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“A contest in purposeless suffering”

Yukon Arctic ‘Ultra’  2005
The Yukon Arctic ‘Ultra’ is promoted, and widely accepted, as the toughest extreme cold weather race in the world. It involves an ‘unstaged’ race of up to 300 miles across the Canadian Arctic, in the area north of Whitehorse, in the Yukon. Started in 2003 by the German adventure racer Robert Pollhammer, there have only been 104 competitors since its inception; 92 competed on foot; 6 on cross country skis; and the same number on mountain bikes. These different modes of transport all share a common theme – you have to power yourself along the trail without assistance, and you can’t change between disciplines during the race. 
Apart from the distances involved, the remoteness of the territory adds greatly to basic logistical issues and safety considerations, and of course it’s also cold - the average temperature for the month that hosts the race is -25oC, but the extreme can be as low as -50oC – similar to the temperature I had experienced at the North Pole!. 
This event, unlike other adventure races in which I had participated, had one other differentiating feature: there are no final locations you have to reach each day (although there are occasional check points) – you simply stop when you judge it appropriate, and this approach has significant psychological consequences in a race where the temptation to continue beyond your capabilities is so strong.

Training had begun in October on familiar routes I used in the Peak District - late night half marathons 4 times a week through rain and sleet, returning to Manchester long after midnight. Later, in Canada and Norway, I used remote trails to get my body used to the peculiar demands of cross country skiing, and in January spent a week north of the Arctic Circle in Finland, with my Swedish friend Magnus, who I had met in the jungles of Borneo. We endured long days on skis before enjoying long nights drinking beers surrounded by impossibly bad tempered Finns, our hangovers the next day partially diminished by huge plates of fish and berries, before we set off once again into the Arctic landscape. The temperature averaged minus thirty - cold enough to freeze your nostrils – this minor discomfort offset by the stunning beauty of the frozen forests through which we skied, and the late afternoon skies, filled with vivid hues of violet, pink and aquamarine. 
With weeks to go, I set out on the streets of Manchester, pulling first two and then three tires late into the cold night, my only company incredulous drunks and bemused policemen. It was minus fifty in the Yukon.

I arrived in Whitehorse a few days before the start of the race, already suffering from a heavy cold that gradually got worse in the days after my arrival. Hours spent confined to my hotel room with a recurring fever and debilitating headaches alternated with brief periods of apparent recovery, when I eagerly ventured outside to explore Whitehorse. Of course, I managed to venture far enough to identify a good outdoor equipment store, where I purchased additional gear that was totally unnecessary for the task ahead – it is a peculiar and very common passion, shared by all adventure racers I know, to continually acquire new equipment in an endless search for the perfect kit! 

As a result of my temporary illness I was forced to miss both the safety briefings and the winter skills course that was mandatory for long distance racers. My fellow contestants learnt much from this course, which covered everything from lighting wood fires to nutrition, hydration, frostbite and hypothermia, and details of the route that lay ahead.

Having vowed never to run again in a race after the Marathon des Sables, cross country skis were my preferred mode of transport (the cost of a specialist mountain bike precluded this option). So, after extensive research and testing in Norway and Sweden, I selected a pair of  ‘back country’ skis from the Norwegian company Asnes, fitted with a relatively new system that allowed short lengths of synthetic ‘skins’ to be easily fitted (and readily detached) from the underside of each ski in the area directly under each foot (the ‘kick zone’; these skins allowed relatively unimpeded movement downhill, but generated sufficient friction to allow the skis to move uphill at shallow angles, providing sufficient traction to drag my sled, which contained everything I needed to survive during the race, including: a lightweight tent, sleeping mat and synthetic sleeping bag (the latter - easily the heaviest item I carried - was necessary because a down bag would rapidly have absorbed moisture vapour from my body, which in turn would have frozen and destroyed the insulating properties of the down). In addition I carried a down jacket (which I had last used at the North Pole); expedition stove, fuel and lightweight cooking set, together with a variety of tools for lighting fires; a spare set of thermal underwear and fleeces; several types of gloves, mitts, hats and face masks; medical and repair kits; additional socks; ski goggles and glacier glasses; sports gels; energy and electrolyte powders; nuts, raisins and chocolate; and a variety of high calorie, lightweight freeze dried foods, originally developed for the Norwegian army, and sufficient to provide around 7,000 calories per day. Every item I carried was the result of extensive research and testing, and every gram had been counted and minimised wherever possible. 
North Pole expeditions require robust and durable lightweight sleds constructed from multiple layers of Kevlar, but here I used a simple plastic design that differed little from a child’s sled; the base was reinforced with a thin sheet of oiled plywood, with the sled attaching to a pair of loops on a small rucksack that contained items I might need quickly whilst racing – including additional clothing, goggles, food and energy supplements. Contrary to the approach taken by all other racers, I had chosen short lengths of climbing rope to connect my sled and harness, which unfortunately allowed the sled to continually run into the back of my legs on the shortest of downhill sections; other racers used solid pulling bars to maintain a constant separation between themselves and their sleds.

It always surprised both myself and others how little you have to wear in the extreme cold when you are skiing hard, and clothing  is usually dictated by the external temperature (ie ambient plus the additional cooling caused by ‘windchill’) and the nature of the terrain; invariably, ‘psychological’ factors also contributed to decisions to add or remove layers (when cross country skiing the temptation to ski to self destruct must be balanced with the consequences of sweat rapidly freezing when you stop or slow the pace, which can lead to rapid discomfort, quickly followed by hypothermia).
It was a strange but wonderful collection of people who gathered on the start line that cold morning in February, watched by a small group of bemused locals. My fellow racers were predominantly British, no doubt attracted by our peculiar national desire to combine challenge with pain and suffering. They included: Sean, a self-effacing mental care worker who was probably least experienced of us all in winter skills, but was always eager to learn; Matt, a surveyor from London, who had originally entered the race as a skier, but after a week of training in Levi - coincidentally on the same trails that I had used - had decided that racing on foot was more appropriate for his skills; the ever cheerful Kathy, who I had met the previous year on the 50 mile stage of the Marathon des Sables, and who was probably one of the most experienced female ultra runners in the UK; Andrew, a professional sports photographer who had raced thousands of miles across the terrain we were about to encounter, both on foot and by bike; a team of three Irish lads, who had arrived with a bizarre assortment of kit; David, a Cambridge educated economist and keen mountaineer; Henry, an army officer, who was using this event as a training session for an expedition to the south pole with his racing companion, William; and Nick, a gregarious accountant from  London, who was an experienced ultra runner (Gavin, another surveyor from London, should also have been on the start line, but he arrived late and started long after everyone else had left – I can’t imagine a more depressing experience after all the preparation and build up spread over so many months). 
In all, 32 contestants gathered around the start line, many making last minute adjustments to sledges and equipment. Nearly all were significantly younger than me; they all looked a lot fitter and more confident! Racers were entered in three categories; a marathon stage; a 100 mile event; and the full 300 mile race to Pelly Crossing (in fact, the real distance was closer to 320 miles). There were a couple of skiers entered for the first 26 miles, but I was the sole representative for the sport after that; it crossed my mind even at this early stage that there must be a good reason for that. I would soon find out why.

We were cautiously watched on the start line by a small group of locals; hey included Rudi, together with his friend Craig, a local RCMP officer (who was clearly eyeing us all with a professional interest that appeared to suggest we should all be detained for our own safety). I had met Rudi at the local outdoor store where I had spent so much; a 62 year old Czech who had arrived in Canada decades earlier, he was now responsible for much of the cross country skiing activities in the area. Over ‘a special flu remedy’ at his house on the outskirts of Whitehorse, he talked me through the gear that he used for winter expeditions in the mountains, as a result of which I made significant changes to the way in which I was harnessed to the sled, and even to some of the kit I used (particularly useful were a pair of knee high Neoprene ‘over boots’ that he loaned; these would allow me to traverse areas of ‘overflow’, where melt water had collected in large pools on the ice and snow – a dangerous trap for the unwary. We talked about skis and waxes; skins and poles; tents and stoves, in a fascinating few hours where I learnt much from his practical experience. After, we took my lightened sled and practiced skiing down hills, holding the traces in one hand and using the skis to control speed and direction, in what became an elegant and controlled manoeuvre that I was never able to repeat when racing.

The efficient and well organised Robert Pollhammer eventually started the proceedings just after 10.30, and the familiar plodding began along a rough trail that had been created the day before by dogs and mushers participating in the annual 1000 mile Yukon Quest race to Fairbanks, in Alaska. With the combined advantage of compacted snow and adrenaline, the race began quickly before settling to a more appropriate pace as runners, skiers and a solitary mountain biker moved north along the frozen Yukon river; spectacular embankments on either side provided a reminder of just how wide and powerful the river was in summer. It was a wonderful start: clear blue skies, with a satisfying crispness to the snow; the temperature was twenty five below.
After just over 7 hours of non-stop skiing the first check point at SIR County Ranch came into view; this was the end of the Marathon stage. Despite strong skiing, my average speed to the final CP had been a meagre 3.7 miles per hour, particularly depressing at such an early stage of the race, as it would only get worse as the distance increased. As I signed in I was greeted with hot chocolate and food, which I devoured by a fiercely burning log fire, around which sat fellow racers. There is a mandatory four hour stop here, which is both frustrating and somewhat boring, as there is a strong desire to continue with the race. The purpose of the stop is to allow race officials to inspect and check basic survival equipment including tent or bivvy bag; sleeping system; and stove, which you are required to light as proof of competence. Unbelievably, I saw some competitors swapping kit between them when inspection time came, which helped to explain why some of the sledges looked so small and light. It was a staggering tactic to adopt in such an unforgiving environment. 

After the mandatory 4 hours it was a shock to move off again, familiar faces and the comforting warmth of the fire quickly left behind. It was just before 10 in the evening, very cold and completely dark. The trail immediately descended steeply to a frozen river, which necessitated much clumsy manoeuvring of sled and skis. On the river, I skied like a madman, trying both to catch those in front and keep my distance from those behind, although I never saw another glimmer of a head torch to indicate anyone was even near (or indeed, that I was even travelling in the right direction!). 
The route eventually left the river and turned north west along the Dawson Trail, climbing slowly through woods on the west side of the Miner’s Range. In the cloudy sky, dull flashes of light reminiscent of distant artillery fire reminded me that the Northern Lights were at work – sadly this was the all I saw of them. The combination of fast skiing and significant inclines meant that I was soon sweating hard, and despite all my training and experience I carried on – this was a race after all - until I had skied for almost 6 hours without stopping. Exhausted, and sweating heavily, I released my skis and sat on the sled by the side of the trail, which for most of this section had been no more than a meter wide. Opening the sled cover, I reached in to retrieve my thermos flask that had been filled with hot water at the previous check point, only to find that the top had cracked, and the ‘water’ had frozen. Not willing to set the stove up and melt water for the time it would cost, I forced some energy gels down and carefully eat two bars of chocolate I had kept warm against my body. Then it was off again, the sweat on my back and sides already starting to form ice directly against my skin despite the brevity of the stop. I would curse myself later for this basic lack of discipline; in a short distance – less than 20 miles – I was allowing myself to sweat and become seriously dehydrated, as the deep orange colour of my urine clearly showed. 
The trouble, however, was just beginning; the terrain became progressively harder, with endless small hills that required the release of both skis to pull the sled up. As a result my hands quickly became wet and extremely cold from the endless removal and attachment of skis, and the constant interruption of pace and rhythm had a significant psychological effect. I travelled on, the feeble glow from my head torch illuminating a dull cone in front of me, into which I travelled monotonously, the crunching of snow with each glide of my ski the only sound to be heard. I stopped occasionally to knock accumulated ice from my balaclava, which was threatening to block the hole cut for my mouth and nostrils. The thermometer taped to my ski pole showed it was 27 below.

As night progressed, a combination of constant effort and dehydration triggered hallucinations that anyone familiar with extreme exertion will recognise. They started with the vague outlines of human faces, and then the shapes of animals in the trees and branches around me: a small elephant lay on its side, the prone body of a large woman nearby; although I knew there could be none, the vague outlines of huts shimmered in the distance before coming into focus the more I stared in disbelief; and a baby cried in the distance.
Dawn was a dreadful time, when utter darkness was slowly replaced over many hours by a dim greyness that became the faintest of light as the ground and sky fused into a grey continuum. In that dim and dismal light I was somewhat surprised to encounter a bright green unicorn among the scattered bodies and faces camouflaged in the branches and undulating snow. It stood there, blocking the trail completely. Stopping dead in my tracks, I spent some time asking permission to continue, but every time I attempted to move forward, its horn went down in a threatening gesture that kept me routed to the spot. I won’t recount how long I stayed there, or what I offered in appeasement; smile as you may, I can assure you the unicorn was there, and when I eventually passed it, my triumph was marked by the arrival of a Russian accordion player who followed me for the next 5 miles. And I can assure you, it’s hard to ski with any rhythm when Russian folk songs are all you can hear. 

In the 15 hours since I had left SIR Country Ranch, I had not talked to another racer, although I had occasionally seen bivvy bags in the snow by the side of the trail, where exhausted competitors had simply compacted the deep snow next to the trail and climbed into their bags for a few hours sleep. Early in the morning, I had also met one of the volunteer skidoo guides who travel up and down the race line checking on progress (and providing some opportunity for evacuation if it is required, their endless patience and goodwill always providing a great psychological boost).
Several times I stopped and sat on my sled, cautiously eating energy bars and chocolate that had been warmed against my body to ensure my teeth stayed intact. Remarkably, I had great trouble keeping energy gels fluid, even though they had been carefully stored in the pockets of a lightweight fly fishing vest on my chest to keep them warm. 
The terrain was dreadful for a skier; an endless series of small hills, each of which required removal of my skis to successfully negotiate them. If you were on foot, these hillocks would hardly have registered as obstacles, but on skis they became an endless procession of energy-sapping challenges. It was tough and tedious, and not even vaguely enjoyable. Adventure racing is a strange business – in the midst of it, you long for an end to the pointless suffering and discomfort; and when it’s all over, all you crave is to be right back out there again.
Later in the morning, even bigger hills blocked my way. I was exhausted, and not enjoying any part of this; I cursed myself for having entered, and invoked a familiar promise that I would never (ever) attempt anything similar again. Of course I knew it was useless; I had heard that women produce a chemical that helps them to forget the pain of childbirth so they are more likely to give birth again, and I suspect that adventure racers must experience a similar event at the heights of their discomfort. The plodding went on, well beyond any conceivable sense of fun or enjoyment.
The final few miles into the check point at Dog Grave Lake were simply depressing (and yes, there really is a dog’s grave there!). I was hallucinating again, and each hill seemed to get bigger and more difficult to negotiate, although I doubt this was the case in reality. I had to stare hard at a fluorescent sign hanging from a branch suggesting there was only 5 km to the next check point, unsure if it was real or not. The sign probably was, but the indicated distance was most certainly not; it took another 2 hours of miserable plodding before I finally rounded a corner and struggled up yet another hill, to see our medic, Dianne, standing at the top. ‘Shouldn’t you be wearing those?” she enquired, looking at my skis. I have to admit to a somewhat diminished sense of humour here, and will thus not record my reply. However brusque, Dianne quickly had me eating a bowl of chilli and warming my frozen hands around a mug of hot chocolate; I could not have been good company as I sat there. An hour later I tried sleeping, but my head was full of vivid images that leapt and danced, denying me sleep for hours, until eventually I had to get up and walk around the ‘camp’. Although I had been the fifth competitor to arrive here, many more racers were now present, with tents and sleds scattered everywhere. I talked with Kath for a while, who had retired from the race after a long period of feeling sick shortly after the first check point. As an experienced racer she was very disappointed to have stopped so early in the race, but if she said she was ill, I have no doubt she must have been quite debilitated (amazingly, after a short rest, Katherine later continued on the trail). Retiring a little later, sleep finally came, and weird dreams involving unicorns and polish folk dancers followed. 

I woke abruptly around 0815 to hear another racer cursing loudly; the snow that had fallen overnight had filled his sled, which he had carelessly left out in the open with the covers undone. Getting ready for the next stage – 36 miles into Braeburn – took over an hour, and it was not until 0930 that I finally clipped into my beloved skis again, and moved off along a trail covered in freshly fallen snow. For the first time I saw animal prints, and hoped none belonged to wolves. Or unicorns. 
Although it was cold, I was well rested and skied strongly. The miles flew by as the terrain and my skis finally seemed matched to each other. After 5 hours of non-stop effort, I pulled the sled off the trail and made a hot drink; a few hundred feet below me lay a frozen lake, the sky a brilliant blue. It was cold, but utterly beautiful. A dog musher appeared in the distance, and I decided that when he passed I would move on, but as he drew near he slowed and then stopped, and we chatted a while about our homes and families. He was off to collect some tourists who would travel with him for a few days, staying overnight in luxury tents.
I eventually had to make my excuses, or I suspect we might have talked all afternoon. I reckoned there was still another 25 miles to Braeburn, and I wanted to complete as much of that as possible in daylight. Overhead, I could see the con trail from a civilian airliner, and wondered if idle passengers were looking down on us, wondering what our intentions were in such a hostile and remote place.

Over the next three hours my elation turned slowly into a grimness I have rarely experienced; my fever returned, I felt thoroughly ill, and I could see from the heart rate monitor strapped around my chest that I was struggling. My ski boots, which had been rubbing on both feet for some time, became awkwardly uncomfortable and painful. And as if to reflect my mood, the light was changing almost imperceptibly, from a beautiful blue sky, to a particularly depressing greyness that preceded nightfall.

The approach to Braeburn was hard and unrelenting, with endless stretches of deeply forested terrain that removed all perception of distance; once again, it was simply hard, boring plodding. In the final ten miles I encountered other racers, overtaking first Sean and then David, both of whom were clearly not enjoying themselves. It would have broken the monotony to chat with them a while, but the width of the trail and the clumsiness of my skiing precluded adjacent travel.

Around 8.30 pm, the trail abruptly veered to the east before descending precipitously to a frozen lake – it took care and great strength to manoeuvre my sled down the steep incline, only just resisting the temptation to simply let it crash onto the lake below. On the frozen surface it was much colder; light snow began to fall. Almost unbelievably, I saw hazy lights in the distance for the first time in almost 100 miles, but the trail headed off in a different direction. I was totally exhausted and ready for rest, and as I started moving across the lake, it was hard to resist a growing temptation to camp out on the surface; there was something quite appealing about sleeping on such a pristine, flat place. 
For twenty minutes I skied with great vigour, both for the psychological advantage of finally being able to cover some distance, and simply to keep warm. The lights of the nearby settlement faded from view, and with almost imperceptible gain, the steep incline of the opposite bank gradually took shape through the falling snow and greyness. When I finally stood at its base, I would have welcomed crampons and an ice axe to help my ascent. Skis came off once again, and I spent the next fifteen minutes using my last reserves of strength to pull my sled up the bank, a task only made possible by the temporary hand-holds provided by trees and low hanging branches, which together provided the only means of pulling myself up the snow and ice.

Standing on top of the bank, sweating hard and with very cold hands, I could just see from the feeble glow of my head torch that huge undulations continued for some distance. So, once again: skis on, head down; and the plodding continued!
Around 9.30pm the lights of Braeburn Lodge appeared quite suddenly through the trees and snow, and less than a minute later I stood with the evidence of civilisation around me – a few cars; two huge trucks with their engines running; and dogs barking. It had taken me a little over 12 hours to travel 36 miles – despite my perceived effort and dedication, I had travelled slower than the average walker, and was totally exhausted!
Braeburn Lodge lies on the Klondike Highway that connects Whitehorse and Pelly Crossing. Steve, the owner, was offering one of the biggest burgers I have ever seen – easily the size of a dinner plate. A handful of racers were there already trying to eat the huge meal, largely sitting in silence, cheered not by what they had achieved already, but intimidated by what they knew must lie ahead. Gavin had a hip injury and was considering if he should continue. Pearse, one of the Irish competitors, had finished his original 100 mile race, but had decided to continue and attempt the full 300 mile event. As I sat there attempting to finish my burger, he must have left and then returned to the lodge 7 or 8 times, trying to psych himself up for the ordeal ahead. 

Sean and David appeared, both clearly exhausted; I had to help Sean because he was so disoriented. It was a sombre collection of racers who sat in the warmth of that Lodge, each already battling with their own demons, many clearly unable to go further. David, who had reached this stage the previous year, announced he was stopping again at the same point; Sean had also had enough. Milan, an experienced adventure racer who held records for the Death Valley Ultra marathon, was also scratching. They shared their redundant rations with those racers who would continue (although Sean’s contribution of Pot Noodles and Garibaldi biscuits was strangely declined!).
Retiring to a simple bed intended for truckers, I spent a thoroughly frustrating 6 hours trying to sleep. Unbelievably my mind was so active that sleep never came, and at 8 am, full of frustration and anguish, I pulled on my down jacket and returned to the Lodge. Sitting with Matt, we agonised over whether to continue. In the end, one of the skidoo guides made my decision when he summarised the terrain ahead, which was clearly going to be very challenging for a skier, with many miles of hills. Exhausted - having slept only a few hours in the last 2 days - and most unlikely to meet the time cut off for the next check point that lay 43 miles to the north, I quit. 
Yes, I quit.
I was extraordinarily disappointed with myself; I had only managed to complete the first 100 miles of a 300 mile course. There was simply no consolation; for the first time, I had failed. Certainly I had been ill, and the skis had been a huge disadvantage, but I had also made fundamental mistakes. Driven by the ‘racing mentality’ I had failed to rest at the appropriate times, and had also allowed myself to become both dehydrated and wet with sweat – inexcusable with all the time I had spent in the Arctic. Robert, who knew of some of my background, came to ask what had happened to me, and I honestly didn’t know how to respond. My tactics in the race had been completely wrong; more discipline was required, and my overall approach was also fundamentally flawed. I had approached the race with the mentality of a lightweight expedition, which allowed me to carry sufficient spares to survive comfortably in adverse weather for several days, and with sufficient additional resources to make repairs to clothing, sled and myself. Most other competitors were true lightweight racers, and provided the weather held good, they had dramatically reduced the weight of kit carried by minimising spare food, clothing, fuel, emergency kit etc.

My race was over, as it also was for another 8 other competitors who decided they had no more to give. Only 7 racers continued, with all but one of those eventually making it over the finishing line at Pelly Crossing several days later (unbelievably, Tom Walter-Roessler had called it a day after 220 miles). The winner, Italian athlete Stefano Miglietti, finished in just over 6 days (with an average speed of 2.2 miles per hour); a last minute race with my fellow countryman Andy Heading added to the closing tension (Andy fell through the river ice in the darkness – an experience I was very glad not to share). Thomas Muhler, a charismatic German, completed the race on his awesome mountain bike in 149 hours and 7 minutes – no doubt relieved he no longer had to continually inflate and deflate his tires to adapt to the snow conditions. 
Days later, we sat around a table in Whitehorse sharing beers and tales of suffering and misfortune. It was clear that many of those who had failed were already planning their tactics for next year, and the talk was of better kit and different strategies. Stefano joined us, limping and clearly in pain, to a round of applause from us all; he hugged his last minute challenger – the mutual respect clear in their faces. 

Will I return to compete in this race again? Of course I will – like many others, I have unfinished business in the Yukon. Still, at least now I know where the unicorns live!
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