagiously cheerful next-door neighbor. Never a member of a cross-country or track team, she was the quiet girl in pigtails who played badminton and tennis in school. Today, she still holds the course record for women in the 200-mile Pigtails race. To put a fine point on endurance humor, back in the day, if you ran The Pigtails Challenge 150-mile (241-kilometer) race, you received a 150-mile belt buckle and a dose of ultrarunning snappy repartee delivered by the doyenne of distance: Van Phan formally handed you a button with the race logo and three words: “The Middle Child.”

Long-distance is not only growing longer on land. Another athlete who looks like your next-door neighbor (and might be that, if you’re lucky enough to live in Colorado) is Sarah Thomas, a once-in-a-generation open-water swimmer and a veterinary recruiter by day. In September 2019, friends of Sarah began to watch a live GPS tracker sending real-time information about her location on Shakespeare Beach in Dover, England. It was 5:15 p.m. Mountain Daylight Time in Colorado on a Saturday evening when her tracker “dot” began to move east across the English Channel. When her friends woke the next day, Sarah was still swimming. That Sunday night when they fell asleep, Sarah was still swimming. And all day Monday, she was still swimming in that 64°F (17.78°C) water. When family and friends in the United States awoke on Tuesday morning (if they hadn’t stayed up all night watching and cheering), they learned that Sarah swam 54 hours and 10 minutes nonstop and became the first person—male or female—to cross the English Channel four consecutive times. Tides and currents contributed to a distance of about 130 miles (209 kilometers) for the breast cancer survivor who finished sixteen rounds of chemotherapy and twenty-five rounds of radiation one year before her four-way crossing.

Going longer than long is synonymous with stretching one’s imagination. In addition to complex planning, going long sometimes involves creating blueprints where none existed before. One such example comes from cycling. In the early days of the steep growth in mountain biking in the 1990s, a new format of 24-hour mountain bike races emerged: loop courses of about an hour—maybe ten or twelve miles (sixteen to just over nineteen kilometers)—with a campground area at the start/finish line full of music, beer, food, and shoulder-to-shoulder-style campfires, fostering a night of carefree festivity. Teams of four would see how many loops they could complete in twenty-four hours, passing a baton from the finishing rider to a timekeeper table volunteer to the next lap rider, Saturday to Sunday, noon to noon. There were races all around the United States, but in the early days, no one in cycling was having more fun than riders and spectators of the 24 Hours of Canaan in the Allegheny Mountains of Canaan Valley in West Virginia. To increase the level of difficulty, there might be costumes or self-inflicted tequila shots or hilarity provided by quad squads like Team Hugh Jass. Not only did the Hugh Jass lads ride the technical course on specific bikes with only one gear—called “fixie bikes”—they also raced with only one pair of shorts (sans underwear) among them. Yes, they transferred the relay baton and that one single pair of denim bib shorts for twenty-grueling-four hours. The shorts—also not an urban legend—throughout many years of team racing were unwashed since 1994. Spectators howled. It was this kind of environment, the juxtaposition of folly and creativity brought to endurance cycling, that prompted one cyclist to register himself for the race. He completed the four blank lines for team members with four variations of his name—John Robert Stamstad, age thirty, living in Ohio. Beside the echoing laughter and campfire camaraderie of 1996, every rider and spectator left Canaan that year in disbelief: it was possible to ride a bike, on narrow, rocky, rooty, muddy trails, for twenty-four hours straight. They returned to the big cities and the small hometowns with a staggering story: from noon to noon, a solo rider logged 156 miles (251 kilometers) on that ski hill. With their own eyes, they saw Stamstad fucking do it. Like Roger Bannister’s mile in 3:59.4 and Diane Leather’s 4:59.6 mile, both in 1954, once the barrier came down, others could suddenly complete the feat too. The floodgates of the solo 24-hour biking category burst open because of one set of blueprints in West Virginia made by a guy from Madison, Wisconsin, back in ’96. A superbloom of solo 24-hour cycling—and then ultrarunning—categories and events would follow.

Long-distance sometimes describes the amount of mileage covered to get to the start line of an undertaking. This can be the logistics and training effort before a big hike like the John Muir Trail or time-intensive Appalachian Trail. It can look like finally qualifying for the Boston Marathon after many moons. It can also be as simple as a streak: like swimming every day for a year or running 3.1 miles (5 kilometers) at 6 a.m. every morning no matter the weather, the season, or life events. Zoom out on this commitment—great intestinal drive and patient dignity over countless hours keep a momentous dream or such streaks alive. Such imagination is a muscle.

When Rudyard Kipling wrote the poem “If—,” circa 1895, in a gesture of fatherly advice to his one son, in the eighth and final stanza of the poem, Kipling counseled, “If you can fill the unforgiving minute / With sixty seconds’ worth of distance run—/ Yours is the Earth and everything that’s in it, / And—which is more—you’ll be a Man, my son!” One can guess that Kipling would hardly believe the composure, the reputable and esteemed conduct, and the humility of athletes like Van Phan, Sarah Thomas, and John Stamstad in the twenty-first century, given their mastery of the unforgiving minute—in tests measured in hours. Sometimes days.

As more and more athletes fill grueling stretches in the elements, across sporting genres, there are two hard-and-fast rules in the hours of the unforgiving:

Mother Nature bats last.

And Father Time is undefeated.

Capturing our imagination, creating new blueprints, syncing with tides and weather of the untamed places, these athletes keep collaboration, courage, and good humor at the heart of these tests. Mileage in the wild is their buzz, no tequila necessary. The time in the outdoors is the feat’s prize. These are the stories of regular people with real jobs who look like your next-door neighbor. They are not afraid to be beginners in a new event or to intrepidly take their beloved sport to a new distance, or to make fresh tracks with that distance at an unexplored chronological age. Sometimes these athletes fill the unforgiving hours with the carrot that is a crew team with cowbells and matching t-shirts up ahead. Sometimes they pass the hours using the stick of incoming rowdy weather chasing them. They bring a sense of wonder for the wild spaces above the tree line or in places with apex predators (or worse, malevolent insects) or in water that the hardiest swimmers call “invigorating.” They regularly play three-dimensional chess in their heads: solving the puzzles of the task while managing the impatient mind. All the while, they are shoveling their own coal or chopping their own wood (so it warms not once, but twice), clicking off kilometers with intrinsic drive. They sink their only paid vacation days into the organizing of gear and precious people, the packing of bike boxes, and testing foul-weather layers before heading out into the unknown, with nary a guarantee. This kind of mileage in the open spaces cannot be fueled by anything extrinsic; such things fray and flatten in the first gust fronts before the hail in the hours of zero-dark-thirty.

Those who fill the unforgiving hours accept the two hard rules of Mother Nature and Father Time, but after that they make few, even no, concessions. These are hard-headed types. They are also gloriously original, wildly optimistic, and quietly industrious in the spirit of “If—.” Unheralded, yes. But urban legend? No. Disciplined in the fashion of Rudyard Kipling’s poem? Yes. Exemplars, tall and proportioned from the canon of the Greeks and Romans, chiseled as if from marble? No. The place where will—“Hold on!”—is even greater than skill? Yes. Store bought? No. Snot rockets? Definitely.

Legendary and poetic,

these athletes,

and their spittle-on-the-chin endurance?

As the day is long.







If you can keep your head when all about you

Are losing theirs and blaming it on you;

If you can trust yourself when all men doubt you,

But make allowance for their doubting too;

If you can wait and not be tired by waiting,

Or being lied about, don’t deal in lies,

Or being hated, don’t give way to hating,

And yet don’t look too good, nor talk too wise:

If you can dream—and not make dreams your master;

If you can think—and not make thoughts your aim;

If you can meet with Triumph and Disaster

And treat those two impostors just the same;

If you can bear to hear the truth you’ve spoken

Twisted by knaves to make a trap for fools,

Or watch the things you gave your life to broken,

And stoop and build ’em up with worn-out tools:

If you can make one heap of all your winnings

And risk it on one turn of pitch-and-toss,

And lose, and start again at your beginnings

And never breathe a word about your loss;

If you can force your heart and nerve and sinew

To serve your turn long after they are gone,

And so hold on when there is nothing in you

Except the Will which says to them: “Hold on!”

If you can talk with crowds and keep your virtue,

Or walk with Kings—nor lose the common touch,

If neither foes nor loving friends can hurt you,

If all men count with you, but none too much;

If you can fill the unforgiving minute

With sixty seconds’ worth of distance run,

Yours is the Earth and everything that’s in it,

And—which is more—you’ll be a Man, my son!

—Rudyard Kipling, “If—”
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Cyclist John Stamstad rewrote long-distance in the manner of a visionary and with the heart of a lion. On looped courses, he was known for graciously cheering on racers with earnestness, then lapping them. The 24 Hours of Canaan (rhymes with insane) 1996 was the first instance of one racer signing up for all four racer slots. (race sign-up form courtesy of John Stamstad)






CHAPTER ONE THE FIVE FINEST SECONDS OF THE GREATEST GOLDEN HOUR Gunhild Swanson



Cometh the hour, cometh the woman.

—Female mitochondria



ANDY JONES-WILKINS, A VETERAN JOURNALIST and elite trail runner, wrote, “Looking back on that Sunday morning, I can confidently say that I have never, ever seen something as extraordinary.”

He continued, “And I probably will never see anything like it again.”

Jones-Wilkins, an authority on long-distance running and an unofficial docent on the history of the sport in the United States, was describing the 2015 finish of a trail race in Northern California called the “Western States Endurance Run.” Held every year since 1977, it is arguably the largest ultrarunning event in the world.

The Western States Endurance Run falls into the formerly niche sports category called “ultrarunning”; any foot race beyond 26.2 miles (42.2 kilometers) is called an “ultramarathon,” and the participants are called “ultrarunners.” Ultramarathons take place on running tracks and road courses but are most commonly held on trail routes of every variety. No longer a niche sport, ultrarunning participation increased 1,676% between 1996 and 2019. The world has always had ultrarunning, but the remarkable number of ultrarunners in the world has never been so high. From Andorra to Zambia, more than a hundred countries around the world host ultramarathon distance events.

The world’s crown jewel of 100-milers, the Western States Endurance Run, puts on a Broadway-quality ultrarunning show every year. There are more than four official volunteers for every runner.1 Ebullient crew teams, journalists, photographers, videographers, and excited spectators line the start area with dizzying cheering and clanging cowbells, as runners cross the starting line and begin their climb in the dark of oh-five-hundred. In a matter of moments, the spectating throng scatters in a frenzied hurry to reach the next accessible aid stations to see the runners again. It is a party—part righteous family reunion, part red-carpet running-celebrity watching, part G-20 summit of the world’s best mountain runners.

It is befitting that “the most unforgettable moment in ultrarunning,” described by Jones-Wilkins, occurred on the beloved Western States’ course. The instant classic moment involved Gunhild Swanson, a Spokane Valley, Washington, runner who had successfully navigated the 100-mile (161-kilometer) race in her previous two attempts. But 2015 would earn her a page in endurance sport history.



The earliest Western States run was first undertaken in the 1970s by a rider-turned-runner, on a funny, cocky lark, during the 100-mile Western States Trail Ride horse race. In the history of the Western States Trail Ride, the ’74 escapade remains the only case of a rider—Gordy Ainsleigh—to have earned two finishes on horse (1971 and 1972) and one on foot (1974). The hot and dusty horse event, around since 1955, is part crazy dare, part wild west throwback. It has pushed the outer limits of what horse and rider can or should endure in the Sierra Nevada mountains. The ride is commonly referred to as “Tevis Cup” or “the Tevis Cup Ride,” named for the trophy presented to the first finisher of this, the oldest endurance horse race. The course is a series of regrettable rocky steeps and dump-you-from-that-western-saddle descents.

The Tevis Cup race is built on the cornerstones of good horsemanship and good sportsmanship. This means that a completion certificate and the prize of a Tevis Cup silver belt buckle are earned only after the horse passes various vet checks along the route, a pulse test the first forty minutes after the race, a complete vet check the first hour after the race, and a final evaluation between 60 and 120 minutes after the race. Race officials are nothing if not thorough in checking for the metabolic stability and overall welfare of a steed in the “One-Hundred-Miles-in-One-Day” event. The routes of the modern Western States Endurance Run and the Western States Trail Ride horse race now differ somewhat from each other, so a comment often made by runners in the maw of the running course—that “You wouldn’t treat a horse like this”—is a valid one. More than one runner has been heard to ask during the torment of the Endurance Run—in the manner of a shattered-legged horse—to be taken out back behind the barn. In the Sierra Nevada mountains, everybody knows what that means.

Hellfire treatment is an unofficial cornerstone of the hot canyons of the spinoff foot race, which runners informally call “States.” The 18,000 feet (5,486 meters) of climbing and 23,000 feet (7,010 meters) of descent create a saw-toothed elevation profile for runners. Like the lower mandible of the meanest six-ton mastodon of the Pleistocene era that ever roamed between Lake Tahoe and Sacramento, the route is a series of troubles compounded by further woes. From the start line to Emigrant Pass, where the course joins the original Western States Trail, the path climbs 2,550 feet (777 meters). This is the first 4.5 miles (7 kilometers) of the race.

If the Western States Endurance Run owes its origin story to a horse race, Tevis Cup owes its origin story to the original endurance quest that first defined the Western States Trail—even before it had a name. This rough-hewn, slow-twitch muscle story shares a page with one of US history’s most colorful and defining chapters: gold.

When gold was discovered in the Sierra foothills, a fever spread across the continent and abroad. Judges abandoned their benches, sailors their ships, doctors their patients. “Criminals slipped their fetters…and soldiers fled from their posts,” wrote Hubert Howe Bancroft in 1888 about the feverish migration. About 80% of the original ’49ers were Americans from the east, making the overland trek for their fortune. Would-be prospectors aimed to reach Sutter’s Mill in Coloma, California—where, while a water-powered sawmill was being constructed, on January 24, 1848, gold nuggets turned up in the American River instead.

Following routes like the California Trail (originating in western Missouri) or the Central Overland Trail (part of the course of the 10-day Pony Express), treasure-seeking pioneers went endurance-style long toward the gold country, many through the Lake Tahoe area, a mighty fine place to resupply and rest the horses. From Tahoe, a traveler on the would-be gold corridor could hop on a trail made and used by the Washoe peoples from time immemorial. First designated as the “Auburn–Lake Tahoe Riding Trail” by lawman Bob Watson in the 1930s, it was later named the “Western States Trail” in 1956 by a horseman and businessman named Wendell Robie, one of the founders of the Tevis Cup event. As the crow flies, the finish lines of the Tevis Cup and Western States Endurance Run races in Auburn, California, are only twelve miles (nineteen kilometers) from Coloma, site of the first gold nuggets found at Sutter’s Mill.

Tangentially, any long-distance athlete who has ever been awarded a belt buckle at the end of an endurance event can thank the Western States Endurance Run. The running race has featured buckles for its finishers since the official first race in 1977. Mine a little deeper, and the buckle fever that has captured long-distance athletes—from Badwater 135 to Leadville Trail 100 MTB to Ironman® Texas 140.6-mile (226.3-kilometer) Triathlon—can be traced to the origin point of the Tevis Cup ride. On this jagged course of denticle and mandible hinges the story of how silver belt buckles first crossed over to non-equine endurance finisher medals.



Western States 100 shines as the annual “Superbowl” of ultrarunning due to two major factors: it is the oldest annual 100-mile run in the world, and it features a unique limit to the number of runners who can participate.

Because of the location of the course through Granite Chief Wilderness, the US Forest Service limits the number of participants. It so happened that the year Congress passed the California Wilderness Act was 1984, so the race was “grandfathered” into legislation with the number of runners who ran Western States that year—369. In most years at States since then, 369 has been roughly the number of starters. The largest number of bibs on the course was in 2010, when there were 423 qualifiers at the start line.

By comparison, the annual 100-mile European event that has a similar Superbowl-quality in ultrarunning is the Ultra-Trail du Mont Blanc (UTMB), run in Chamonix, France. The European race has more than 2,500 starters.

Participants in Western States are mostly chosen by lottery. Among elites, one may earn an automatic entry by winning another qualifying ultramarathon or by finishing top ten in WSER the previous year. Otherwise, hopefuls earn “tickets” for the lottery and have a chance to win one of the precious 369 States race bibs by finishing as many qualifying 100-mile races as possible. This is where Gunhild’s 2015 Western States began.

When Gunhild started trail running in 1987, the qualifying races for Western States Endurance Run were any race between 50 (80 kilometers) and 100 miles completed within the allowed time. The popularity of the Tahoe-to-Auburn event ultimately required the Western States Endurance Run board to increase the qualifying standard to designated races between 100 kilometers (62 miles) and 200 miles (322 kilometers). By 2014, when the notion of running the Western States Endurance Run 2015 struck Gunhild, a quiet widow from eastern Washington, she had run the grueling 100-mile distance at multiple tough courses, including Western States in 2002 and 2005. She also had run a speedy 2:56:38 road marathon at the 26.2-mile Seattle Marathon in 1982, so she was no stranger to race pressure and solid results. Once she embarked on her multistep road to Western States 2015, she discovered the only qualifying race left to sign up for in 2014 was the Javelina Jundred 100-mile run in Arizona over Halloween weekend. There were 511 starters and only 290 finishers. Gunhild was finisher 187. She completed the Sonoran Desert race led by the indelible ultrarunner and race director Jamil Coury in 27 hours, 25 minutes, and 17 seconds. This meant she qualified for the 2015 Western States race by finishing a 100-miler, but would the lottery be on her side?

The drama played out over weeks; first when her name was not drawn in the lottery. Then race directors considered, but ultimately denied, granting her special admittance. Ultimately, a race sponsor had an extra race bib (race sponsors are gifted a few), which was gifted to Gunhild five months before the race. One hundred and fifty days of training began. Gunhild went all in.



Gunhild toed the line at 5 a.m. on Saturday morning, June 27, 2015, in the ski village renamed Palisades Tahoe (formerly called “Squaw”), the site of the 1960 Winter Olympics. After getting up at 3 a.m., Gunhild ate toast with nut butter, a banana, and her typical two cups of coffee with cream to begin the morning. Though it was still dark outside, the start-line energy in the village crackled like a high-voltage transmission line in damp weather. The buzz in the village made Gunhild, usually cheerful anyway, giggly and nearly squirrelly with excitement. Following a booming group countdown of the clock suspended over the start line—ten! nine! eight!…—into the dark, racers took off at the crack of the gun. Gunhild marveled at the surreal line of headlamps that flew up the hill in front of her, stretching out like a serpentine. The trail climbed, curving left and right and continuously rising from 6,200 feet to 8,750 feet over Emigrant Pass and the natural contours of the Escarpment. She kept a steady pace to Lyon Ridge Aid Station (mile 10.3, checking in at 7:45 a.m.) and stayed steady in the section to Red Star Ridge Aid Station (mile 15.8, arriving at 9:20 a.m.). There were spots of collective power hiking by the racers, due to the relentless two-mile climb that followed, but the runners were then rewarded with a flowy single track down to Duncan Canyon Aid Station (mile 24.4, 11:25 a.m.) next. According to Gunhild’s aid-station timeline chart she had made for herself, she was on target for her goal time-splits: going slow enough to finish 100.2 miles (161.3 kilometers) and fast enough to make all the time cutoffs along the course that were set in stone by the race officials. For example, the official cutoff time for the Duncan Canyon Aid Station is 12:00 noon, and thus, Gunhild was thirty-five minutes under the cutoff at that point. She averaged between thirty and forty-four minutes under each aid-station cutoff in the first three-fifths of the race. She crossed Duncan Creek, then climbed 4 miles (6.4 kilometers) to the Robinson Flat Aid Station (mile 30.3 at 1:20 p.m.), where the crowd support and cheering is not outdone by the fanbase of the professional leagues of the NFL, NHL, or MLB during any playoff season. While her hydration vest was being refilled, she saw a friend who sadly could not continue and was withdrawing from the event. Caught up in the dramatic moment when the man’s prized racer band was cut from his wrist, signaling the end of his race, both runners watched tears fall from the other’s face. No one tells you—one way or another—that going all in on your endurance dreams will require the facial tissues with the extra aloe. Gunhild consoled her friend, prioritizing racer over the race. That meant she left Robinson Flat behind schedule. Gunhild cruised the forested single track before Dusty Corners Aid Station (mile 38 at 2:38 p.m.), but the delay meant she was only twenty-two minutes ahead of the 3 p.m. cutoff. There was no time for blisters, cramping, or extended port-o-john breaks; these were the luxuries of the speedsters in front of her. Gunhild pushed to make up lost minutes on the way to Last Chance (43.3 miles at 4:46 p.m.), Devil’s Thumb (47.8 miles at 6:29 p.m.), and El Dorado Creek (52.9 miles at 7:59 p.m.) aid stations without a blip. The daylight was waning, but she was more than halfway there.

At her next aid station, Michigan Bluff, she would pick up her pacer. A pacer is a runner to accompany a racer. Pacer rules vary from ultra to ultra; per the Western States Endurance Run guidelines, they may not carry water or mule supplies for the runner. Gunhild’s first pacer was her son, Chris, an architect. This wasn’t Chris’s first rodeo, either. Chris had paced a friend at Western States before; more importantly, as a calm, gentle-spoken cross-country and track-and-field coach, Chris had the temperament of a world-class pacer: even-tempered, solutions oriented, capable as all hell.

Chris found his mom to be in great spirits as she cruised into Michigan Bluff’s mile 55.7 at 9:05 p.m., full of stamina and ahead of her goal time-splits and forty minutes ahead of race cutoffs. Her athletic disposition was upbeat and positive, as Chris described it; categorizing her as a consistent runner and a “solid, stoic, German mom.” On the trail, they talked the whole way, as two runners do. Passing time is part of the challenge of endurance events; talking passes the time. So they chatted about anything and everything—through Forest Hill (mile 62 at 10:59 p.m.), Dardanelles (mile 65.7), Peachstone (mile 70.7 at 1:25 a.m.) and Fords Bar (mile 73). The lower canyons had almost felt cool in the early hours; the course and the conditions had shown mercy on the mother-and-son pair. To explain how hot the course can become, any year in which the Saturday daytime temperature is 85°F (29°C) or less is considered a “cool year.” For Gunhild in 2015, the high temp in Auburn was a manageable 91°F (33°C). Two years earlier in 2013, temps topped out at 102°F (39°C). The grizzled veterans of Western States Endurance Run still talk about 1995, deemed the “Fire and Ice” year. The first twenty miles of the course featured snow, but the official race thermometer hit 104°F (40°C), with sections of the trail reaching 107°F (42°C). Such an oppressive sizzling heat desiccated 46.6% of the field—many top in the sport—who did not finish the 1995 edition.

Gunhild cruised into Rucky Chucky Aid Station (mile 78 at 3:39 a.m.) a full one hour and twenty-one minutes ahead of the race cutoff for the checkpoint. It was here that Gunhild picked up her next pacer for the darkest hours of the night and into the predawn hours. It was Chris’s son, her grandson, Turlan. The race organizers gave Gunhild special permission, following her request, to be accompanied by Turlan, a cross-country team runner. The high schooler with the whippet-like legs was only fifteen years old; pacers typically must be age eighteen. Chris hugged both athletes tight. He then held his breath as his son and his mother stepped into the waist-deep American River, holding onto a fixed rope. Once safely across the river, Chris watched their two forms run into the dark, shoulder to shoulder. Unfazed by the twenty-two miles (thirty-five kilometers) he had just run and the 3:45 a.m. hour, Chris jumped into a vehicle to leapfrog to the next aid station with crew access, Pointed Rocks (mile 94.3). Here he would wait.

The age range of the three generations together at Rucky Chucky captures the lifelong love of the sport that many runners in track houses, in running clubs, and at trailheads describe. And while Sundays are traditionally a multigenerational family day (multiple generations at the same function), this family’s actions were intergenerational—where multiple generations are actually interacting. In this case, they were pulling hard together, none too superior, none too inexperienced, none to be addressed in a patronizing tone. At an intergenerational equilibrium point that Sunday morning (each would later describe their awe of the other two’s contributions), the perfectly placed fulcrum underneath them, centering and balancing, was the beautiful sport of running in the woods.

As Turlan and Gunhild ran up the hill from the river, passing two men, Turlan waited a respectful distance before turning toward his racer conspiratorially and whispering, “They just got nana’d!”

Turlan was old enough to know the expression “You got chicked”—which is used to describe when a female passes or finishes in front of a capable male athlete, heard every so often in such sports as ultrarunning or road cycling. Turlan’s version was updated and much more charming, and he made Gunhild laugh with his earnest sweetness. Depending on the runner, pacers may have duties like reminding their athlete to eat, or tracking the time, or keeping their runner steady as intense exercise-associated gastrointestinal distress leaves the competitor vomiting on a wholly undeserving whiteleaf manzanita shrub. But every runner loves a pacer who can make them laugh.

Turlan had just finished his freshman year of high school and was still young enough to be enthralled by the western foothills of the Sierra Nevada—the “saw” (sierra) of jagged mountains, full of “snowy” (nevada) peaked wonder. In his eyes, Placer County specialized in the patinated picturesque, still wild, still west. And there was also his delight in the gifts of the Coulter pine trees which dotted the foothills. The native conifer tree’s seeds are tucked into spiky pinecones larger than an NFL football, and heavier—sometimes over 10 pounds in weight. Turlan was the perfect age: old enough to run in the mountains at 3:39 a.m. and young enough to be impressed by the wonder of the world’s largest pinecones.

In a speech given at a meeting of the Sierra Club on November 23, 1895, by John Muir after his travels in the Sierra Nevada, he said, “…few are altogether deaf to the preaching of pine trees. Their sermons on the mountains go to our hearts; and if people in general could be got into the woods, even for once, to hear the trees speak for themselves, all difficulties in the way of forest preservation would vanish.”

Running in the dark among the pine trees, however, comes with its challenges. One hundred miles is a helluva long way for everything to go right, and a helluva long way for just one thing to go wrong, but such is the nature of ultras. At some point the grandmother-grandson team followed a pair of runners in the distance. Turlan and Gunhild eventually caught the pair, and collectively they asked, “Has anyone seen a trail marker?”

To be a trail runner, a proper trail runner, means one has gone off course at some time or other. The fastest Western States finish to date in 2019—14:09:28—was run by Jim Walmsley, who in 2016 was on record pace when he went off course. It torched his spirit, and he had to walk the final ten miles (sixteen kilometers) of the race (he still finished a remarkable 18:45:36—that gives an idea how much time he’d had on the field when he made that wrong turn).

In the same vicinity where Jim Walmsley got lost in 2016, Turlan looked at the other three tired faces on the dark trail and called an audible, “I’ll go.” He took off—running toward where they had all run from, scanning the trees left and right for any sign of yellow tape tied to a branch, signaling the correct route. He was wise to also be vigilant about the actual wild all around him. The race guidebook says, “Rattlesnakes, bears, mountain lions, and other potentially hazardous forms of wildlife live on the course and have surprised runners in the past. Keep alert and be careful where you place your feet and hands, especially at night.”

It is no coincidence that Western States Endurance Run male and female top first place finishers receive a robust fifteen-inch-tall bronze sculpture on a walnut base, called the Western States Cougar Trophy each year. And the finisher’s belt buckle, considered one of the most prized possessions in the endurance world—handmade in silver for finishers under 24 hours, handmade in bronze for finishers under 30 hours—features a distinct form. In the center of the hand-engraved buckle stands a slightly minacious mountain lion cresting a rocky outcrop of chunky basalt like the hunk called Needle Peak, just east of Lyon Ridge, the very first checkpoint of the race—a whole lifetime ago for Gunhild and her crew.

To Turlan, alone in deep dark, his progress to find the course felt as slow as molasses in winter. After three excruciating miles (five kilometers), Turlan came to the place where they had missed their turn, and relief washed away the sickening feeling of being lost in the dark. Having located the yellow tape race marker, Turlan then let loose, turning his legs over at his best 5K pace, racing back to the three off-course adults. With young legs and a 115-pound frame—maybe 120 pounds soaking wet in the American River—he felt his feet barely touch the trail. He was running to save his grandma’s race. Pushing his pace, torso and head barely moving, his legs were fearless. It was valor without witness.

How much time they lost, they can’t calculate precisely, but for Chris, who was expecting his two runners about an hour and a half earlier at the aid station, he described himself, using understatement, as “really, really concerned” about his missing mom and his lost kid. Night turned to dawn turned to cruel day.

Having run extra mileage and wasted time going off course, Gunhild knew she had burned through all the extra buffer time she had banked throughout the race since yesterday morning. Gunhild’s watch confirmed she was now within minutes of the cutoff time at the next aid station. Miss the cutoff, and she would not be able to continue. Her wristband would be cut from her arm, and her race would be over. Sensing her despairing outlook, Turlan turned to Gunhild with the right amount of tough love. She needed to do two things, he said. One, stop the despairing thinking. And two, just follow him. He said he knew what they had to do, and he would get her there. She had no time to debate, or make excuses, or calculate their remaining cutoff minutes. She had time for one thing, and one thing only: to get to the Highway 49 Aid Station STAT.

Made for the moment, Gunhild and Turlan arrived at 9:08 a.m. Twelve minutes before the race cutoff.

Ann Trason, a marvel of a runner and absolute zenith of grit and perseverance on the Western States Endurance Run course, with fourteen wins from 1989 to 2003, coined an expression on the course, the trail that lay in front of Gunhild.

“You can be a whiner,” Ann said. “Or you can be an ultrarunner,” she continued. “But you can’t be both.”



On Sunday morning, the sun now firmly above the trees, Gunhild Swanson was on the eastern side of “No Hands Bridge” (known more officially as the Mountain Quarries Railroad Bridge), a 482-foot-long span constructed in 1912 over the north and middle forks of the American River.

A little about “No Hands Bridge”: The area around it is described in state records as “some of the most spectacular and distinctive gorges and canyon lands found within the middle Sierra Nevada region.” The longest concrete arch bridge in the world in 1912, it was constructed by a cement company to connect a quarry, filled with massive blocks of limestone in Cool, California, with a terminus alongside the Southern Pacific Railroad in Auburn. The distinctive closed spandrel design is solid between the three arch rings and the deck above, conveying substance and matching the dramatically striking gorge below. The quarry railroad operated the railroad bridge until 1940; subsequently, the metal rails and railroad trestles atop the deck were removed during World War II to contribute to the war effort. The official “present use” purpose of the bridge in official state records is “pedestrian, equestrian, hiking trail.”

For those in the saddle, alighting one’s steed and walking the horse across the span was standard procedure for the first forty years: You see, the bridge had no railings.

But Wendell Robie and his family were not typical horse people. Jeff Herten, a Tevis Cup rider and former Western States Trail Foundation president, described larger-than-life Robie as the kind of figure and horseman who spanned the time between the pioneers and the modern era. One day on a ride together with his niece, Ina Robinson, Wendell unflinchingly rode his horse without slowing across the high deck. Ina, the first female finisher of the Tevis Cup in 1956 in less than 24 hours, who was at least as fearless as Wendell, went one step further than her speedy uncle. Ina, on a bridge deck without railings, 150 feet (46 meters) above the canyon floor, let go of her reins on the bridge, announcing “Look, mom, no hands,” crossing the span with her arms raised above her cowgirl hat. The expression stuck.2



Gunhild was headed toward No Hands Bridge, downhill from Pointed Rocks Aid Station (mile 94.3) when a rousing voice shouted her name like a cheer. Tim Twietmeyer, a five-time winner of the race and the only person to have completed States an unthinkable twenty-five times, had descended the grade to lend some giddy-up encouragement to the remaining field. The five-time champion, and the only human in history to be presented a one-of-a-kind Western States Endurance Run belt buckle inscribed with “2,500 miles,” Tim reassured Gunhild about how close the next checkpoint was ahead, telling her how great she was doing. For those unfamiliar with ultrarunning, this image captures the essence of the community, the uniqueness of mega endurance events and the humility they confer. Rare is the sport where the front-of-the-pack’s respect for the back-of-the-pack is symmetrical to the inverse. The tandem pair demonstrated the courage at the heart of the No Hands name.

The National Park Service—which designated “No Hands Bridge” a property on the National Register of Historic Places in 2004—includes a description of the bridge in the registration form paperwork that could easily describe Tim and Gunhild: “Plain in appearance, yet possess(ing) a gracefulness that is in perfect harmony with (their) rugged surrounding.”

Gunhild, with Tim, Chris, Turlan, and a convoy of others alongside her, cleared the Robie Point Aid Station—named for Wendell—at mile 98.9 of the 100.2-mile (161.3-kilometer) race after having run for more than 29 hours and 43 minutes. When word traveled to the finish line at Auburn, California’s Placer High School track, that Gunhild was through the last aid station, the exhausted crowd of runners, pacers, and crew began to buzz.

The race winner, Rob Krar from Flagstaff, Arizona, had passed the Robie Point Aid Station fifteen hours in front of Gunhild. He ran all out, missing Timothy Olson’s course record3 by just two minutes, but defending his 2014 title. He had also put together a perfect race in the previous year against another stacked field. On Sunday morning, Krar and his über-talented trail runner wife, Christina Bauer, walked toward the familiar aid station hand in hand to cheer on the final runners of the event. Rob described their clasped hands with heart: “It was less out of romance and more a practicality of supporting my broken and hobbling body.” Seated in a chair in flip-flops and a cowboy hat, Krar saw Gunhild approaching and did some math: the woman in the green singlet and black shorts would need to run at least a 9-minute mile on legs that had been running since 5 a.m. the day before. Race rules required Gunhild to finish in 29:59:59 for her effort to be official and to be counted as a finisher.

“When Gunhild appeared in the distance, I looked at my watch and was convinced the math would end in heartbreak on or before the Placer High School track,” the 2014 and 2015 champion said.

Rob Krar got to his feet.

Improbably, on the edge of town, the first finisher of the race, ragged from his own effort and sporting flip-flops, ran alongside Gunhild. “I don’t know why I began running as she and her crew passed, or even how my body allowed me to, but I did.” Krar pretended his legs weren’t stiff and his feet not battered by running the route in only 14:48:59, finishing forty-seven minutes before sunset the previous day. Gunhild felt the lift from Krar. The neighbors recognized the handsome thirty-eight-year-old champion from his distinctive intense eyes and mountain man beard.4 Seeing the champion in civilian clothes alongside Gunhild left spectators mesmerized, but Krar did not want to take away from her race or the work of her support crew, and so he stayed over to the side. Gunhild heard someone shout, “Run hard to the shade” to keep her cool while running every single tangent of the final stretch. She remembers someone shouting, “Pump your arms,” in an attempt to increase her cadence as she ran through the houses of Marvin Way toward Finley Street. Krar, in his unassuming fashion, said to her quietly in a way that Gunhild appreciates, “Keep running.” These words, like a benediction, were saved for the small rises in the final mile. Krar knew about these nearly imperceivable grade changes in the road. He had admittedly broken into a hike there all three years he had raced Western States. Gunhild had no such luxury.

Like Rob Krar, Tim Twietmeyer did the math based on pace and the placement of the minute hand of his watch. He knew how close Gunhild was to not finishing in time. He, like Rob, shifted toward the edge of the group around her, eventually letting the large caravan of runners go, and he fell off the back. Tim ditched the official course route and raced straight for the high school. There was no time to even text anyone at the finish. He was running like he had stolen something, using all the neighborhood shortcuts, and shaved a half mile off the course to the finish. His heart was in his throat: “Gunhild was going to finish at either 29:59:59,” Tim explained, “—or at 30:00:01, and it was going to be the most agonizing finish in all of Western States 100 history.”

Indeed, when Tim arrived at the finishing area at the Placer High School 400-meter rubberized oval, the oversized timing clock straddling the track continued to tick away indifferently, the way clocks do.

Tim had seen thousands of finishes from Robie Point to the track, as a runner, spectator, and member of the Western States Endurance Run board member. Many of those finishes around this time of the morning did not end well. Tim had seen an excruciating number of runners time out (fail to finish within the cutoff) on the track, where the assembly can quickly become a heart-rending cortège. Inexplicably, sometimes a runner’s physiology or fatigue level means they can see the finish line and yet not take another upright step. “Runners must complete the entire course under their own power,” read the rules. In long-distance efforts, it’s not all Hollywood endings of swelling music and crescendos of victory; sometimes the mind is willing, but the body is not able. Every kind of malady can fell a runner in The Golden Hour—that precious sixty minutes before 29:59:59. But Tim, eternally positive, like Gunhild, loves The Hour: “You never know what people are going to be able to pull out of their soul at the finish,” he says in a way that gives grown men goosebumps.

When Gunhild hit the track with 300 meters left, the clock read 29:59:10, and every man, woman, and child within a quarter mile radius seemed to scream “GOOOOOO!” in unison.

Chris remembers the wave of noise, an intense form of mechanical energy, willing his mom to have fleet feet.

Turlan remembers the heat in the final straightaway, where he and his dad pulled off to the outer edge of the track, to watch Gunhild grind toward the finishing truss.

Tim remembers every person on their feet, from inspired children to robust running royalty. He synthesized the moment: “The crowd was going bananalands.”

Rob remembers how his eyes kept darting between Gunhild and the timing clock as she ran that last hundred grueling meters, while the roar and excitement of the crowd was deafening. Neither he nor any other first-place champion of the world’s oldest 100-mile foot race had ever experienced such thunderous cheering.

Gunhild remembers thinking, “Oh, now I understand why running training plans—even for ultra distances—include speed work on a track.”

With five seconds to spare and in fine upright running form, Gunhild Swanson broke the plane of the finish line. And more. It was her third Western States finisher’s belt buckle prize. But in the 2015 effort, she became the oldest female finisher ever. It was five days before Gunhild’s seventy-first birthday.



In ultrarunning races, rare is the bib that doesn’t meet disaster of one ilk or another. Despite going off course, the grandmother-grandson team never lost hope. Gunhild found another gear she would have never known she had. The race champion Rob Krar joined her stride for stride in white flip-flops to the glee of the ultra family. He explains, “Truly, a SINGLE momentary break from her running stride would have changed history.” Even his beard was impressed. “I’m still in awe of her perseverance,” he avows with his notable sincerity. Every spectator was on their feet, willing Turlan’s nana to cross the line before the 30-hour cutoff. Her grandson describes “seeing strangers hugging strangers in celebration” as the greatest experience of his whole life. The memory does not grow less important with time. In fact, it’s more valuable than ever.

Bearing witness to an athlete beating the clock by five meager seconds, the crowd at ultrarunning’s top event broke out into pandemonium. Everyone present knew their eyes had beheld an instant classic. But the story gets better: Tim Twietmeyer described how arguably the least-assuming person wearing a bib the day before at the start line at Palisades Tahoe had become the hero of “the most consequential finish in the fifty years of Western States Endurance Run.” He also joked that it took restraint by the crowd who wanted to pick her up and carry her above their heads for a victory lap, “as if she was an Emperor.” When the deafening cheering settled and strangers stopped high-fiving random strangers, the significance of the moment set in. No woman over age seventy had ever finished the race. This was gold country.

Like a faraway memory of a parable in which “the least is the greatest” and “the last shall someday be first,” the music of the service at this nonsecular Church of the Long Run could have been provided by the troubadour, Bob Dylan, as celebrant: “The slow one now / Will later be fast / As the present now / Will later be past.” Unscripted and unrehearsed, the sport’s finest moment happened before the devout congregation on a Sunday morning at a sacred site of 100-mile racing. The flock, they believed.

And the times, they were a changin’. The finish caused a wave of people—particularly women—to smile with a knowing satisfaction. A fair number of folks at the storied Western States Endurance Run had doubts there would ever be a seventy-year-old woman who could conquer the epic course in under 30 hours. Instantly, the notion that the route was beyond the capacity of female septuagenarians was shown the door. Which is incredibly empowering to twenty- and forty- and sixty-year-olds. This includes the late bloomers. Those recovering from injury. Those who need the blueprints. And for all the women who take time off from sports due to pregnancy and childrearing, like the mother of four from eastern Washington.

Race officials told Gunhild later that the race entries for the 2016 Western States Endurance Race “blew up,” and they credited this to the retired claims adjuster from Spokane Valley. Modest, nearly to a fault, Gunhild can barely believe how the finish of the greatest Golden Hour lives on after the forty-second running of the race. “It can be very discouraging to be a woman,” she said without any complaint in her tone. But for one short time—for five of the finest seconds ever—“The best in the world were on their feet, jumping for joy,” she describes. Spontaneous, improvisational joy created a large-scale, but completely intimate, time of euphoria for everyone there, as well as those watching the live-stream coverage at home, and ultimately, the ultra community, writ large. The 2015 race winner Krar poignantly speaks in superlatives about the effect it had on him: “Gunhild’s finish remains one of the fondest memories of my entire athletic career.”

The impact on the three generations—matriarch, son, grandson—at the heart of the work that created the euphoric moment is a deep intergenerational tissue between them, like the fascia that surrounds every bone, muscle, organ, and nerve in our anatomy. And for the athlete herself, a life’s worth of an athlete’s aches, the ubiquitous discouragement, and the rough sections of seven decades of human tumults and coil now weigh less than one minute of her lifetime.

By rewriting the history books on long-distance running’s largest stage, Gunhild Swanson, wearing bib number 70, shortened the distance to the start line for the caravans of female athletes who dream of going long—and hands up above their well-worn cowgirl hats, playing the long game.


[image: Image]
Rob Krar and Gunhild Swanson, Placer High School, Auburn, California, minutes after the final seconds of the Golden Hour of Western States Endurance Run, June 28, 2015. (photo credit to iRunFar.com / Bryon Powell)




	
1 A word about race directors, their teams, and the multitude of volunteers who provide the skeleton, large muscle groups, and the heart of long-distance events: From the necessary permits to course measurement and marking, safety protocols and first aid, equipment set-up and break-down, aid station stocking and working, registration and packet pickup, parking volunteers, timing and athlete check-in, course sweeping, and the “pack it out” core value standards that guide the cleanup after these events, the lifting is heavy and the work is seemingly unending. The longer the event, the more complex becomes the logistics and problem solving.

	
2 Thankfully, steel pipe railing was installed on the Mountain Quarries Railroad Bridge in 1984. Additionally, Ina Robinson lived her whole adult life in Auburn, passing away in 2018 at age ninety-one. Her bronze grave marker in Old Auburn Cemetery is inscribed “First woman to complete Tevis Cup ride / She named No Hands Bridge”; the bottom right-hand corner of the plaque shows, in relief, a saddled horse without a rider.

	
3 Timothy Olson became the first runner to break the 15-hour mark at States with his 2012 finish. His course record of 14:46:44 wasn’t the only record that fell that day: Ellie Greenwood was the first female to post a time faster than the legendary Ann “You can be a whiner or you can be an ultrarunner” Trason, a record that had stood for eighteen years. Ellie’s run in 2012 was the first time a female broke the 17-hour mark (16:47:19), and that record would stand for a remarkable eleven years, before the phenomenal 2023 race of the stellar Courtney Dauwalter. A special note about (or “aboat”) the contributions of Canadian ultrarunners like Ellie: distance running has been especially blessed with athletes from the Great White North. The list, long enough to warrant a large book, includes the extraordinary Tom Longboat, from the Onondaga Nation, who broke the Boston Marathon course record in 1907 by more than five minutes, the perennial champion Al Howie, the four-time Boston Marathon winner Gérard Côté, adored B.C. ultrarunner and race director Gary Robbins, the mega-talented Jade Belzberg, the never-cracking Ihor Verys, the speedy and smiling Marianne Hogan, and Hamilton’s golden son, Rob Krar.

	
4 Back when the social media platform Twitter was fun and long before it became X, Krar’s facial hair was the kind of ultrarunner beard that had its own Twitter account. It was the kind of wry parody account that would congratulate runners like superstar clean-shaven Kilian Jornet with a tweet like “Congrats to @kilianj winning #HR100, in spite of his disability of not having a beard.”
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1996 TEAM ENTRY FORM

MUST BE ACCOMPANIED WITH RELEASE FORMS, COMPLETED AND SIGNED BY EACH TEAM MEMBER

TEAMNAVE R H‘O\\:_a, ‘M’z
TEAM CLASS. P ™0) AMOUNT PAID$_ 4/ 5% &;(‘/

+ FOUR-PERSON: Men's Pro, Men's Expert, Men's Sport, Women's Pro/Expert, Women's Sport, Masters (45-54),
Vet (35-44), Junior (18 & unden), Clydesdale (200+ Ibs. each or 820+ Ibs. total team weight) 5iele
FIVE-PERSON: Open. Must have at least one woman and o more than one expert man. (No pros, male or female.)

Note: When filling out the section below, please list the class that each individual team member most recently raced
in. For clarification of the rules, see the CLASSES section of Rules and Regulations for explanation, to avoid
sandbagging.

Another note: Classes with less than four teams may be combined with another class.

SPONSORED BY: R i +C\‘\-€ \3_

Town & STATE, counTRY.__( A\t /Q_H» o 4S A’
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2.CO-CAPTAIN: _\ - Qgh_@: Sm—gé class_900 Age_ 30 MK F_wi____
3 TEAMMATE#_ . Q. S*MS“‘D\(\, class_ PO age 30 MK F_w

4. TEAMMATE #4: Do R ohe S Sowertond  ciass PTO age30 mxr_we

5. TEAMMATE #5 Class. Age_ M__F___(Open)
MEN's PRO TEAM ENTRY FEE: $108 PER RACER X 4 = $432
ALL OTHER FOUR-PERSON TEAM ENTRY FEE: $68 PER RACER X 4 = $272
FIVE-PERSON OPEN CLASS TEAM ENTRY FEE: $68 PER RACER X 5 = $340

Ciydsdales
W

MAKE CHECKS PAYABLE TO GRANNY GEAR PRODUCTIONS
MaiLTo: P.O. Box 189, Davis, WV 26260;
UPS OR FEDEX TO: 24 FOURTH ST, DAvis, WV 26260
Al entries must be pre-paid, cash or check only. No faxed entries or release forms will be accepted. Entries will be
limited to the first 360 teams. Once your team has been accepted, you have, in essence, purchased 4 or 5 spaces. If a
team member drops-out you can fill that slot by registering a new teammate by sending in a new release form and
notifying us who is being replaced by whom. Fees are NON-Refundable.

PLEASE ENTER OUR TEAM IN THE 1996 24 HOURS OF CANAAN MOUNTAINBIKE TEAM RELAY.
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