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Foreword by David Kelly


There’s a quiet moment just before any race begins, whether you’re on the start line or behind it, when everything feels settled. Plans are in place, routes are marked, and the path ahead seems, briefly, straightforward.

And then the race begins.

As Mike Tyson famously put it, “Everyone has a plan until they get punched in the face.” Endurance events are no different.

This book tells the story of the 2024 edition of The Great World Race: seven marathons, seven continents, one very full week, through the eyes of Ellen Hunter Gans.

That Tyson insight arrived early for the November 2024 race. A forecast for rapidly deteriorating Antarctica conditions meant we began a day earlier than planned. Antarctica weather doesn’t negotiate. It doesn’t check your calendar. It simply informs you, in its own blunt way, that if you want an event, it’s happening now. So that one shift set off a chain reaction across every single location. Schedules and flights had to be reshaped and brought forward, and local arrangements renegotiated at speed. For their part, the athletes had to shift their mindset to starting a day earlier than expected.

Ellen captures what followed far better than any briefing ever could. She brings something particularly valuable to the telling: honesty, humor, and a willingness to say the things most runners are thinking visomewhere around mile twenty of their fourth consecutive marathon, but are usually too tired to articulate.

She is not writing from the front of the race, nor pretending to. Instead, she captures the experience as it is lived by the vast majority of participants in the managing of pain, navigating uncertainty and change, laughing at the seemingly absurd, and somehow continuing forward anyway.

Marathon runners often speak of “the wall,” when the body falters and the mind must take over. Across Antarctica’s ice, Cape Town’s heat, and Cartagena’s humidity, that moment came and went. Like the others, Ellen met it, adjusted, and continued…seven days in a row.

The thin line between triumph and heartbreak was illustrated by Irishman William Maunsell. He dominated much of the event, including setting a new Antarctica marathon record in the first race. Yet after days of extraordinary running, his journey ended in the closing miles of the penultimate marathon in Cartagena. In endurance events, success is never guaranteed.

You’ll find moments that define the spirit of the event. Runners supporting one another across continents. Strangers becoming teammates. And perhaps most notably, a group of elite athletes choosing to run together and finish side by side. It was a powerful reminder that even in a race, there is more than one way to measure success.

The Great World Race creates the space for something beyond performance: for reflection, perspective, and discovery. The role of the event is to enable that, so participants can focus on the experience itself.

Ellen captures that journey with clarity and wit, reminding us that endurance is not just about finishing, but about what you discover along the way.

Because in the end, that’s what The Great World Race is really about.

—David Kelly, Director of The Great World Race
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Prologue:What the Hell Were We Thinking?


My feet were somewhere beneath me in the darkness, though I couldn’t swear to it. Istanbul’s rain had turned the busted concrete path into a slick, jagged hellscape.

Loop 15 of 20. Or was it 21? They’d changed it mid-race, because apparently the original course was even dicier than the one I was now navigating with all the grace of an inebriated walrus.

Not that I can judge the course changes, or that I’d have even noticed. I lost count eons ago, around the time I told our livestreamer, Ben—and the more than one thousand people watching in real time at home—that I wasn’t quite reminiscing favorably about unmedicated childbirth compared to this slog, but that I was close.

A fisherman’s line whipped past my face in the dark. He was backcasting across the exceedingly narrow pathway that passed for our marathon course, because why wouldn’t you fish at one in the morning while dozens of idiots from around the world stumbled past—repeatedly—in the driving wind and rain?

And yet, I had the audacity to think the fishermen had poor judgment for being out there.

That wayward fishhook wasn’t alone. The entire European side of the Bosphorus Strait was lined with fishermen, casting hooks with enthusiasm and rapidity only eclipsed by their casting of cigarette plumes. I dodged and trudged and coughed.
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‘Scuse me, I mumbled in my head. (At least, I sincerely hope it was only in my head.) Your nocturnal fishing is interfering with my nocturnal consecutive marathoning.’

“What the hell were we thinking?”

I know I said that last part out loud, though nobody could hear me over their own suffering. This was marathon four of seven. We weren’t even close to done. My body had already filed several formal complaints. My genetic connective tissue disorder meant I was not only held together by a frayed thread emotionally, but also, quite literally. Plus, I was fighting a hideous mixture of nausea and stabbing knee pain that would turn out to be from a source that made my doctor’s jaw drop.

Istanbul didn’t care. And why should they? We were messing up their fishing. And they were the locals. They were there first. We were the weirdos. The interlopers. The truly unhinged.

Three days earlier, I’d stood at the bottom of the globe in Antarctica, amid some of the world’s best athletes—Olympians, Emmy winners, Peloton favorites, world record holders, social media darlings—many of whom would morph from abstract concepts to lifelong friends.

Two days from now, I’d be accepting ice from strangers in Cartagena like it was a religious sacrament.

But right now, in this moment, with a broken body on a broken sidewalk in Turkey, something was crystallizing in my exhausted brain.

Not about running. Not about endurance. Instead, about the gap between what we think is possible and what we’re truly capable of.

Folks, that gap is usually huge. If, of course, we’re willing to be honest with ourselves.

You don’t have to run a single mile to know that gap. Maybe, for you, it’s changing jobs, leaving a relationship, starting a business, or finally saying the thing you’ve been swallowing for years. Different story, same knot in your stomach.

In our case, that gap couldn’t be sidelined for a future New Year’s resolution. It was staring us in the face. We’d all signed up to run seven ixmarathons, each on a different continent. And we had just one week to do it. 26.2 miles, 42.2 kilometers, seven times in a row. All on foot. When we weren’t running, we were scrambling to get to another part of the world.

It was absurd by any measure. Even for those riding the wave of elite, world-class athlete status. For others, it was absurd because we regularly trip and fall while standing still. (It’s me. I’m the others.)

But over those miles, we learned something that sounds like a cheesy motivational poster I’d normally rip down but turned out to be true: “impossible” is just a story we tell ourselves. It wards off struggle, but it also wards off awe.

I would fully grasp that realization eventually. I just had a little way to go first. 183.4 miles, to be exact. Seven continents. Seven marathons. And something else none of us could see yet.

Saddle up, partner. I’m taking you along for the ride.

x
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Part 1 Start Before You’re Ready


Antarctica

Thursday, November 14th, 2024

Weather: 5°F/-15°C, bright sunshine and windy
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1 Surprise!


Slight change of plans,” race director David Kelly said in his thick Irish brogue, addressing a packed briefing room in Cape Town, South Africa.

That announcement is unnerving in any context. At this moment, it felt like a bomb, and David held the detonator. Fifty-plus people with pathologically troubling judgment perched on folding chairs after spending a decent year’s salary to destroy ourselves for a week. The tension was already viscous. You could taste the nerves.

We were at the mandatory briefing to iron out last-minute logistics and collect our fat stack of race bibs. I considered it a formality—we’d already been provided with a series of detailed emails leading up to the event. Routes. Start times. Flight times. Airplane diagrams. David had already answered hundreds, maybe thousands, of questions.

Yes, vegetarian and gluten-free meals will be available.

You can take showers. Please take showers.

Wheels up after eight hours; no time for sightseeing.

Sure, they’ll serve you a beer on the plane if you want, Ellen.

It hadn’t occurred to any of us to inquire in advance about what David would say next.

4
“We’ve been tracking the weather in Antarctica, and there’s quite a narrow window we have to hit to avoid being stranded down there. So, be ready to go at 4 am tomorrow.”

Tomorrow. Not in two days, as planned. In a handful of hours.

The room went silent. Then there were a few chuckles. He had to be kidding.

“Wait, are you serious?” someone finally asked.

“We’re moving all seven marathons up a day,” David confirmed. “It’ll all work out.”

Then the murmur started—a low rumble of “what on earth” and at least one “fuuuuck” from someone who’d clearly not even started packing. (Okay, that was me.)

“But…I booked a tour to see penguins tomorrow,” a male voice behind me lamented.

Peloton instructor Becs Gentry is used to high-pressure adaptations. When your job is to lead live classes for thousands of people around the globe, you can’t just quit mid-class if your microphone falls out or you have a wardrobe malfunction. But this adjustment floored her. “I was sure David Kelly was joking,” Becs recalls. “In mere hours, we were going to be in Antarctica. I’ve never been so dazed by anything.”

But Becs rallied. So did the rest of us. Sometimes you have to start before you’re ready. And one day wasn’t going to make or break my experience. It’s not like I was suddenly going to become a talented runner in the next 24 hours.

Besides, disregarding Antarctic weather patterns is like base jumping with a child’s toy kite. You absolutely can do it. Once. And then you’re dead.
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2 The Patron Saints of Unready


The last-minute timing shift wasn’t the only factor that made us feel out of our depth. I may have skipped minor details like “finishing packing,” but I was in good company when it came to sub-optimal preparation.

Our group included Olympic medalists, world-record holders, a star Peloton instructor, several people who’d summited Everest, ultramarathon champions…and then a few folks whose qualifications, by their own admission, fell more in the “very optimistic” category.

Three participants had never run an official marathon before arriving in Cape Town. Imagine running your first marathon ever in Antarctica—and then getting up and running that brand-new distance six more times. In a row.

To the credit of the race organizers, they won’t let you sign up without evidence that you can make it through without needing to be piggybacked on all seven continents. Welsh firefighter Bex Rowe had never run further than 13 miles, but she had played in the Rugby World Cup and had recently skied to the South Pole to raise awareness for women in the firefighting profession.

Furthering her cause, she planned to run all seven marathons wearing firefighting gear. Complete with an oxygen tank. (It wasn’t full. I know because I asked to use it.)
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Coloradan entrepreneur Tariq Amassyali hadn’t run an official marathon, either. Still, he recently competed in a grueling “backyard ultra” where participants run a set distance every hour on the hour until everyone (except one) gives up. Tariq’s coach pointed out that, by taking on the Great World Race before completing a marathon, he hadn’t “raised the bar” as the cliché goes. Instead, he’d moved the starting line. While others work toward a big goal and take measured steps along the way, Tariq decides what he wants to achieve and jumps in with both feet.

It’s no surprise that Tariq got along with his seatmate on the plane, fellow first-time marathoner Justin Spencer. The New Hampshire-based CEO, musician, and TV personality has made a name for himself by doing the unexpected. As an Emmy-winning chaos merchant, he devoted a few weeks to training for the Great World Race, which is a lot of preparation by his standards.

“I don’t like to train,” he’d tell me later, which is a bit like saying you prefer not to practice neurosurgery before cracking open a skull. He’d done an Ironman triathlon on 12 hours’ notice, having never heard of an Ironman or swum more than 100 yards. Why did he do it? Because someone dared him. His lifestyle brand, Chaos & Kindness, sells a hoodie that reads, “Practice Safe Chaos.” I’m not sure this qualifies for the “safe” part.

In Justin’s defense, any of us could be accused of foolhardiness (that’s a nice way of saying “batshit bananas”) for taking this on. There’s not a doctor on earth who would say, “You know what you need? You need to run seven consecutive marathons, preferably with little or no sleep in between. Try to run at least one in a location that is incompatible with life. And make sure to maximize the prospect of blood clots by flying most of the hours that you won’t be running. I’ll write a prescription.”

Correction: There might be one doctor. Race director David Kelly, when he’s not shepherding ambitious fools around the world or dropping verbal bombs in hotel conference rooms, is an elite runner himself 7and a bona fide medical doctor. That’s why he was willing to upend the entire schedule, so we didn’t end up as human popsicles in Antarctica. For all my jokes about the risks involved, David and his team took our safety very seriously.

The shift was jarring for us, but a logistical nightmare for organizers, both our team and the local organizers responsible for operating each marathon. They’d even had to swap the order of two marathons to make it work. Better frazzled than frozen.

The last-minute change underscored that even the most meticulously trained, elite athletes in our crew couldn’t plan for everything. With this many moving parts, surprises, challenges, and snafus are inevitable.

The best we could do was prepare to be unprepared.

Perhaps no one was less prepared than Ben Dixon. The content creator and his colleague, Braxton Kilgo, learned about the Great World Race and pitched an idea to David Kelly: What if we livestreamed the whole event? David was open to it, but it all happened at the last minute, leading to a scramble of epic proportions. Ben didn’t even have a warm coat with him when he arrived in Cape Town. To avoid livestreaming his own hypothermic death on day one, he managed to snag a branded parka from the folks hosting us in Antarctica.

Ben and Braxton winged it the entire time, and it’s a testament to their talent and commitment that it went extremely well, with thousands tuning in at any given moment. However, livestreaming did enable my worry-prone mother to stay up for seven days straight in hopes of witnessing proof of life. And I had to curb my penchant for hitting Ben with sassy, occasionally PG-13 one-liners every time I saw him after learning that a teacher friend’s elementary school classroom was tuning in regularly. (Sorry, Laura.)

Back in the briefing room, my sister-in-law and fellow participant, Sarah, turned to me with wide eyes. I thought she might panic about not being ready to run. Our dynamic is very straightforward: She’s the 8Designated Responsible, Functioning Adult, and I’m here to boost spirits and tell her jokes when I’ve made yet another wrong turn and we’re lost in the desert at 2 am during a 100-kilometer race. Or whenever I’m needed. I was all ready to kick into boosting mode for her.

Instead, she said, “Ellen, you really have to go finish packing.”




9

3 White Desert


Ladies and gentlemen, we’ll be landing on the Wolf’s Fang runway shortly. In preparation for arrival, we’ll be coming through the cabin with a spray designed to eliminate contaminants in accordance with Antarctic law. Do not be alarmed.”

We were alarmed.

“This is creepy as hell,” Sarah whispered to me as a flight attendant passed us with what looked like a giant can of Febreze emitting an ominous fog.

“Well, you saw the waivers we had to sign for this,” I reminded her. “They essentially said, ‘YOU WILL DIE, AND IT’S NOT OUR FAULT.’”

“Yeah, but I didn’t think that death would come in the form of being vaporized on the plane.”

“Excuse me, you meant to say vaporized on the private jet. This is a classy dystopian sci-fi death mission, and we paid good money for it.”

The anti-contamination fog teed up a sense of otherworldliness that sharpened as we approached the landing.

The area we aimed for, Wolf’s Fang, is known as the “White Desert.” That sounds like an ironic joke, like referring to the Sahara as a tropical jungle.
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One glance out the plane window explained the name. It wasn’t a joke.

Endless swaths of white stretched out to the horizon, interrupted only by a haphazard array of spiky stone peaks that looked like a child’s scattered jacks. The only signs of life were a small cluster of canvas tents and shipping containers.

We were told the tents were heated and heaped with thick, furry blankets. We’d get to warm up and change before being treated to a feast that sounded incompatible with a location lacking visible infrastructure, where a single can of Coca-Cola cost 28 U.S. dollars due to transportation costs.

I’ve backpacked above the tree line and thought I had a sense of what to expect. As I pressed my face against the ice-crusted pane for a closer look, I realized for the first of many times over the next week that I knew very, very little. About anything.

We’d been instructed to get fully ready before landing since the countdown to takeoff started from the moment we touched down. The imminent weather was worth scrambling the whole trip schedule. We needed to be far away by the time that weather hit.

The clock was ticking.

At least Sarah and I had been able to offer up a bit of cold-weather running wisdom as the only Minnesotans on the trip.

Put petroleum jelly on your face to prevent windburn.

If you have those lightweight, breathable shoes, duct tape over the tops will keep them warmer.

Don’t stare at the snow without polarized sunglasses.

Skip the heavy jacket. Wear as many light layers as possible.

Andrejs Birjukovs, a Latvian endurance coach, author, and former professional athlete, describes the nervous excitement on the plane. “Nobody slept the night before. I loved how everyone was outside of their comfort zone—asking each other how many layers they put on, how to carry gels.”
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The participants didn’t know each other yet, but we were in a situation built for fast bonding, and our immediate reliance on others’ advice showed those bonds forming. As Andrejs explains, “From that moment on the plane, everyone was forced to be disconnected from the outside world for an entire week—limited internet access and lots of running together. It was pretty wild to step out into the unknown with a group of people you barely met, but who already feel like your best friends.”

For many, bonding meant overcoming cultural hurdles. While many participants were multilingual, the event organizers were Irish, so the event was conducted in English. That didn’t mean we all spoke the same version of English. As our plane transitioned from flying over the Southern Ocean to the ice-laden edge of Antarctica, Welsh firefighter Bex Rowe asked her seatmate, Tennessean Haley Jones, if Haley would please “plait” her hair.

“You want me to what?” Haley replied in her southern drawl.

“Plait it. You know, plait,” Bex replied. Haley furrowed her brow, confused but wanting to help. Hand gestures made it worse.

Sarah, a Minnesotan like me, had studied abroad for a semester in Wales. Once she stopped laughing, she explained to Haley that Bex wanted her hair braided.

The plane made a surprisingly smooth landing given that we touched down not on pavement, but on ice and snow. The door opened, and a burst of frigid air rushed in. One by one, they hurried us out of the plane so they could shut the doors as soon as possible.

Jacket zipped up. Sunglasses on. Go.

My breath caught at the top of the stairs as I stepped out of the door. Not because of the cold—I was used to that. It was a disorienting, visceral wallop of all five senses.

The air was crystal clear in a way I haven’t experienced. It was like spending my whole life watching a 1980s TV screen in pixelated black-and-white and suddenly switching to ultra-high definition.
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There was not a speck of dust. Not a shred of debris. No errant twigs or leaves.

There wasn’t even a sound aside from the whirring of the plane engines. They couldn’t shut down the engines for the whole day or the fuel would freeze, leaving us stranded. The ocean of ice and snow absorbed sound like top-of-the-line noise-canceling headphones.
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4 Ready, Set, GO


We can’t run on this!” Sarah exclaimed when she saw the course. A 6.55-mile (10.54 km) rectangle had been groomed into the desert landscape. Occasional bright flags marked the route to increase the chances we’d find our way back if whiteout conditions suddenly set in. Antarctica is one of the driest places on earth, but punishing winds can turn a bright day into a death zone in seconds.

But Sarah wasn’t referring to the “death zone” risk. With a mix of shock and fascination, she’d recognized a tank-sized machine near the starting line. It was a PistenBully—the exact device used to groom the course at the American Birkebeiner, a world-famous Nordic ski race in Wisconsin that Sarah and I compete in each year. Well, Sarah competes. I’m usually several hours behind, plodding along and accepting shots of Fireball whisky proffered by parka-bundled locals.

PistenBullys carve a meticulous corduroy pattern into the snow. It’s an enormous faux pas to step on the groomed course without skis under your feet. The prospect of running an entire marathon on it was sacrilege.

Sarah and I were confident in our ability to run on snow, but neither of us had run on corduroy snow. Mainly because doing so around skiers is likely to result in being aggressively tackled by a guy with a name like Sven.

14
As participants huddled together at the starting line, it was clear that the snow gave slightly under our feet. Not much, perhaps
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