
[image: cover]


[image: image]

GUIDE TO

ADVENTURE RACING

HOW TO BECOME A SUCCESSFUL RACER AND ADVENTURE ATHLETE

IAN ADAMSON

THE WORLD’S GREATEST ADVENTURE RACER

PHOTOGRAPHY BY TONY DI ZINNO

[image: image]


FOR HEATHER AND DON,

WHO PROVIDED ME WITH THE ENCOURAGEMENT AND OPPORTUNITIES TO PURSUE AN UNCONVENTIONAL LIFE.


“Don’t be too timid and squeamish about your actions. All life is an experiment. The more experiments you make the better.”

—Ralph Waldo Emerson
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FOREWORD

EXPERIENCING A WEE BIT OF ADVENTURE, COMPETITION, AND INSIGHT WITH THE TOUGHEST MAN ON THE PLANE

by Bill Katovsky

You won’t find him swapping spittle and broken chairs with loutish, muscle-bound pro wrestlers. Nor will you ever see him lifting a midsize Japanese car in one of those televised “Strongman” competitions. But if there ever comes a time when some organization gives out an award for “Toughest Man on the Planet,” that honor should go to Ian Adamson. He is the best all-around athlete I have ever known. And I have followed the multisport scene since the early 1980s, and have written extensively on all the triathlete legends. Ian is the Little Giant.

I first met Ian during the spring of 1996 when I attended a 4-day class at the Presidio Adventure Racing Academy in San Francisco. He was an instructor. At the school, we learned the basics of rope climbing and descending, kayaking, horseback riding, and navigation by compass.

Graduation was marked by a 24-hour adventure race in San Francisco Bay and throughout Golden Gate National Recreational Area. We were divided into two teams of five each. It was Ian’s job to travel with my team, giving us advice and pointers along the way.

The day began with a 2-hour hilly trail run, followed by 6 hours of kayaking. It was my good luck (or misfortune) to be paired with one of the strongest female kayakers in the world, Andrea Spitzer, part-time model and world-champion ultradistance paddler from Germany. My arms were limp noodles by the time we reached the Sausalito Beach. But we were in first place. We jumped on our mountain bikes for a hill-filled 10-mile ride. Then the real fun began: 25 miles of hiking steep fire roads in the mountains of the Golden Gate National Recreation Area. Up and down we went, as if we were on some out-of-service giant escalator to fatigue.
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Ian Adamson

By late afternoon, I was feeling beat. In adventure racing, all members of a team must stay together. A team is only as fast as the slowest member—and this time I was the one. During an ascent of a steep hill, I felt a hand pressing on my back. I turned around—it was Ian. Hey, I didn’t mind the assistance, but I outweighed Ian by 30 pounds. He’s pushing me up the hill? He flashed me a big Aussie grin, looking like he had just stepped out of one of San Francisco’s best restaurants.

As dawn was breaking, our team collapsed in a tired, dirty heap at the final race checkpoint: American Youth Hostel. We won; the other team wouldn’t arrive for several hours. They had taken an extended rest during the night.

Ian and I became close friends after that race. Back then, he was well-liked on the global adventure-racing circuit, but he was hardly a household name. Today, he’s widely recognized as one of the world’s foremost adventure racers.

Ian is hewed from a most remarkable slice of DNA, a perfect strain of brains with brawn, equally at home in the jungles of Borneo or Fiji and in the science lab, where he applied his advanced college degree in mechanical engineering to create a patented medical device for CPR. He earned a berth in Guinness Book of World Records for setting the world record in marathon kayaking—217 miles in 24 hours along the Yukon River. He also spends a lot of time in the kitchen, where he is a gourmet chef. He’s been cohost of Men’s Journal Adventure Team on Outdoor Life Network. And he’s a motivational speaker and instructor at adventure-racing schools. He’s also a Cessna pilot and trained concert flautist.

With consistent victories in all the major adventure races (Raid, Eco-Challenge, X-Games, and Southern Traverse), Ian is the sport’s Tiger Woods. He has the same toothy, incandescent smile. And like the golf phenom, Adamson’s biological parents come from different racial backgrounds: His mother is English and his father is from Singapore. While Ian has achieved deity status among adventure racers, this supremely talented multisport athlete goes about his daily training and activities in Boulder, Colorado, with all the reserve and quiet anonymity of a Zen monk. The physical muse that motivates this Mighty Mite is a childlike curiosity to visit new worlds. He embodies the playful restlessness of a young child.

I once traveled with Ian to Costa Rica for a jungle-man-style adventure vacation. We were on a landmark pioneering odyssey, a do-it-yourself weeklong fitness vacation that was more adventure pacing than adventure racing. The goal was simple: get athletically trashed by running up the 10,000-foot Turiabla volcano, mountain biking down it, whitewater rafting down the Picuare River, kayaking in the Gulf of Nicoya, running along its rocky coastline, horseback riding on a flat, sandy beach, and then surfing. But unlike real adventure-racing McCoys, who might go 3 consecutive days without sleep, we would be bedding down at night in lodgings, homes, and even a four-star hotel along the way. No sharing of toothbrushes, living out of smelly packs, or hobbling around with trashed, blistering, duct tape–encased feet.

Our third day in Costa Rica began with a 30-minute ferry ride from Punteranas, a decrepit port on the Pacific lifted right out of a Graham Greene novel, to the Nicoya Peninsula. Once we docked, we headed directly for the sole restaurant on the deserted shore, a thatched-palm-roof affair, where we scarfed down a big breakfast of Cokes, scrambled eggs, black beans, and rice. With the meal still rumbling through our systems, we got on our mountain bikes for a several-hour ride over sandy farm roads. The going was hot and tough. Being the slowest rider, I cycled alone. Everyone else was about a half-hour ahead. The occasional farmer would politely point out the right direction when I would haltingly ask, “Dónde es amigos?” I finally caught up with the gang at another restaurant right on the coast. Everyone was finishing a big lunch of seviche (fish marinated in lime). Preparations were under way for the next leg: a 20-mile kayak trip through the island-dotted Gulf of Nicoya. We each had a solo kayak.

By the third or fourth hour of paddling, I could barely raise my arms. Once again, I was all alone, this time in the calm Pacific waters, knifing the paddle blade into the water like an irregularly paced metronome, Left, right, left, right. All the others were far, far ahead. I couldn’t even see them. I only caught up with everyone because they had taken a long rest on the shore of a nearby deserted island. We still faced several more hours of kayaking before reaching our destination: a campground/restaurant in a tiny village near the Barcelo resort. Night was soon approaching and we would have to be paddling in the dark—a recipe for disaster. None of us had brought lights. So we decided to stay together as a pack. Except I had trouble keeping pace. So we did what all good adventure-racing teammates should do: We employed teamwork. Using bungee cords, Ian attached the back end of his kayak to the front end of mine, and began towing me.

Because kayaks are designed to skim along the surface and not displace water like, say, a tugboat, it took Ian double the effort to paddle half as far. I would have been eager to lend assistance, but my lactic acid–engorged biceps were spasming with muscle cramps. So with twilight coloring the sky a brilliant shade of reddish purple, I leaned back in the cockpit and relaxed while Ian zigged and zagged in his attempt to move both our kayaks forward.

“So, Ian, how are you doing up there?” I asked with affected nonchalance.

“No problem at all, mate,” he warmly responded.

“Aren’t you getting tired?”

“No.

“Are you sure?”

“Oh, it’s a wee bit difficult, so I’m just treating this as an extra-hard workout.”

Never once did he ask me to paddle. After about an hour, my biceps stopped cramping, and I could resume paddling. The shore lights twinkled about 2 miles off in the distance. Pride and determination kicked in. I unfastened the bungee cords, thanked my tower, and began to paddle. My upper arms were functional again after the rest, but without Ian’s generous assistance, I would have been a bobbing cork on the gulf waters until daybreak.

The fourth day’s destination was the Cabo Blanco nature reserve on the southern tip of the Nicoya Peninsula. For much of the morning, we had bombed and bumbled through thick jungle undergrowth. We had long ago left the marked trail because we had a paranoid aversion to the local ranger, whose job (apart from resting cozily in the shade in his hammock) was ostensibly to keep people out of the reserve. We followed a streambed uphill that petered out the way all false trails do. The forest grew thicker, the terrain steeper, the thorn bushes thornier, the day hotter, and our nerves tauter. Yet Ian was having a grand time. “Let’s just climb to the tallest hill and we’ll be fine,” he extolled in his calm, Tony Robbins–positive voice laced with his Australian accent. “We’ll see the ocean,” he continued, “and we’ll take it from there.” We were carrying no compasses, little water, and only a few energy bars.

When we summited, Ian paused to take a bearing, using the sun and his own shadow as part of some private trigonometric calculation, then charged off to the east, to the Pacific. The group followed our intrepid pathfinder. But our path was a long, steep embankment covered with plant life. We pinballed off trees, holding on to breakaway vines to slow our descent. After another hour of scrambling over boulders and limbo dancing under fallen trees, we reached the beach. We were all safe, though scratched and nicked. We had been in the jungle for less than 4 hours.

We still had a 5-mile run/hike ahead of us to the Mal Pais Surf Camp, but we would take a lunch break there and dawdle in the swimming pool. We needed that hour of reprieve before being set up on horses for our 4-hour horseback ride along the deserted beach to a sprawling cattle ranch. As we trotted and walked on horseback along the empty beach, the sky turning salmon-colored in the twilight, we stopped once for a fresh-coconut break. They were watery and delicious.

The sun dropped lower, its luminous disk a fiery orange ball propped on the flat silvery water. I looked over at Ian, who was having fun coaxing his horse to gallop in the surf. “Ian,” I yelled over, “if I asked you right now—I mean, right this very instant—to go back and run along the beach all the way back to where we got lost in Cabo Blanco, and have them meet us at the ranch at the end, would you? Could you?”

Without hesitating, Ian replied, “Sure. It might take me a while since it will be at night, but I’ll do it.”

—Bill Katovsky founded Tri-Athlete magazine (renamed Triathlete) and is the founding editor-in-chief of Inside Triathlon.
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For me, adventure was part of my upbringing. Here is what one of our family vacations looked like.



INTRODUCTION

THE JOYS OF ADVENTURE

Adventure racing is an unusual sport, part adventure, part race, part human experience. The sport has helped me to live a little more poignantly and to taste more of life’s abundant fruits. Each race has expanded my experience of different cultures and lands, challenged my ideas, and pushed me further than I thought I could go. During an adventure race all of life’s most basic components are compressed and amplified. It’s as if a year’s worth of physical, mental, emotional, cultural, and spiritual experiences have been scooped up and squashed together into a week’s time.

Successful adventure athletes quickly figure out how to communicate, avoid conflict, work as a team, and develop synergy. Character traits that most people value highly—honesty, integrity, kindness, selflessness, generosity, and sensitivity—are all central to a successful adventure racer’s nature. People who don’t embrace these values can succeed for a while on strength, charm, and charisma, but they don’t tend to last long.

As I approach my late thirties with almost 20 years of adventure racing experience, I feel I am only halfway to my destination. I think of adventure racing as a postdoctoral degree in living. I take the lessons learned from racing and apply them to my family life, my professional life, and my personal life.

I was introduced to the sport of adventure racing—or more accurately “multisport,” as it was then known in Australia and New Zealand—in 1984. Some crazed friends who insisted that beating themselves up and getting lost in the Australian bush was “fun” tried to talk me into competing in my first multisport race. I thought they were more than a few sausages short of the barbie, and I wanted nothing to do with the pain, hunger, confusion, and ultimate suffering involved.

Anyone who raced vast distances on bad food, in ugly conditions, and on little sleep was clearly a spoke or two short of a wheel.

My masochistic tendencies somehow got the better of me, however, and I agreed to be a support crew for some mates doing WildTrek, a 2-day winter race in the Southern Alps of Australia. The event included Nordic skiing, orienteering, cyclocross, and whitewater kayaking. Sometime later, a combination of peer pressure (“Are you a wimp, or what?”) and a state of mild inebriation caused me to reluctantly agree to compete in the race. I consequently embarked on a largely ineffective, but thoroughly enjoyable, training program that consisted of social weekend paddling expeditions with the Sydney University Canoe Club and a handful of triathlons. A year later, my teammate Keith Tuffley and I donned our delightful rainbow-colored Lycra body suits and launched into our first, painfully satisfying adventure-racing experience. As we shivered in the predawn of day 2, scraping ice out of our kayaks and barely able to fold our stiffened limbs into their claustrophobic cockpits, I swore black and blue never to suffer this much again. Twelve hours later at the awards ceremony, after I wolfed down a full meal and with libations in hand, the joy set in. We had finished third, but our placing seemed irrelevant. Just finishing provided an amazing feeling. I was hooked.

A Short History of Adventure

Humans have been involved in adventure for as long as history itself. The drive to discover has led people to establish new civilizations, explore new countries, and discover new lands. Adventure is a personal journey of discovery, and many have lived this dream, from Homer’s Odysseus to Marco Polo to Captain James Cook, from Lewis and Clark to Shackleton to Earhart, from Neil Armstrong to Buckminster Fuller. In the last 100 years, people have raced to claim firsts to both geographic poles and all the 8,000-meter peaks.

In the late 1400s a flood of European explorers raced to discover the untold wealth of the ancient and the New World and bring back the riches to their homelands. Within a period of only 11 years, Bartholomeu Dias, Christopher Columbus, John Cabot, Vasco da Gama, and Amerigo Vespucci had thrown together a bunch of motley crews and raced off across the high seas in their improbably tiny craft. Many of the explorers and their followers discovered fabulous treasures during their bold, exciting, and somewhat dangerous undertakings.
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Team Eco-Internet leads the 1996 Eco-Challenge in British Columbia.

During the next 300 years or so, most of the New World was “discovered” by Europeans as merchants and traders bounded around the planet to secure their wealth. As countries were conquered and Empires built, less and less was left to discover, and by the late 19th century the only adventurers left were those who wanted to secure bragging rights. James Clark Ross risked hypothermia nosing around Antarctica. Stanley, Livingstone, and Richard Burton trudged around Africa and succeeded in hosting an impressive array of nasty tropical diseases. Several deranged individuals whose brains were baked by the relentless sun of Australia’s vast and inhospitable interior tried to find an inland sea in the desert.

By 1900 racing to very cold, very high, and otherwise inaccessible places that were unfriendly to humans became the reckless pursuit of the rich and foolish. Watching these often irresponsible dramas unfold became a slow-motion spectator sport for whole nations, while national newspapers sponsored these races of adventure. In 1909 American Robert E. Perry won a hard-fought battle with Norwegian Fridtjof Nansen to reach the North Pole. Then in 1911, another Norwegian, Roald Amundsen, squeaked by Englishman Robert Falcon Scott to win a close race to the South Pole. Unfortunately for Scott, he not only lost the race by a few weeks, but lost his life by a few miles, unwittingly succumbing to the cold in his tent just 11 miles from a food and fuel cache.

In 1953, Edmund Hillary, a gangly sheep farmer from New Zealand, and his trusty Sherpa guide, Tensing Norgay, became the first humans to summit Mount Everest, ending a race to the top of the world that had lasted almost a century.

Ultra-Endurance Competitions

As the privileged and well-to-do sallied forth on their adventures of exploration around the world, other less well-heeled individuals started turning to similarly difficult endeavors. This opportunity arose with the Industrial Revolution as people found they no longer had to work 12 hours a day, 6 days a week, to make ends meet. With all the extra leisure time and few places left to explore, people began to wonder about the outer edges of their abilities. Ultrarunning and ultradistance cycling became quite popular.

In 1762 John Hague of Britain won the first 100-mile foot race in a time of 23 hours, 15 minutes, which isn’t too shabby even by today’s standards. Another Englishman, by the name of Foster Powell, became the first ultrarunning star in 1773 when he walked the 396 miles from London to York and back in 6 days on a wager for 100 guineas (over $100,000 in today’s money). Six-day races (known as pedestrianism) subsequently became popular because they were the longest events that could be held without competing on Sunday. Typically, 6-day races started at the stroke of midnight on Sunday and concluded at the same time the following Saturday.

American Edward Payson Weston grabbed the broader public’s attention in 1874 by covering 500 miles in 6 days. Another Englishman, Charlie Rowell, set the standard for ultra-endurance events by running hard for the first 3 days of a 6-day race and dominating the field to the finish. In February 1882 he set out to produce the ultimate 6-day performance and covered the first 100 miles in 13:26, 150 miles in 24 hours, and 258 miles in 48 hours. These remarkable records lasted almost 50 years.

In 1884 yet another Englishman, Thomas Stevens, rode from Oakland to Boston in 104 days, 6 hours, on a penny-farthing cycle, a feat not bettered on a “standard” bicycle for almost 60 years and never repeated on a penny-farthing. In 1943 American Jack Russell rode a bicycle from Miami to San Diego in 27 days, 17 hours. Since then there have been many attempts at the record, and in 1982 the competition became an organized race called RAAM (Race Across America), where the winners finish in around 8 days.

Running and cycling were not the only sports lending themselves to challenges of extraordinary distance. In the 1960s, two canoe races of over 250 miles started, one in Australia and one in Texas. In 1962 Frank Brown and Bill George decided to make a “safari” out of paddling the 375 miles of the San Marcos and Guadalupe rivers in a large rowboat from Aquarena Springs all the way to Corpus Christi on the Gulf of Mexico. Over the years this, too, developed into a race, and today the official distance is 261 miles from San Marcos to Seadrift, including dozens of portages, logjams, bridges, mazelike swamps, venomous snakes, and ferocious reptilelike garfish that ram boats and people alike with alarming frequency.

Another dimension was added to ultradistance endurance sports in 1974 when Gordie Ainsleigh decided he’d run the trails of an annual horse race from Lake Tahoe to Auburn in California because he didn’t have a mount. This route became the Western States Trail 100 and spawned the development of trail running (as opposed to road running) in the United States.

The Modern Era of Adventure Racing

With nothing much left to explore in the geographic world and few bona fide adventures to pursue, people began combining sports and creating their own outdoor escapades. Troops of hippies invaded places like Nepal, Casablanca, and Thailand in the 1960s and ’70s, and when there were no places left to fill with funny-smelling smoke, they started getting really creative. Adventure travel was born and an industry grew up with it.

The Iditarod Trail, from Anchorage in south-central Alaska to Nome on the western Bering Sea coast, is home to a whole family of wilderness races, all of which started with the original Iditarod Sled Dog Race in 1973. Although this race is not strictly human-powered, the Iditarod requires a high level of skill, teamwork, and exceptional endurance. This event covers the length of the Iditarod Trail, with each team of 12 to 16 dogs and their musher covering the 1,150 miles in 10 to 17 days. Since 1983 a host of “nondog” races developed—on foot, snowshoes, skis, bike, or a combination of these. In 1984 the Iditaski was created, and 3 years later the Iditashoe. The Iditabike was added in 1989 (won by mountain bike world champion Mike Kloser, another athlete who features prominently in adventure sports later on). And in 1991 the sports were combined as a small festival of suffering and renamed the Iditasport. The Iditasport Extreme was created in 1997 as the adventure-racing wave washed up to Alaska (350 miles, anything goes) and in 2000 race director Dan Bull added the Iditasport Impossible, traversing the entire Iditarod Trail.

Triathlon is another parent to adventure racing. The first recognized race combining three sports took place September 4, 1921, in Marseilles, France, by the Petit Perillon swim club. It was called Course des Trois Sports, or the Race of Three Sports. The race consisted of a bicycle leg of about 4.2 miles, a run of 3.1 miles, and a 200-meter swim. Two races in California ushered the modern era of triathlon in 1974: Eppies Great Race in Sacramento, the longest continuously running three-sport event (run-bike-paddle), and the Mission Bay Triathlon in San Diego, which was the first to use the currently accepted standard format of swim-bike-run.

The more extreme version of triathlon started in 1978 on the island of Oahu, Hawaii, inspired by a debate among competitors about who was fittest: swimmers, runners, or other athletes. One of the participants, Navy Commander John Collins, proposed an event to settle the argument. He suggested combining three existing races, the Waikiki Rough-water Swim (2.4 miles), the Around-Oahu Bike Race (112 miles), and the Honolulu Marathon (26.2 miles). Gordon Haller, a runner, won the inaugural race, dubbed the Ironman, in 11:46:58. Triathlon really hit the scene in 1982 when ABC Wide World of Sports televised the dramatic race to the finish between Kathleen McCartney and Julie Moss in the Hawaii Ironman (which had moved to Kona in 1981). Moss was leading the race when she collapsed yards from the finish line. As she crawled to the end, McCartney passed her.

The Kiwis got in on the act in 1980, when an eccentric Kiwi promoter named Robin Judkins dreamed up the Alpine Ironman, based loosely on Hawaii’s Ironman. The Alpine Ironman was only a couple of hours long, but it combined the sports of Alpine skiing, trail running, cycling, and whitewater kayaking. This was probably the first event in New Zealand of a genre that is now called multisport, and it set the stage for the country to become a hotbed of world-class adventure athletes, including John Howard, who won all seven Alpine Ironman events. Judkins quickly moved on to bigger and better things and, in 1983, staged the first coast-to-coast race across the New Zealand’s South Island, one of the proving grounds for today’s adventure racers.

Back in the United States, in 1981 George Ripley dreamed up the Alaskan Mountain Wilderness Classic, which involved crossing 155 miles of Alaskan wilderness from Hope to Homer. He coined the name Wilderness Racing in the process. The event was the first to be self-supported and the first to incorporate wilderness navigation, now a defining factor in all long adventure races.

Eric Ward, a rafting guide from the state of Victoria in Australia, saw the Alpine Ironman and decided to build on the idea by incorporating orienteering, Nordic skiing, mountain biking, and whitewater kayaking into a race with teams of two competing over 2 days. This race, which first ran in 1982 as WildTrek, is now known as the Winter Classic (www.canoevic.org.au/events/calendar.html). In its heyday in the late 1980s, it was one of a series of three races, including the Spring Classic and Summer Classic. The series winner took home a new Subaru sport-utility vehicle.

Why I Love Adventure Racing, and Why You Will, Too

Most people wouldn’t classify adventure as a sport, and, similarly, racing isn’t typically associated with adventure. Put the two together, however, and it’s an amazingly comfortable marriage.

Adventure racing is the surprisingly well-balanced grandchild of triathlon, backpacking, exploration, and adventure travel. It’s a sport that accommodates the wanderlust of the most ardent traveler, the competitive urges of a hard-core athlete, and the spiritual desires of a wilderness devotee.

Now, 18 years after it heralded my introduction to the sport, the WildTrek is still running. I suffered like a bad dog in that first race in 1985, but as the saying goes, the more you suffer, the greater the retrospective enjoyment. Unfortunately, suffering tends to decrease with experience and one has to go longer and harder to get the same wonderful postrace effects, something akin to an addiction to misery.

Eighteen years on, I am still in pursuit of pain, and these days it takes quite a harsh environment to get there. I have been in 210-degree ground temperatures (ESPN X-Games, Baja, Mexico, June 1997), on 20,000-foot peaks with a wind chill of 80 degrees below freezing (Raid Gauloises, Ecuador, October 1998), and caught in a typhoon during a military incursion (Elf Authentic Adventure, Philippines, May 1999). I have crossed countless countries, the Andes, the Himalayas, deserts, and tropical islands. I’ve been over, under, and in the water, ground, and air. I’ve traveled through every climate zone (often in one race) and on every continent. I’ve ridden all manner of large and small animals, some cantankerous, others impossibly stubborn.

The reality is that adventure racing gives me the opportunity to experience wild and wonderful places, to share them with close friends, and, frequently, to exceed my known limits. Ultimately, my love for adventure racing is a love for life.
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PART ONE
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Athletes take off at the start of the 2002 Outdoor Quest in Borneo, Malaysia.




1 OVERVIEW OF THE SPORT

FROM SHORT SPRINTS TO FULL EXPEDITIONS, AND EVERYTHING IN BETWEEN

No pessimist ever discovered the secrets of the stars, or sailed to an uncharted land, or opened a new heaven to the human spirit.

—Helen Keller


Adventure races come in all shapes, sizes, and formats, ranging from 2- to 3-hour sprints involving several outdoor sports to expedition-length odysseys that require months of planning and preparation and several weeks to finish. Although some races can be extremely complex, their basic tenets remain the same: a start line, a finish line, and a few checkpoints in between that you must hit. After the start, teams navigate their way through the wilderness by foot, boat, bike, rope, and many other means, continuing nonstop until they reach the finish. They must stay together at all times. The first team across the finish line is the winner.

In this chapter, you’ll learn about the six main types of adventure races.

Sprint Races

These races, lasting 6 or fewer hours, cater to the weekend warrior. Most sprint races require only basic skills in paddling, mountain biking, and trail running, and the ability to work together as a team.

A typical sprint race involves running, mountain biking, canoeing or kayaking, and some form of adventure skill, often with ropes, obstacles, or more cognitive challenges. The HiTec adventure race series has defined sprint racing in the United States. In this race series, up to 300 coed teams of three compete on a semiurban “wilderness” course. The races include four basic elements: trail/road running, mountain biking, kayaking, and test taking. To draw the maximum number of participants, races are held in large city parks or other open areas in or near large population centers.

The HiTec special tests include a delightful array of torturous obstacles borrowed from military boot camps or dreamed up over a few refreshing drinks by the course directors. Some involve scaling 12-foot walls, navigating oil-covered slopes, and traversing high wires. Mud pits, mazes, archery, hand lines, orienteering—you name it, a HiTec race has had it. One particularly devious test involved one person removing a shoelace and tying it to a high wire. To get to the wire, the team member had to climb a smooth pole while his or her teammates steadied it. Once he or she successfully tied the shoelace, the teammate came down the pole. Then the entire team threw their shoes in a pile with (eventually) 299 other shoes. After completing another leg of the race, the team returned to the shoe pile and had to find their shoes and retrieve the lace, or go without. The fastest strategy was the latter, but it resulted in quite a few sore feet by the end of the race.

The Action Asia Challenge series is another large sprint event held throughout Southeast Asia. The main difference between Action Asia and HiTec is in the special test (or adventure skill). The Asian races include large ropes courses—rappelling (controlled rope descent), zip lines (flying fox), or Tyrolean traversing (a climbing technique using a horizontal rope to cross chasms), and the courses are somewhat longer than HiTec (about 4 hours for the winners).


[image: image]

Keith Tuffley (right) and Ian Adamson (left) get ready to start the 2-day 1987 Winter Classic in Victoria, Australia.



Day Races

Day races often incorporate wilderness navigation and may last into darkness, despite their somewhat misleading name. A typical day race is geared to the serious endurance multisport junkie and often takes a good deal of physical preparation and technical savvy to complete. An athlete in a day race will probably enter the realm of good suffering at some point in the event. The retrospective enjoyment factor increases over that obligatory postrace beverage and postmortem.

Day races often include navigation challenges. Usually, that will mean the entire course is unmarked and competitors must use a map and compass to find each checkpoint. Such races require a higher level of skill than sprints, since racing in the dark is more difficult and potentially more dangerous than daylight racing.

24-Hour Races

So-called 24-hour races are for the truly committed, or more aptly those who truly should be committed. These events inevitably last an entire weekend and require months of training and countless spousal accommodations.

There is some overlap between day races and 24-hour races, as the definition of each is very loose. Day races may have a 16-hour cutoff and extend into the night, but winners of a “24-hour” race may cross the line in under 16 hours. Typically, a day race starts and finishes on the same calendar day, whereas 24-hour races extend into the hours of 2 calendar days. One of the reasons for the overlap between the two formats is the spread of finishing times. The tail-end teams typically take three times as long as the winners, so that a 12-hour winning time translates into a 36-hour end time.

Twenty-four-hour races are a good starting point for anyone wanting to move up from sprint races to multiday races. You will experience some real sleep deprivation in a 24-hour race, and the distances involved become significant even for experienced ultradistance athletes. Fatigue and lack of sleep result in some interesting challenges to mental acuity, focus, enthusiasm, and physical performance. Decisions become more difficult, thinking becomes hazy, communication between teammates can be strained, and everything takes a lot more effort than usual.

Weekend Races

Most weekend races actually require about 4 days to complete, since the prerace preparations and postrace cleanup become significant. Such races often include a broader range of sports, with more obscure events (see the glossary for definitions of any unfamiliar sports and terms), such as inline skating, rock climbing, cyclocross, coastaleering, canyoneering, and scootering, making appearances. Personal relationships are tested before, during, and after the race, and retrospective enjoyment takes on a whole new dimension. At this level, participants find themselves molding their lives around the event, and the family car often gets relegated to the street as race gear takes over the garage.

The Wild Onion urban adventure races are weekend affairs that provide a perfect forum for the adventurely committed. The races usually start on a Friday around midday, and the fastest teams finish sometime after noon the following day. The timing of the race requires a Thursday-evening arrival at the race site for check-in and registration, but gives everyone the opportunity to celebrate and then sleep on Saturday night. This schedule allows participants to get to work on Monday with some semblance of consciousness and minimal nodding and drooling in their weekly planning meetings.

Expedition-Length Races

Continuous multiday races test even the most dedicated pundits. The level of skill required for athletes to stay safe becomes proportionally more challenging. Teams will generally have to be competent negotiating class IV whitewater rivers, high alpine mountaineering, highly technical mountain bike trails, and open ocean. They must also navigate remote wilderness using only map and compass. Racecourses are typically so inaccessible, and distances so vast, that any rescue may take several days, if one is even possible.

People who attempt expedition-type races find that their lives revolve around the training, preparation, and organization of the sport. Personal relationships either adapt or perish, disposable income gets diverted to the cause, and additions are made to the garage to accommodate the accumulation of crampons, climbing harnesses, bikes, canoes, kayaks, pack rafts, wing paddles, canoe paddles, breakdown paddles, kites, sails, hiking poles, ski poles, skis, ski boots, ski wax, wax tables, snowshoes, avalanche beacons, avalanche probes, snow shovels, running shoes, trail shoes, water shoes, bike shoes, mountain boots, gloves, hats, jackets, overpants, base layers, midlayers, fleece, socks, oversocks, gaiters, altimeters, compasses, maps, map cases, sleeping bags, bivouac bags, sleeping mats, tents, stoves, water bottles, water purifiers, mountaineering packs, race packs, day packs, gear boxes, bike boxes, duffel bags, bags to hold bags, and the thousand other associated pieces of endurance detritus.

Expeditionally insane athletes are the common animals found in long multiday races, although regular Joes and Janes can be spotted in the herd if you look closely. Following Pareto’s Principle (Pareto was an Italian economist who proposed that 20 percent of the people won 80 percent of the wealth), more than 80 percent of the time put into these races is not actually spent racing. To compete in one of these events, you must spend a month at the race site in prerace, race, and postrace activities, and a minimum of 4 months in preparation prior to the event. Most athletes need a year to prepare. Despite the significant material and time costs and personal sacrifices, the vast majority of people become addicted to expedition-length races after just a taste. Long races provide a rare opportunity to experience extremes in nature and human interaction that are simply unachievable in everyday life.


BETWEEN YOU & ME

I encountered my most memorable life experience ever during the first mountain bike ride in the 2000 Eco-Challenge in Sabah, Borneo. We were somewhat sleep-deprived and couldn’t figure out why there were large piles of steaming vegetable matter all over the trail. Buried in the cacophony



Stage Races
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