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Tim Inman’s report about the guys from Team Tent 67 and their adventures at the YAU 2006

My name's Tim and I'm lucky enough to get as close as possible to the action without actually taking part in any of these ludicrous challenges. I'm the mouthpiece, you see - Tent 67's man back in Blighty if you will. I'll be in daily contact with the lads as they speed across the Arctic north and will be posting their story as it unfold right here on this webpage, all from the comfort of my armchair. The race starts on the morning of Saturday February 11th, but the story's already begun and I'll shortly be bringing you news of last minute prep and practice. So check back soon to see how ready the lads really are as they prepare to take on the 2006 Yukon Arctic Ultra.

Tuesday 7th February

With only a week to go now until Valentine's day, most men are worrying about what to do for their significant other in a week's time. Most men that is, except for Mark, Andy, Paul, Paul, Phil and John. They're worrying about things like 'does a penknife work at -30degC?' and 'can your eyelids really freeze shut?'. Phil called me today from Heathrow for a final update before flying to Canada. Unsurprisingly, he and the other members of Tent 67 were in the pub, allegedly 'hydrating' and making some last-minute additions to their fat reserves.

All six met at Manchester early this morning to fly down to London. In doing so, they had to fork out almost £200 in excess baggage charges. Phil's two bags alone weighed a whopping 46kg. That's almost 10% the weight of a fully-grown polar bear. Knowing Phil though, it'll mostly be Fray Bentos pies and tins of Guinness.

One of the lads then almost got turned away at Heathrow for having his nickname printed on his airline ticket. Frustrating certainly, but nothing a little verbal maneuvering, careful negotiation and buying a new ticket couldn't solve. To celebrate getting past check-in (and before going to the pub), everyone bought a little St. George's Cross flag to proudly display on their sledges just as soon as plastic hits snow.

I also spoke to Paul Byard who's currently battling a cold. He thinks he caught said cold from spending last Friday night in an ice cream deep freeze. By way of a dry- (or cold-) run, he bedded down next to the mint choc-chip at minus-thirty with only a thermos flask and ready meal for company. Still, practice makes perfect.

So there we are. Plenty has happened and the guys are still only mid-air between Heathrow and Canada. Oh, and before I go - hello to Mark (2) the guys met at Heathrow. He's another English YAU-er. Must be reassuring for all concerned to know there are some other equally bonkers nutjobs out there...

Thursday 9th February

Well everyone arrived safe and sound and in high spirits, if Phil's phone call to me this evening was anything to go by. What's more, it's a mere -7degC out and about which, according to Phil, 'isn't very cold really'. Bearing in mind the UK grinds to a halt and villagers begin to panic-buy porridge and tins of beans if the over-night temperature hits nought, I'd say seven below is pretty chilly. Anyway, the lads were about to go out on a training expedition - a chance to test things like cookers and sledges and all that. Phil was on good form and looking forward to getting out there for a few hours before a couple of days of preparation and talks on what to expect. At least I think that's what Phil told me. It was a dodgy mobile signal you see. That, combined with the fact that I'd been in the pub for three hours by then and could barely remember my own name, let alone other people's details. I must point out at this stage that in no way do I condone binge drinking. Especially not stout - it gives a killer hangover the morning after, believe me.

Saturday 11th February

Today, I arose from the subterranean hell that is the London underground at rushour on Saturday to discover an answerphone message from Phil. He was, he told my phone, sitting in the hotel lobby with less than an hour to go before the start of the race. He was also 'bricking it' which, believe me, is really something for Phil. The only other time I've known him to be 'bricking it' was in the reptile house at London zoo. But that's just because he doesn't like reptiles very much.

Apparently, the last few days have been pretty serious and subdued - a chance for everyone to get their gear sorted, packed and tied securely on to their sledges. Phil already had a mountain of stuff (see note in the firt post above re. baggage weight) and it seems he's had to buy yet more over there. Last night's race meeting was a chance for everyone to relax as best they could - I believe one or two beers were downed between the 62 entrants. That's 62 from all over the world, between them attempting the three tiers of race the YAU has to offer: marathon stage, 100-miler and the 320-miler. Needless to say, all six men from Tent 67 are going for the 320 mile badboy. 

Phil's training expedition a couple of days ago was a 'bloody disaster' (I've taken the liberty of downgrading one of those words there). Two hours in and he realised his petrol can, part of the cooker system, had leaked everywhere. So he had to mop that up. Then, as the crew practiced bedding down, someone's sleeping bag blew across the camp and onto someone else's fire. Phil, thinking fast and acting quickly, pulled it off and in doing so introduced a sizeable hole to the fabric of the thing. He assured me that the unlucky owner has since managed to patch it up. What's more, on traversing a steep slope, his sledge toppled over and slipped down the hill. Some modifications required there - and he wasn't the only one. But let's look on the bright side, at least these 'teething problems' were encountered in a practice run and not the event proper.

So now they're doing it for real. The temperature is still hovering around -7degC which is, apparently, something of a nuisance as they'll be encountering much colder temperatures later on and have to adjust their kit accordingly. Good luck guys! May the force be with you. A toasty-warm force, at that. More news to follow...

Monday 13th February
It's seven-thirty in the evening and I've just spoken to Phil. Well, I managed to say hello before his sat-phone packed in. Shoddy manufacturing, if you ask me. In the ensuing me-trying-to-call-him-back-while-he-tries-to-call-me-back muddle (why is there no accepted social norm for this kind of all-too-often mobile phone failure scenario?), Phil succeeded in leaving me a message with the following news. I could tell just from his 'hello' that he was in high spirits...

He's currently 10 miles or so from Checkpoint 3 at Braeburn. Apparently, that's the first major checkpoint and the lads have a drop-bag to look forward. Probably full of mini-eggs and Pot Noodles. Here's something from Saturday's post on the official YAU website (http://www.arcticultra.de):

"The boy [sic] of Tent 67 have stuck together over the first stage, having likewise only just arrived, I gather that they are likely now to sensibly split up into smaller groups to progress down the trail."

Indeed, it seems they have. Phil, Mark and John are storming ahead (well, bringing up the rear of the pack apparently, but storming nonetheless). Paul H. has gone ahead (he may well be a T1000 and not a real human) and, unfortunately, Andy and Paul B had to drop out yesterday between checkpoints 1 and 2. Ye gods - these boys ran across the Sahara, so I've no idea what manner of hellish treatment is required to make 'em drop out. But well done for trying, I say. They're not alone - 10 or more competitors have had to pull out so far. The reputation of this race is well-deserved, it seems. Get a pint in boys - you've earnt it!

The temperature is now below freezing. Being a man of science, Phil deduced this fact by opening a can of Red Bull only to find it frozen solid. A curious but reliable method. The three of them are adopting a steady pace currently, stopping every couple of hours for a ten-minute 'brew' and sleeping 2-3 hours twice a day. Feet are a little bit bashed all round and there was a tinge of disappointment in Phil's voice when he reported that they haven't seen any bears thus far. But the important thing is that they're still going.

Finally, in a most entertaining weak phone signal incident, Phil told me 'and my ar*e is f***king...' and then it cut out. So make up your own ending there.

They continue.

Tuesday 14th February
Happy Valentine's day to one and all! This morning, a voicemail from Andy - left just after midnight last night. It's great to hear he's well despite having had to pull out. It was all down to an achilles injury, apparently. Paul B. had just left for the airport at the time, but Andy is staying onto see the rest of the guys at Braeburn. On watching them all leave Dog Grave Lake, Andy tells me that Paul H. looked really strong and went off ahead, as noted in my previous post. Phil, Mark and John and also looking fairly strong, but progressing more steadily. The temperature remains unseasonally warm and the trail is now slushy in parts, with a little rain even being reported at Braeburn. That's rarer than hen's teeth, as far as I can make out. Mother nature's playing silly-buggers, it would seem. I blame the ozone layer.

So it seems there's a warm welcome awaiting everyone at Braeburn, in many ways. However, it's not over yet. Here's another little quote I've taken from Sunday afternoon's post on the official YAU website (http://www.arcticultra.de):

"This next section, in my humble opinion is the most testing on the course. The trail gets significantly more lumpy, the distance is that bit further, the chain of lakes before the next cp go on and on and on and on and to cap it all, the athletes will have just left the comfort and wonderful cheery hospitality at Braeburn"

Come on you Tent-ers!

Wednesday 15th February
Got a call from Phil late last night as I was watching 'Election' on DVD with the missus after a very successful home-cooked Valentine's meal. I saw up to the bit where the janitor finds the discarded ballot papers in Ferris Bueller's bin - if anyone knows what happens at the end, please drop a line to mail@tent67.co.uk and let me know.

So anyway - Phil is now all on his own, having taken a few hours rest a while back and let Mark and John go on ahead. The temperature dropped to -18 last night which is apparently a little unpleasant to sleep in. Consequently, Phil's considering becoming nocturnal - sleeping in the day when it's warmer (pah!) and walking through the cold nights to keep warm. His trainers are frozen onto his feet and he's beginning to think he has too much kit on his sledge. Perhaps all those spare parts weren't such a good idea. Some lows encountered of late I think, but he seemed fairly jolly on the phone. That despite some 'intimate' chafing.

At the time of speaking, Phil was midway across one of the many lakes on his way to the Ken Lake checkpoint with something like 20 miles to go. His phone kept cutting out and I didn't get to sign off,  but one tale he did manage to tell was the feeling he'd get when, halfway across a frozen lake, a pistol-shot would ring out as a crack shot away through the ice from right underneath him. Quite normal and safe apparently but, being a mile or more from dry(ish) land, a little disconcerting to say the least.

Hang in there Lloyd! Almost half way...

Thursday 16th February
An unexpected email from Phil this morning. Unexpected because I didn't realise he would have access to tinternet out there. And even if he did, I expected his fingers to be too frozen to type. Anyway, he had this to say:

At Carmacks, just about to leave. Made it here for the 4.5 day cutoff by 30 minutes. Yesterday was 6am to 10pm non-stop to get here on time. At the back now but still going. Mark and John were tired when they were arrived but ok and Paul H is flying. Andy was here at the checkpoint too. Had to leave Mark and John because i need more sleep than they do. Was dead on my feet trying to stay awake. Just had 3 hrs sleep now off for another 43 ish miles to McCabe Creek. Need to pick up the pace to finish within 8 days but i'll get there. Was -28C the other night. Getting used to the cold a bit more. Blisters on toes but some self-surgery sorted them out. Lots of rubbing on legs which is less than comfortable. Feet not too bad considering i've just walked 176 miles.

So there we are. Two things that caught my attention: walking from 6am 'till 10pm non-stop? I've seen Phil drink beer from 6am 'till 10pm non-stop, but this is something else. And -28degC? Lordy, that's cold.

But the important thing is that Phil, Mark, John and Paul H. are still going strong. I'm beginning to suspect that Paul is on a zip-wire, a bit like the hare at a greyhound track. A sort of speeding target for everyone else to follow. Either that or he's got rocket-boots on.

Now I'm away from tomorrow. No, I haven't been inspired to go and walk across some frozen lakes, I'm off to Paris to eat cheese. The upshot is that there'll be no updates now until Sunday evening. But I'm a firm believer in the adage 'no news is good news', so sit tight and will some warmth the way of the Tent 67 crew. I'll do likewise. And finally, a big hello to Jeff and Erica - big fans of Phil - whom I spoke to last night.

Monday 20th February
They've done it! They've bloody done it!

But more importantly, my trip to Paris was really lovely. The Eiffel Tower at night is really something, and those cheeses! Oh my.

No, but seriously, an almighty great big bloody well done to all the men of Tent 67. Four of the six completed the course, but they're all champions for even attempting it. I had a phonecall from Phil last Friday night to say he was eating lunch with a mate he'd met along the way. Ian, I think his name was. Anyway, at that point Phil was on his approach to Pelly Crossings - the last checkpoint. Although, cruelly, the last bit of the race consists of traipsing 30 miles away from Pelly and then 30 miles back again. That's just mean.

I then spoke to Phil and Paul H. and Andy and Mark and they all sounded absolutely shot. I've gotta be honest, Phil sounded worse than he did after three days solid on the pop in Barcelona after our finals in '02 and belive you me, he was feeling pretty ropey back then. But things weren't too bad because they were all midway between Vancouver airport and the city centre aboard a limo. And why not. They left John back at the airport to nurse his sore feet and take a kip as they made their way into town for a few well-earned beers before the connecting flight brings them home to Blighty.

In the time-honoured fashion of condensing important information, I shall now make key points relating to incidents which have occurred since I last posted:

· 19 nutters finished out of 34 only slightly-less-nutty entrants.

· the temperature dipped to -32degC one morning before the sun rose which, with wind-chill, was more like -40degC. I was toying with the idea of gloves on my way to work this morning. Puts that into perspective...

· Paul H. came 4th overall (!!!) despite getting lost on the Yukon river for 5 hours

· Mark won the last 30-mile stage in record time by running the bugger. Winning anything in this race should be rewarded with an instant knighthood.

· Andy was a star for meeting all the guys at each checkpoint and helping out, despite having to pull out of the race himself

· Phil put his foot through the ice at one point, which I imagine was bracing. He then fell asleep whilst running the final stage (quite a feat, no pun intended) and woke up a few hours later believing himself to be in Aberdeen. I know it gets nippy up there in Scotland, but that's ridiculous...

· The race as a whole was '100 times harder than the Marathon des Sables' apparently which is frankly ludicrous

So a massive well done to everyone. Is nothing beyond these guys?

And here, by way of a final summary, are the three-word descriptions everyone gave about themselves before they left, all of them rather fitting...

Mark - smooth, articulate, strong-minded

Andy - funny, organiser, sick

Paul H. - chatty/gobby, vertically-challenged, dynamo (stretching the 3-word rule to the limit)

Paul B. - arrogant, loveable, backbone

John - funny old fossil

Phil - machine, dustbin, bald (he may have meant 'bold' there)

Gentlemen of Tent 67, we salute you.

And if any of you reading this have enjoyed my inane drivel half as much as I've enjoyed writing it, then I'll have enjoyed writing it twice as much as you've enjoyed reading it.

Same time next year?
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