The Yukon Arctic Ultra 2005

I, with other UK competitors had watched with some alarm the fluctuating temperatures recorded at Whitehorse in the weeks preceding the race. Feeling the cold outside in London at 0C was little comfort when -15 to -50 had been recorded in the Yukon’s capital. However, it was apparently due to warm by mid February. Besides, having read various books on Scott and Shackleton, I thought it was probable I would survive, provided my stove and sleeping bag performed and there was a ready supply of willing Emperor penguins for the provision of blubber. Perhaps I should have actually researched the local wildlife, but never mind.

I did arrive in Whitehorse in 9th February with Gavin Booth (another competitor) with time to prepare and do any last minute kit purchases. Several thousands of pounds later, Coast Mountain Sports temporarily closed due to a lack of remaining stock and I felt assured that the mosquito repellent, magnesium fire starter blocks and windproof lycra boxer shorts would prevent any unforeseen mishaps. 

We met up with other competitors at the training course on 12th and 13th February which was aimed at educating us how to avoid being defeated by the arctic climate. Attendance was mandatory for all the 100 and 300 mile competitors although most marathoners attended. Interestingly enough, most questions were asked by an American gentleman who was doing the marathon and therefore should not have been worried about the culinary arrangements at checkpoint 3 but I put this down to concern for his fellow competitors. The course was held by Shelley Gellately (who had previously completed the 100 and 300 mile distances) and was highly informative. Topics covered were threats of wildlife (in reality virtually non existent) and more relevantly hypothermia, frostbite from the cold and also the dangers of overflow, where a partial thaw leads to an excess of water flowing over a frozen base and the surface of this overflow freezes but is fragile. In most cases stepping on this surface will result in the athlete stepping into a depth of 18-24 inches of water which in very low temperatures can be dangerous unless clothes are changed or waterproofing is not worn over the lower leg. The recent cold weather meant there would be little overflow and none had been recorded in the trail immediately on the trail before the race which was obviously good news. However the expected mild weather could lead to a thaw so we would have to be vigilant over the next week.

The evening of the course afforded us an opportunity to test our kit and in particular sleeping systems, stoves and fire lighting skills as keeping warm is the key to survival in this climate. The temperature of -20 was realistic in terms of what we should expect and despite a few charred gloves (liners must be worn in these conditions to prevent frostbite) and some feeble flames, lessons were learned. The first checkpoint of the race would require us to demonstrate stove use to the satisfaction of a member of the race organisation so I practised this a little more seriously before the race. It was stressed that we should be able to survive for at least 48 hours before being rescued should the weather set in and either ski machines or helicopters be required to evacuate competitors. Additionally the race distance and the small number of entrants meant that it was possible to see no-one for 24 hours and therefore self sufficiency was essential.

During the course and the briefing before the evening before the race we were talked through the course with excellent maps prepared by Dave, Shelley’s husband. This gave us some idea of trail conditions and the terrain we would encounter.  

Race – Day 1

We were to follow the trail route of the Yukon Quest which, with the Iditrod vies for the premier event in the dog sledging calendar - 1000 miles from Whitehorse to Fairbanks. I and 15 others were aiming 300 miles of this distance from Whitehorse to Pelly Crossing via 9 checkpoints. There was also a 100 mile race would finish in Braeburn and marathon which would end at SIR North Country Ranch (the first checkpoint for the other races). As the race was scheduled to depart 1 day after this event the trail should initially be in good condition. I can only assume the race started on time as I was 10 minutes late after picking up a satellite phone. Anyway, better late than never,and after an undignified run down Main Street I plodded on down the track. The weather was superb but I found that my rhythm became difficult to maintain. By the 5km marker I was well down on the field which was a new experience and I arrived at SIR North Country Ranch feeling tired, not helped by an ongoing cold. I then had a mandatory 4 hour stopover and was grateful for some excellent soup and hot chocolate. I successfully tested my stove, showed my sleeping system and tried to settle down for 2 hours sleep before setting off again at 11.00 pm.

For me this was the steep learning curve. Far from being a stage race, CP’s were merely for checking the athlete’s progress and for the provision of food and water (and medical assistance if required), but did not signify the end of a day’s racing. Therefore athletes had to decide when they would move on, bearing in mind the cut off time for the race (3 days for the 100 mile race and 8 days for the 300 mile race) as part of their race strategy. As regards my own ambitions, I was attempting merely to finish and therefore knew a pace of 2.5 mph would require 16 hours hauling and afford me 8 hours maximum sleeping, eating and kit administration time. I hope to walk a bit quicker in order to build in some contingency but did not know whether it would be better to sleep just once, or several times during each 24 hour stage. The critical point was that the cut off of 8 days would not allow a lengthy stop at each of the 9 checkpoints as the distance could simply not be completed in the required time. Also the varying distances (ranging from 26 to 43 miles) meant that more stops would be required for some stages than others. Therefore a different strategy would be relevant for each 24 hour period and constant revision of this would be necessary owing to fatigue, changes in temperature & weather conditions. Checkpoints would be utilised as much as possible by most competitors as they offered drying facilities and some cover (basic huts, tents) although these varied depending on the remoteness of the CP.

Day 2: 

I felt immediately under pressure as I was the last of the competitors into the first checkpoint and felt I would benefit from hauling with other racers of a similar pace. Although racers were allowed to leave after a minimum of 4 hours from arrival at CP 1, Katherine Hay-Heddle kindly agreed to delay her departure by 30 minutes to start the next leg at 11pm and we set off then. I remembered Kathy from the 2004 Marathon Des Sables and more significantly she had completed non stop races such as the Jordan Cup and numerous adventure races – therefore apart from always being upbeat she would be someone from whom I could perhaps gleen some strategy for the race. Anyway we set a slow but steady pace until about 2am when Kathy’s obvious stomach pains meant it was wise to bivvy down and rest for a few hours. Our bivvy site was about as inappropriate as possible – the Yukon river which under its frozen surface was a flowing body of water, therefore with potential for breaking up or falling into overflow. However, we didn’t have much choice but to stop then and preliminary prodding with a snow shovel didn’t indicate any problems. A few very uncomfortable hours were spent trying to sleep at below -25C, the icy surface exacerbating the feeling of cold. We were glad to get moving again plodded on for the next few hours, grateful for sunrise at approx 8.30. Increasingly slow progress had however made it difficult to generate any body heat and I became belatedly aware of how unwell Kathy had become, extremely nauseous and unable to take any food or water on board she decided to stop and put on a down jacket. I felt pretty guilty at this point – owing to her stoicism she hadn’t complained at all but was evidently dangerously cold and therefore I helped her climb into her sleeping and bivvy bag. Grateful for Robert Polhammer’s insistence that we all practice making fires I dug a pit in the snow and lined it with a Canadian newspaper pinched from the High Country Inn, found some kindling and chucked on some (white gas) stove fuel and fortunately it lit. Trying equally to keep the fire alight and avoid poisoning Kathy with smoke I spent the next few hours dragging branches and small trees onto the fire to keep it alight. 

 At one point we were joined by a friendly Japaness Akito dog (which appeared out iof nowhere who tried tom remove some of the wood – playful but not entirely helpful. Hoping that the now sleeping Kathy had not in fact been suffocated by the occasional greener than expected smoking branch I pondered on the fact that my sat phone didn’t in fact work and maybe I should have insisted on a successful demo when I had picked it up. Fortunately, Donnie, one of the ski-doo drivers and marshals who had seen our slow progress earlier made good his promise to check on us and he showed up at approx 1pm. He managed to get Kathy and all her kit on the snowmobile and sorted out my defective phone, enabling me to put a call to the race organiser to let him know what was happening. Donnie’s earlier perception of the potential for this situation was typical of the attention he paid to each racer’s wellbeing, and in this case vital. I can say without fear of contradiction from other racers that all of the ski-doo drivers were exceptionally helpful both when stopping to talk to us on the track and at the CPs. The trail guide team, coordinated by Robert Polhammer (the race director) and assisted by Diane (the medic) ensured that regular checks of the racers were made, particularly of those who appeared slow or unwell. [N.B. To Kathy’s credit she competed another couple of later stages in the race once recovered, although not officially in the race].

The CP teams were also superb – and helped out racers at checkpoints with their needs as soon as possible as time was always at a premium for the competitiors. As I later appreciated, conditions for constantly manning CPs were not ideal, particularly in the remote areas. Keeping food ready, stoves stoked and sleeping areas ready was not easy but nevertheless vital for competitors. 

As there were so few competitors, the occasional conversation with ski-doo drivers and the CPO teams was essential for maintaining a positive mental attitude, particularly when at the back of the field as I was – there was certainly no preferential treatment according to race position.

Once I was on my own surveying the wood strewn trail, I took stock of my race position. I was now well behind the rest of the field having only managed 11 miles in the previous 13 hours since setting off from SIR North Country Ranch. The previous evening I stood a decent chance of gaining ground on some of the field as I was confident of eventually getting into a rhythm. However, I was now probably at least 9 hours down on the next placed competitor and therefore all I could do was try to set a decent pace to the next checkpoint and see where I stood. The pressure to an extent was now off and the scenery spectacular so I had a very good day at approx 3mph, finally getting into Dog Grave Lake at 10pm. Pleased that I could maintain a decent pace I was also concerned that this would become dependent upon the terrain – the last 5 miles had been very hard with long steep climbs which were as tough on the mind as the body and I was grateful that I had not seen a marker telling me how far I had left to go to the CP. 

Talking to other athletes during the race, there was a consensus that the 5k markers which no doubt were installed as encouragement actually had the opposite effect. This is because 5k is a long distance to go when one is tired and we would have rather just arrived at the CP – rather than being reminded that we were almost there but not quite. Such a marker is important however for the marathon stage where one can have a last 5k burst to improve the race time. 

Halfway markers, however, were well received, as they gave a good indication of pace and the likely time to the next CP. The general trail markers were excellent and gave great peace of mind as one knew that orientation was not something required for the race. My GPS although at the ready remained firmly in my front pouch for the duration and compass readings were made from habit rather than necessity.

Once at Dog Lake I ate large amounts of chilli prepared by Mike and Jessica was treated to a spot inside the walled tent that they had erected. With hindsight, I may have done better in this race if I had spent less time chatting but it would have been far less enjoyable. I was pleased that there were still several people at the checkpoint who would not be leaving until the morning which made me feel I was back in the race to an extent. I did however sleep far longer than I should have done and set off at 9am the next day. 

Day 3

Again I made a good pace at 3mph and was fortunate that the weather was extremely mild (-2 degrees Celsius at times). The scenery was spectacular in glorious sunshine and I was genuinely enjoying the experience. My nagging concern however was that I was still well behind the cumulative times of most of the field and I was in danger of compounding this by spending too long at checkpoints. I also occasionally used my stove on the trail for hot drinks which on balance was worth it as it was vital for morale and didn’t take very long. To mitigate this ‘wasted’ time on the I upped the pace to approx 4mph during the last 10 miles to the Braeburn CP, passing a couple of the slower competitors which made me feel as if I was at least gaining some ground. After crossing a lake I negotiated a couple of tricky hills with my meandering sled and reached the CP. This was a somewhat bizarre but very welcome CP – essentially a truck stop, vast burgers and other options were on offer, and I ate whilst chatting to Diane, the medic, Robert the organiser, the trail guides and other competitors.

 This was the 100 mile finishing place for the race so there was a carnival atmosphere with the odd beer but also mixed with disappointment for other 300 mile competitors who were compelled to end their campaign for various reasons. I was disappointed to see that Gavin who was a real contender to win the race (and first Brit over the first 100 miles) had injured his knee and could not realistically continue despite practising a hopping strategy around the canteen. 

This was a difficult time mentally for me as I was weighing p my chances of actually finishing the race. Apparently everyone who had successfully completed the distance in the 2 years prior to this had left Braeburn at midnight  - for me this clearly wasn’t going to happen as I had arrived at 10 and hadn’t eaten until 11, let alone had any sleep. Robert Polhammer said that timings at this stage were merely a guide and the decision to continue was mine – I certainly would not be forced out if I left at a reasonable hour the next day. Therefore I decided to make a decision in the morning as to whether it would be worth continuing and get some sleep in the meantime. With hindsight I should have taken the decision that evening, sorted all my kit and set off early but instead discussed with other competitors the next morning the wisdom of continuing and set out on my own later than I should have done, other competitors deciding (correctly and for various reasons) that they could not continue. 

Day 4

There were only 9 of us left in the race at this stage and I needed to make up time, as I now had only a very slim chance of completing the next 2 CPs (approx 86 miles) in 36 hours to make the unofficial cut off time of 4 days and 12 hrs for CP5. Out of Braeburn I immediately hit some steep hills but managed to again settle into a decent 3 mph rhythm for 20 miles or so. I t was great to meet Donnie and Diane again on the trail, a real boost as they were unfailingly encouraging and one also saw so few people during the day. Travelling on the lakes, a significant feature of this leg, was an interesting experience as they provided a fast flat surface but were also much colder than the hill sections. It was important to resist the temptation to look for the end of the lake as a correct perception of distance was impossible, particularly in bright sunlight. Generally I thoroughly enjoyed the lakes which emphasised the vastness and remoteness of the landscape

I felt tired at about 8 pm and selected a good bivvy spot in between lakes and spoke briefly to Murray - a trail guide - who had come to check on me, assuring him I was OK. I then slept fitfully for again too long, moving off at about 8 the next morning. I found it hard to get into any sort of rhythm and still had 17 miles to go until the next CP at Ken Lake. After  a couple of hours I was also beginning to feel ill which slowed me down dramatically, which was annoying as I was not particularly tired apart from painful calf muscles which were to be expected. I was aware that with a probable 2-3 hours to Ken Lake I now had only 13 hours to make that remaining 8 miles plus 43 to the subsequent CP. This was a logistical impossibility and whilst I wished to complete the distance to Ken Lake this was unwise unless matters improved. Therefore when I saw Donnie’s ski-doo approach after a short distance further I decided to quit the race. I was also aware that I was stretching the support team out as I had not made any time up on the remaining 8 competitors. I was assured that this was not a problem so can not use this as a reason for leaving the race but at least it probably made matters easier in terms of the distance they needed to cover to check on everyone.

Lessons!

I learnt three main lessons from this:

1. Spend less time at checkpoints!  I spent too long trying to sleep at the second and third checkpoints when I should have been far more disciplined. Sleeping at -25 is not easy and there is not a great deal of benefit in spending too long trying to do so. Part of this race is too limit the recovery period to that required to avoid burnout whilst giving the maximum time for travelling at a sustainable rate. I learnt from very experienced racers such as Andy Heading (second overall and first Brit home) that periods of 15 mins sleep can be of great benefit. Whilst this is a laudable goal I may not master this by next year but setting maximum periods of 4-6 hours per 24 hrs should allow enough time to complete the race whilst resting sufficiently. In this respect Pearse and Joaqim (almost certainly incorrect spelling) were almost hour perfect in their race strategy and Will and Henry gave themselves a reasonable time cushion in which to finish.

2. Make decisions about the next leg of the race before bivvying and stick to the time you have set yourself.. It is almost inevitable that you are not going to want to start off again with aching limbs in the middle of a cold night but you have to do this in order to give yourself a good chance of finishing. As the race progressed I could see that one is unlikely to make up time in the latter half of the race as the event takes its toll on the body and probably the mind.

3. Eat – even when you don’t feel like it. I didn’t really mess up on this as I ate food at checkpoints and grazed during the race on huts/banana chips/Bombay mix/chocolate. However the cold generally makes one feel unlike eating and drinking, especially when on the go – this can obviously quickly lead to problems.   

General impression of the event.

I was somewhat apprehensive about this race having had a cold virus beforehand and not having trained as I would have wished. However, this was less of a problem than general race management – the need to see every 24 hours as a separate entity and complete a certain amount of miles in this period. I will remember this for next year and train during the night and day in order to re-create this scenario. The cold I will try and replicate by training in Levi in Finland in December – there is a group of us going out for anyone else interested!

In terms of the organisation of the event I was relieved it was so good – the trail markers, condition of the trail (although this is partly at the mercy of the weather), the support of the trail guides and CP teams and updated information regarding other racers and the conditions. Owing to the limited numbers of entrants, a mutual concern developed for everyone in the race and friendships were made. A lot of us are going back next year, most to complete unfinished business in the 300 mile race, but I have a sneaking suspicion I would be going back anyway in some capacity even if I had finished this! Sincere thanks to Robert and his team.    

