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  This book is dedicated to my mom and dad, who left the world too soon but were Spartans through and through in their own way.




  

  Many of life’s failures are people who did not realize how close they were to success when they gave up.

  — THOMAS EDISON




  

  AUTHOR’S NOTE

  Disclaimer: Living a Spartan lifestyle, although rewarding, can be dangerous and should be considered carefully.
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  PROLOGUE:

  THIRTY BELOW AND NOWHERE TO GO

  THE RAID INTERNATIONAL Ukatak was an endurance race held in Quebec in the dead of winter, the absolute coldest time of the
  year. Temperatures are known to drop as low as thirty degrees below zero. Friends had talked me into doing this race — why else would I be standing at the starting line with three team
  members on a tiny island on the Saint Lawrence River in Quebec? To reach the finish line we would have to cover 350 desolate, barren, frozen miles. We would travel by iceboat, snowshoes, skis, and,
  believe it or not, mountain bike through nearly frozen rivers and snowy, rocky terrain that would discourage any sane person from entering. I knew this race was going to take six days if things
  went according to plan. I also knew that nothing ever went according to plan.

  Despite the freezing temperatures, it was sunny and the sky was blue. The bright-colored gear of the competitors popped against the white snow. We began by iceboating along the Saint Lawrence
  River, which was like navigating a canoe seating four, with me in the back, through the Arctic Ocean. Floating chunks of white ice would knock into our boat and send us overboard, splashing into
  ice-cold water like seals going for a dip. But in a race like this, there was nowhere to go to change into dry clothes, nowhere to warm up. Once your clothes were soaked in ice water, your bones
  were chilled and would stay that way until the temperature rose. You were as cold as if you were naked. People die of hypothermia in these conditions. This was at the beginning of the race.

  After we reached our destination along the Saint Lawrence, we hiked for two days straight through knee-deep snow in ten-to-thirty-degrees-below temperature. To muster the energy to keep going,
  I’d stop with my team when necessary to chug olive oil from a bottle. It seemed like logical choice to me: I could carry it, and it was loaded with lots of calories. In retrospect, it worked.
  But it wasn’t without side effects.

  Anyone who has done an ultraendurance event has at least some sense of the mentality it takes to distance oneself from one’s body and keep pushing forward, impervious to every human
  impulse and basic common sense telling you to stop. Essentially your rational mind stops functioning, you lose the ability to reason, and you start functioning only in a primal way.

  On the third night we trudged on snowshoes toward the top of a ridge, and images of my family members’ and friends’ faces appeared before me. Everywhere I looked, I saw their heads
  staring at me along the trail. For hours, I thought, What are they doing here? I also saw a McDonald’s off the side of the trail . . . but it couldn’t be, because I was in the middle of
  nowhere. Not only did the golden arches loom but the distinctive, pungent odor of a Quarter Pounder with Cheese and French fries blasted my nostrils. When you’re starting to lose your mind
  like I was, it’s amazing what grabs hold of it — in my case, apparently, trans fats and ketchup. I was officially losing it.

  We were to rappel fifteen hundred feet down a cliff, at which point we would continue onward toward the finish line. We were in second place at this point, right behind the front-runners, still
  hopeful we could win — which was a shock for me, knowing I wasn’t an athlete and had no business being here. The combined athletic experience of my teammates was measured in decades. I
  came from Wall Street, and before that, cleaned swimming pools. I would be relying on my mental toughness to make up for not being as physically fit as my teammates. This was the equivalent of the
  Olympics of adventure racing, and here I was, a pool cleaner, trying to keep up.

  As we neared the ridge, I could tell something was wrong. The team in front of us had experienced a mishap: The ropes linking the ridge to the ground below had come loose and were no longer
  connected safely. To rappel down at that point might have ended with a red splatter in the pristine snow, a risk even we weren’t willing to take.

  There we were, standing at the cliff, with nowhere to go while the other team tried to figure out how to reconnect these ropes. We could hear commotion and saw headlamps lit below the cliff
  edge. When you’re hallucinating human heads and golden arches, it’s probably not the right time to be rappelling fifteen hundred feet, especially when the ropes are also having issues.
  With nightfall approaching, we saw no other way down, and we couldn’t turn back now. The nearest camp, a few huddled tents, was the one we’d left at the beginning of the day. So, with
  the freezing wind swirling around us, we looked at each other without speaking, all thinking exactly the same thing: Fuuuuuuuuck. We would be spending the night in the snow without shelter, since
  bringing a fully functioning tent would have weighed too much to carry for six days. We hadn’t planned on sleeping till we collapsed. That was our “plan.” We had ignored the
  safety requirement of carrying a tent. Since we had no intention of using it, this would save weight.

  This night was going to suck, but I didn’t know how much. I burrowed into the freezing white because it was the only shelter from the Arctic blast of wind, but the conditions and the
  intensity of energy expenditure they provoked made it impossible to sleep. Those conditions hijack the rational part of your brain, the part of you that you think of as “you.” All I
  could do was shake in misery until sunup, whenever that would come. I was in that state people must reach when they’re lost in the wilderness, where they simply don’t give a fuck
  anymore if they live or die, because if they die, at least the misery will come to end.

  The next day, when the brief window of light appeared, we learned that the rope couldn’t be fixed. The first-place team had made their way down, and we could either wait and hope they
  solved the problem or head out and try to catch them by foot back down the mountain. After discussing our predicament, we decided that we would try to ice-climb down this surface that you normally
  would only rappel. Every potential opening or possible path to slide, jump, or roll down that we evaluated had some fatal flaw, literally. This was like trying to hike down a triple black diamond
  ski slope that could never be skied. It was covered in waist-deep snow and littered with deathtraps in every direction.

  Finally, we spotted one sliver of snow that seemed to work its way through the craggy rockface. Without much in the way of options, we began to climb down, searching for hand- and footholds. The
  ice was covered with snow and less stable than rock formations, but much safer considering our limited gear. This passage was so tight that we couldn’t go far to the right or left or we might
  plunge to our death. We’d climb over fallen trees, and then suddenly we’d hit a ten-foot drop that would send us sliding precariously close to the rockface. This six-hour descent would
  be perilous at best. And I was just an average guy in an extraordinary situation. I had been training only six months for this event. I lived in New York City and had a desk job.

  Finally, we made it to the bottom. I turned around, looked up, and saw the rock rising fifteen hundred feet up, except for this tiny little ribbon of snow area that we had come down. Looking up
  at it, we thought, Holy shit, how fucking stupid were we? A few feet in the wrong direction, and we would have been dead. Certainly an accomplishment, but not one I would ever repeat.

  Later in the race, we encountered more difficulty. We were cross-country skiing for sixty miles, but because we had the wrong skis and no wax, we found ourselves in what seemed like a silly
  situation. We were on a cross-country ski trail where two small tracks exist for your skis. This tracked snow trail would go on for sixty-plus miles out in the middle of nowhere. The trail was very
  hilly with steep climbs and descents.

  Pretty quickly, we realized we were stuck. Our skis could not get us up the climbs. We were skiing in place and not going anywhere. We looked at each other, frustrated, and popped off our skis
  — only to fall into waist-deep snow that was like quicksand. Although it sounds silly, we were literally stuck in our tracks. We couldn’t go forward or backward, and when we had our
  skis off we couldn’t get them back on.

  Adrian, one of the guys on our team, had climbed Everest and was our resident expert. His presence had made me feel more comfortable about being out here in the first place; he was obviously a
  pro at handling difficult challenges. I looked at him like a nervous patient looking for reassurance from a doctor. At one point, he turned to me and said: “We got a serious situation here.
  This could be dire.” That scared the shit out of me.

  Yet somehow, we slogged through it, and eventually we caught a break when the temperature dropped. Apparently, for those who understand backcountry skiing — and we didn’t —
  different waxes “stick” to snow at different temperatures. Like something out of a movie, and without notice, we were magically on our way again.

  But that night I spent on the mountain hallucinating was the worst stretch of my life. I don’t say that lightly, either; I’ve had some pretty close calls over the last forty years.
  Usually, when life presents such situations, there’s a clear end in sight. Okay, maybe it’s freezing cold out — but in two hours, I’ll be back to the car, and I can crank up
  the heat. Sure, this procedure hurts like hell — but I can signal the doctor or dentist for more numbing agents if necessary. Yeah, I just stubbed my toe — but this too shall quickly
  pass.

  That night, there was no end in sight. The sun would come up, but it would still be well below zero even in daylight. Under the best-case scenario, we were still totally fucked. No one was
  coming to rescue us. We still had to find our way down. And we did. Do that enough times, break through obstacles safely, and eventually you get this sense of security, whether false or not, that
  you’re going to be all right if you just push through it. Let’s face it, no matter what challenges confront me during my day, they probably won’t be as severe as the circumstances
  on that ridge.

  An inverse correlation links how miserable you feel in the race, and how great you feel after it, so you can bet I felt like a million bucks afterward. When you break through the other side of
  hell and finish an event that did not seem possible, that stopped you in your tracks over and over, something happens. You feel accomplished, incredibly proud of yourself and, in some ways, a
  different person.

  Since the Ukatak, I have been lucky and stupid enough to compete in some of the most grueling endurance events in existence. When I tell people what I’m about to do, most of them look at
  me in a way that tells me they think I’m really stupid or suicidal. But you know what? There’s a better way of looking at this. Challenging yourself to accomplish more than you know you
  can is never stupid — it helps show you what you are capable of. It creates a new frame of reference, one you can draw upon in the face of other things that are perceived as being tough in
  your life. It shows you possibilities you didn’t know existed.

  That’s why I started the Spartan Race, and that’s why I wrote this book.
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  FROM HERE TO INSANITY

  
    
      
        Come what may, all bad fortune is to be conquered by endurance.

        — VIRGIL

      

    

  

  SPARTAN RACE WAIVER

  All participants in Spartan Race competitions, races, or related events must understand, acknowledge, and agree that:

  1) The risk of injury and death from participation in a Spartan Race or other event is significant. These risks include, but are not limited to: drowning, near-drowning,
  sprains, strains, fractures, injuries related to hot or cold temperatures, injuries from vehicles, contact with poisonous plants, animal bites, and stings.

  In addition, injuries may result from accidents involving, but not limited to: paddling, climbing, biking, hiking, skiing, snow-shoeing, travel by boat, truck, car, or other vehicular
  conveyance. All participants also acknowledge the risk of heart attack, permanent paralysis, and death. Spartan rules, equipment, and personal discipline may reduce these risks, but these
  precautions cannot exclude them entirely.

  2) Acknowledging this fully, I knowingly and freely assume and accept all risks, both known and unknown.

  This encapsulates the conditions all participants in my Spartan Races must agree to in order to compete. You may think I’m just covering my ass, but if you think about it, this is also a
  pretty good waiver that everyone should sign just to participate in life. I know because this is how I live my life: The Spartan Way. I can tell you that the rewards far outweigh the risks.

  My name is Joe De Sena and I grew up poor in Queens, New York. I was never much of a natural athlete, but nonetheless athleticism would eventually become my calling card. You see, I am the
  founder of Spartan Race, which has gone, in the span of ten years, from a crazy obstacle race in a field to a multimillion-dollar global lifestyle company. A million hard-core fanatics now define
  their world around the code that we have created for them, and many more participate. Every weekend thousands of people flock to our events, which are staged year-round across the globe. They are
  looking to better themselves, hoping to “Spartan Up!” and all that phrase embodies and means. And I am their biggest supporter and their worst nightmare — often at the same
  time.

  People may think I’m crazy, sadistic, relentless, maniacal, suicidal, all rolled into one, but they still seek me out, sensing somehow that there is a method to this madness. And that my
  tactics change lives, create opportunities, and yield results.

  In 2009, Noel Thompson, one of the U.S. Olympic wrestling coaches, sent his wrestling team to train with me for a weekend. I had met Noel at one of my races the prior year and he was intrigued
  by my unique and sometimes crazy training methods. He thought I could help his team.

  So the day they touched down at Rutland Airport after a five-hour flight, I made sure that they were confronted with the unexpected. They were not told why they were coming to see me, and they
  didn’t know what they would be experiencing upon arrival. Their coach had arranged the trip, but some of the best wrestlers in the world were in the dark about the venture and what kind of
  training they would encounter.

  I wanted to give them a proper introduction to the Spartan lifestyle, so I had a driver pick then up at the airport and then unceremoniously drop them off on the side of the road — Route
  100 in Nowheresville, Vermont. My farm, which doubles as the Spartan Race world headquarters, was their destination, a mere ten-mile hike over a series of hills and turns with very little shoulder.
  It was freezing cold, and they tried to make a few calls, but they were in the middle of nowhere and out of cell phone range. Dressed for a business meeting rather than a mountain hike, they had to
  walk the entire distance carrying their luggage. So off they trudged to train for the weekend with some lunatic in the mountains far away from their state-of-the-art wrestling gym.

  To the team members, this seemed like insanity, or at the very least rude. This was not how Olympic athletes were treated. Yet, there was a method at work. These were some of the best wrestlers
  in the world, but like most of us, they had been guided their whole lives, in this case by their coaches. I needed to see how they would react when their mettle was tested in a crazy fashion. Great
  wines come from overstressing grapes, diamonds come from coal placed under enormous pressure, and a sword requires intense amounts of heat and a lot of forceful pounding before it becomes an elite
  weapon. Likewise, how these wrestlers responded to the stress of my training protocols would determine if they were not only Olympic-quality athletes — I already knew that much — but if
  they were champions. After all, there is only one gold medal for each weight class.

  For their training, I had them chop an enormous amount of wood in the rain and the carry and stack it. They did a ton of hiking. I have a giant spool of wire that’s about five feet in
  diameter and weighs probably three hundred pounds, and I had them roll that up a mountain. It was muddy, so there was a constant risk of them slipping and this wire ball rolling back over them.
  They carried sandbags up and down the mountain, they dug trenches, they rock climbed, they swam — they must have swum eight miles. They did a lot of Bikram yoga in 110-degree heat.

  They were not happy at first — it was not the training they had prepared for over the last fifteen years, and it made no sense to them. They grumbled among themselves and wondered aloud
  what they were doing there. They were only there because their coach had made them go.

  It made no sense, that is, until months later, when I received a call from one of the wrestlers. He had just won the world championships, and he wanted to thank me. His frame of reference had
  shifted while he trained with me. Now, you’re on the mat and you’ve got ten seconds left, your opponent’s beating you, and you’re like — I did forty-eight hours
  straight with that fucking lunatic in Vermont. I can get through the next ten seconds. That was the difference between him being a world champion and not.

  The obstacle race where I had met Coach Thompson months earlier had required a stretch of kayaking, and at one point, competitors were forced to drag their kayaks twenty yards through waist-deep
  mud and weeds. All the other teams made it through, but Noel, who was trailing his team by one hundred yards or so, got stuck. Not in the mud, mind you; his mind vapor-locked, preventing him from
  even wading into the muck with his kayak as all the other racers had. I instinctively grabbed him and his kayak and pulled them both through the mud. On the other side, I was able to push them
  downriver.

  He, like so many others I have seen, could not adjust to a foreign situation. He had avoided mud his whole life, and once he sank into it, all those fears and all that programming — from
  parents, from teachers, you name it —“Don’t get dirty!”— suddenly bubbled to the surface and paralyzed him. He had no idea how to deal with this obstacle.

  Later, after the race, Coach Thompson approached me. “Can I talk to you?”

  “Sure,” I said. “What’s up?”

  He said, “How did you learn to do that?”

  “You just get in the mud and go.” I hadn’t thought twice. That’s how I always tackle life: put one foot in front of the other, focus on the little goal right in front of
  you, and almost anything is possible. As a result, I have learned to push through when others stop, even this coach who trained world-class athletes. How could he freeze up during the race? In my
  mind, you just commit to something and then get it done, no matter what. He had let self-doubt creep in — a major mistake I see people making all the time.

  You won’t get stuck in mud during a wrestling match, at least not during Olympic wrestling, but you might get stuck in a crazy hold or some other predicament. Wrestling is among the most
  fluid of sports. An Olympic match has a beginning and ending, but how it unfolds during those five minutes is anybody’s guess. There’s no telling how much energy you’ll need to
  expend or what you’ll encounter. Wrestling isn’t linear like a marathon. Your opponent may be wholly unpredictable, continuously trying to place you in unexpected holds from which you
  can’t escape.

  So Coach Thompson sent his wrestlers to me because he knew that I could help them prepare for the unexpected. I could teach these elite athletes that if they endured enough off the mat, they
  could crush any challenge on the mat. My goal wasn’t to help them prepare to win; it was to help prepare them for the unknown.

  No physical element embodies the unknown like mud. It sticks to us, slowing us down, trying to pull us under. Since the beginning of humankind, men and women have been forced to deal with this
  brown muck. Mud delayed Napoleon at Waterloo, crippled the Nazi invasion of Russia, and turned the Ho Chi Minh Trail into an obstacle course for insurgents in Vietnam. That mixture of earth and
  water that gets caked on your shoes has changed history. I’m guessing it’s slowed you down a few times as well.

  In a Spartan Race we always confront competitors with mud puddles and swamps, things you only run through out of necessity. These obstacles help condition them for “the mud” of
  everyday life, the stuff that drags us down, or at least tries to. Maybe you didn’t get that promotion, but we teach you to persevere in your job anyway. Maybe you got dumped, but we still
  want you to seek a new partner with a positive attitude. When you’re already fatigued and struggling, the addition of mud can make for a toxic mix, exacerbating the desire to surrender. So
  every course has at least one mud trap somewhere along the way. It wouldn’t be a Spartan Race without one.

  But that’s only the beginning. A Spartan Race wants you to achieve more. That’s why we put a brutal and unforgettable course in front of you. Our mission is to wow our racers, push
  their minds and bodies to the limit, and help make them healthier through superior, extreme, and challenging obstacle races. That is why Spartan events are designed to challenge people to overcome
  breakdown.

  My goal with every Spartan Race is to push you to overcome your short-term desire for comfort in an effort to reach for something greater than your current self. Anyone can run up a hill. What
  about going up the same hill crawling under three hundred feet of barbed wire? Obstacles and mental challenges force our athletes to be agile and capable in movements that are lateral as well as
  linear, and to be resilient in the face of plenty of surprises.

  Spartan Race is for anyone and everyone looking to make a difference in their own life and in the lives of those around them. The typical path is this: Start with a Spartan Sprint, a three-mile
  race with fifteen obstacles; work your way up to a Spartan Super, which is an eight-mile race with twenty obstacles; and then set your sights on the biggest, baddest of all the Spartan events, the
  Beast, a 13.2-mile event with twenty-five obstacles. Those lengths were not chosen arbitrarily. I determined that the Spartan Sprint distance should be based on what people in today’s society
  are able to do: anyone should be able to jump off the couch and complete three to four miles. The Super would be challenging but still accessible to reasonably fit, first-time competitors and for
  athletes accomplished in other sports. The Beast was designed to test the will of even the most hardened athletes.

  Our season ends in September with the Spartan World Championships, so many of our racers come out of hibernation after the holidays and start building up their endurance in January. This cycle
  repeats itself every year, only with many more participants every racing season.

  This isn’t a sport where the founder and co-owner (that would be me) watches the games unfold from a cushy air-conditioned box, waiting for a five-second TV cameo after a fumble or
  touchdown, the camera checking to see if I’m pissed or celebrating with my fancy friends. At Spartan Race, we all throw ourselves into the fray, and I hope to interact with, or at least
  acknowledge, everyone who races. No matter where I go, the question most frequently asked of me is “How do you stay motivated?” That tells me that the thousands of people asking me that
  question do, in fact, need our help staying motivated. It’s not easy, but it’s worth it.

  Most Spartan racers are well along the path to getting motivated, but others are just getting started. To me, our races engender a greater sense of purpose than what’s produced from
  marathons or other traditional endurance events. I think it’s because Spartan Races are so challenging on so many levels; yet at the same time, they’re very accessible. The person
  floundering in a dead-end job isn’t going to tackle an Ironman. But they just might pony up eighty dollars to enter our three-mile Spartan Sprint.

  You’d need to attend one of our races to appreciate their uniqueness and energy. They feel and sound like a sporting event and a rock concert rolled into one. We’re the New York City
  Marathon meets Burning Man, with some other primitive craziness thrown in for good measure. Were you to attend the race, you very well might ask yourself, “Who are these folks
  walking around covered in mud and drenched with sweat, many of them wearing face paint, chanting in unison at the start of the race? Where did they come from and what compelled them to do this
  voluntarily? It looks really freakin’ hard.” The level of dedication from our racers is reflected in our completion rates. In the early days, it was 65 percent, and now it’s
  probably closer to 90 percent, although that number drops a bit when it comes to a Beast. One by one they will tell you something like:

  “I was fat.”

  “I was out of shape.”

  “I was bored with my life.”

  Then they found Spartan and everything changed.

  Spartan racers are a fairly representative cross section of American life. Age-wise, the bell curve would be a bit steeper — you won’t see babies crawling in the mud, and our courses
  would be too tough for all but the most-stout senior citizens, although we would encourage them if they wanted to try. For the most part, you’ll see men and women from their teens through
  their fifties tackling the course at varying speeds. These aren’t just super athletes, although many of them are indeed. We’re talking super moms, cancer survivors, the weight-loss
  crowd, and others with fierce determination.

  Likewise, you’ll find that the occupations of the Spartan racers reflect mainstream America. Our races attract investment bankers, students, active military members, schoolteachers,
  plumbers, police officers, and firefighters, among many other professions. Some racers come from other sports and fitness realms such as marathons, triathlons, bodybuilding, CrossFit, mixed martial
  arts, and yoga. For still others, this is their first dive into any organized fitness activity.

  Why do people go to such great lengths to participate? Why would people subject themselves to that sort of undertaking with no tangible benefit awaiting them, other than maybe a T-shirt and a
  pat on the back? Why do I, and others like me, run these incredibly demanding races, taking on courses that could destroy us and, at a minimum, make us feel helpless at times? Didn’t we
  invent cars, air conditioning, and elevators precisely so we wouldn’t have to endure stuff like this?

  From small spinning studios to dance classes to CrossFit “boxes,” there is definitely a movement toward fitness afoot. Spartan racers subject themselves to a hellish test of will and
  physical strength rather than sleeping in on a Saturday morning. They do this because they want something more out of life than comfort, mediocrity, and a fancy toilet bowl brush. They likely
  sensed, without necessarily articulating it, that preparing for such a race and then running it would make them better — even if, at the moment, most of them looked like they were at war.

  The Death Race

  The roots of Spartan Race lie in a different sort of war, and one image encapsulates it more than any other for me. In 2005 two former marines — 4 percent body fat,
  six-footers, ripped — lay in the dirt crying next to a woman who was removing one of her legs. She proceeded to dump water out of it, and then she methodically put it back on, as if this were
  an act she performed every day. If you happened on this scene, you might think you had stumbled into hell or onto a movie set, only the tears were real, and the prosthesis was not a prop. Never
  mind the fact that few movie scenes are this strange.

  But this was reality. These people were competing in an event called the Death Race, a brand-new kind of race my friends and I had invented to either break competitors or inspire them. This was
  well before the concept of Spartan Race had come into existence, but the seeds of an extreme sport that could appeal to the masses were being planted along the trails of those Death Races all
  along.

  Earlier that morning, I had told these three competitors that they needed to swim three miles in icy water. They made it, but their times weren’t fast enough, according to the rules I had
  established — rules of which they had just been informed. While they could continue along the course, they were no longer official competitors. The woman, an amputee, adapted and immediately
  continued under the revised terms. Even though I knew she was disappointed, she shrugged it off without a second thought. But the ex-marines simply could not accept this change in the program; they
  could not adjust their frame of reference. These men had served their country with honor and were model citizens in every respect. You might even call them heroes. But they were throwing temper
  tantrums in front of me, a far cry from the behavior expected from battle-tested men.

  But the Death Race will do that to an otherwise accomplished and well-adjusted athlete. It’s meant to push the envelope, meant to take competitors to the edge — and beyond. A brutal
  forty-eight-hour test of mental and physical endurance, the Death Race is as much an exorcism as it is a footrace. Our no-frills website for the event, youmaydie.com, offers competitors this
  guidance:

  
    
      This is the ultimate challenge. The Death Race is designed to present you with the totally unexpected, and the totally insane! This endurance race is comprised of mud runs,
      obstacle racing, trail racing, physical challenges and mental challenges all in a +48 hour adventure race. 90% of you will not complete this endurance race. Please only consider this adventure
      style race if you have lived a full life to date.

    

  

  We hold three Death Races a year. We have a summer Death Race, a traveling Death Race, and a Team Death Race. Each Death Race has a theme. One year it was religion, and the race started and
  ended in a church. For the year of betrayal, we planted cheaters on the course for others to follow. The Death Race described above was gambler themed, meaning participants rolled the dice in hopes
  of cheating death. In many Death Races, competitors run for up to fifty miles over the dark green mountains of my hometown of Pittsfield, Vermont, population 546. Over the course of a year, more
  people come to Pittsfield to face death than actually live in the town.

  The Death Race goes for as long as it takes to only have 15 percent of the participants remaining; the race “ends” when 85 percent have quit. Until then it is game on. This creates
  two enemies in the eyes of each competitor: their fellow competitors and us, the organizers. What makes the Death Race truly unique are the obstacles and challenges along the way. Some of these
  obstacles serve a specific purpose; some we come up with just to fuck with people. The head games begin long before the race itself. Without explanation, competitors might be asked to bring a
  tuxedo, five pounds of hay, a life jacket, five dollars in quarters, and a pound of grass seed to the race. The goal is always to raise the stakes of the unexpected.

  Once the race starts, challenges might include diving for pennies, eating onions, extracting stumps from the ground, carrying kayaks and tires for an ultradistance, lifting rocks for six hours,
  chopping wood for five hours, completing three thousand burpees — anything to try to make people quit. There’s a method to this peculiar brand of madness, though. I believe that
  confronting these insane obstacles is the best way to rewire a human brain after years or even decades of coddling, predictability, and excuses.

  At the race that included the two marines, the last organized cutoff known to the racers was the second night before at our property at Riverside Farm. It’s always a good feeling to have
  every “good” racer pass through the checkpoint, and to know which racers have decided to quit. I love when we can account for everyone, especially when it’s so late in the
  event.

  Day three starts to get a bit dicey, though. The competitors are exhausted and the support staff is shot, too. It happens when you put people in such extreme conditions with so little sleep, but
  especially so with the folks racing, who are missing that chip that tells them to slow down, or stop, or quit. Some people aren’t wired to respond to the cues from their body; they’re
  wired to complete their goal. At any cost. In some ways this is risky, but in other ways it’s encouraging people to get in touch with a more primal survival instinct or mechanism. It’s
  incredible to watch them compete, and you’re never entirely sure what’s going to happen.

  On the final night, we told the racers to come to White Barn at Riverside Farm at 6:00 A.M. sharp the next morning, dressed in a tuxedo with their
  required gear and backpacks on, ready to continue the race. We surprised them when they arrived with a mock casino setup. They were invited in one at a time to play a game of poker. When they got
  to the table, I offered them a choice: They could take their “bib”— proof that they finished the race — or they could go for it all, which would earn them the coveted skull
  we purchased for $13 from CVS. It was a major gamble: If they decided to go for the skull, and then lost, they would lose their bib and go home completely empty-handed, with no proof that they even
  competed. It would be as if they had never finished the race. Why do this? People gamble every day with their lives, relationships, health, and so on. The race forced participants to begin thinking
  in those terms of how they gambled each day.

  I have incredible respect for these individuals; they had suffered so much already, only to be denied their reward, and now they were lining up to complete a new challenge, even though they were
  totally physically beaten and barely awake. But it was a final challenge and the only way they were going to get their skull.

  Three hundred and fifty participants had started the race, and at the end of this final gambling challenge, twenty of the folks who were skull-less still felt they deserved them. This happens
  each year: A percentage always feels as though it was unfair, just like life. Even if we agreed with them, we had only seven skulls left to award. After huddling up and brainstorming, we had a
  solution: We told them the race was going to go back to the place they went yesterday, Blood Route, a terrible hike eighteen miles away in rugged mountain dirt roads, a challenge that was
  ridiculous even by Death Race standards. We assumed at that point the twenty complaining of their unfair results would say no thank you and go home. Instead, things got ugly. Husbands were kissing
  their wives goodbye, grown men were falling over and crying at the thought of going back out there, and I didn’t blame them one bit. I would have started crying at the prospect too.

  Yet here they were at the crack of dawn, lining up again. One of them unable to put on shoes was duct-taping his feet as a possible ridiculous solution to his issues. My offer of redemption
  meant going back out there to finish what they couldn’t do quickly enough the day before and do it on what was becoming an oppressively hot day. I really couldn’t believe it —
  they were going to go. Only, we had lied. We were going to make it a sprint to the finish without telling them; a few miles from the white barn, we would stop the first seven to arrive,
  award them, and tell the remaining thirteen we were sorry they missed the cutoff. We had laid out a three-mile route with race coordinators located at every mile. Their instructions were to give
  the racers ten minutes to complete each mile. If they didn’t reach the checkpoint in time, they were done and stopped, even if coordinators literally had to pull them off the course. End of
  story: Only the seven fastest through the checkpoints would call themselves finishers.


OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
SPARTAN UP!

A TAKE-NO-PRISONERS GUIDE
TO OVERCOMING OBSTACLES
AND ACHIEVING PEAK
PERFORMANCE IN LIFE

with JEFF O’CONNELL

Vi

SIMON &
SCHUSTER

London - New York - Sydney - Toronto - New Delhi

A CBS COMPANY





OEBPS/images/image1.jpg
SPARTAN UP!

A TAKE-NO-PRISONERS GUIDE
TO OVERCOMING OBSTACLES
AND ACHIEVING PEAK
PERFORMANCE IN LIFE

with JEFF O’CONNELL

SIMON &
SCHUSTER

London- New York - Sydney -Toronto - New Delhi

A CBS COMPANY





