THE YUKON ARCTIC ULTRA 2005

Over ten months have passed since I completed
 the 320 mile stage of the YAU 05.  Since returning to England I have reflected about many aspects of the event and I thought it might prove helpful, especially to future competitors who had not entered an Ultra event, if I were to commit some of those thoughts to paper. There have been many articles written about the YAU
 but they are largely detailed diaries, kit lists and descriptions of the route. Whilst they are very helpful and important I thought that it might be of benefit to share some thoughts on the preparation, mental toughness
 and will power required to succeed.  I do not wish to appear over dramatic at all but the YAU is a very tough race.  Set inside a demanding time limit, it is a considerable challenge and requires significant mental and physical reserves to keep going in order to cross the finish line.  However, competitors of all shapes, sizes, fitness levels and ages take part and many succeed.

To set this article in context I am 44 years old and have been in the British Army for 25 years.  I maintain an average level of fitness
 but I had never taken part in an Ultra event before.  During my time as a soldier I have been exposed to a number of demands on my endurance, mental robustness, sleep deprivation and determination but whilst comfortable with the cold I had never been required to walk 320 miles in eight days.  However, barring serious medical injury I felt confident that I could cover the distance in the time required but that I would have to be prepared to walk for up to 18 hours at a time on my own and cope with a maximum of 4 to 5 hours sleep in every 24
.  And whilst I intended to be competitive I had no aspiration to win the race but simply to finish it within the allotted time. And I knew for sure that as each day passed the demands on my will-power would intensify.
It should be obvious to the reader that meticulous preparation for a successful outcome in any event of this kind is key to everything.  In order to meet the conditions that you will experience I would offer the following guidelines to steer your training and mental preparation however I acknowledge that time is pressing for the 2006 event:
· Physical Preparation.

· Your body, but especially your feet, shins and the tendons/ligaments of your ankles need to be ‘tuned in’ to walking for up to 18 hours a day.  This will prove very time consuming and impractical for those with jobs/families etc but training distances and timeframes of this kind must be included in your preparation.  You should aim to walk over different types of terrain and surface – ploughed fields, tracks, roads, sand, grass etc and preferably time them so your last 8 hours are spent walking through the night.  A couple of hours running during a training session will not be enough to prevent certain painful injury leading to a significant reduction in speed over the days of the race.  There is absolutely no substitute to lengthy training sessions.
· Select your footwear with care.  Many racers seem to favour robust cross-training trainers but consider wearing something with some ankle support.

· You should also structure your training schedule to build strength into your lower back, stomach, knees and thighs. 
· Mental Preparation.
· By walking for up to 18 hours at a time you will also experience the solitary aspect of the event especially at night for you will rarely see anyone else except at checkpoints.  This should not be underestimated as any problems that you are facing such as injuries, negative thoughts and doubts will be compounded many fold.  As part of your preparation you need to get into such a positive frame of mind that nothing short of success will be accepted.  
· You need to think through how you will deal with the pain that you will certainly have to endure as your feet and ankles become worn out.  When will you quit ?
· You will need a plan to implement, perhaps with rewards (generally food), that you have rehearsed that will force you to keep going when the distance to cover seems impossible in the timeframe. 
· And crucially, at what point will you succumb and give up when in spite of extreme fatigue and pain you are still be able to walk – and so, could continue. 
· 300 miles is a very long way to walk – I rather foolishly measured it when travelling to Scotland so I knew it was from Hungerford to Lockerbie.  You will need to develop a system for mentally chipping away at the distance that leaves you feeling positive rather than despondent.  This will become a personal strategy but only by training over similar long hours and distances will you find one that works.  
· You may choose to break down the race into the set legs/checkpoints and then further subdivide them.  Or you may find that working to a timed routine more helpful.  But you need to have a routine that is constantly rehearsed during training that will condition you to deal with lack of sleep, discipline you to cook food when the effort seems too much and provide you with the self motivation to crawl out of your warm sleeping bag into –25C of darkness after 3 hours sleep and walk off into the night. 

· This is a solitary race during which time you will have many long hours to think and I guarantee that at times you will have to dig really deep to overcome some of the negative thoughts that will burden you when you are at your lowest. Be prepared for this beforehand by really thinking why you are doing the race, at what point would you consider giving up and how will you motivate yourself when things get really hard
. 
· The long hours of the night, when mile after mile and hour after hour you only have the beam of your headtorch to focus on seemed to me to be the worst. You should come to the race with the least amount of emotional baggage as possible. Trouble at home, trouble at work, financial problems, niggling injuries, doubts in your ability and a half hearted attitude will feed, with great appetite, on your mind when you are very tired, enduring discomfort, behind on the time, hungry, hallucinating due to sleep debt and simply unable to get your mind around the distance still yet to travel. 

In summary, all the points I have raised above can be tried and tested during a well thought through period of preparation.  But, to be done properly and realistically it will require a considerable investment of time. Only then will you experience not only the day to day frictions that you will have to confront during the actual race but it will test your strategy on how to overcome them.  I have not intended to paint a bleak picture of the YAU at all but I found it a considerably tougher race than I had imagined. Robert Pollhamer’s organisation is excellent. No stone is left unturned and his duty of care to the competitors is faultless. But it is an individual event with no-one but yourself to spur you on. The YAU is an intense experience in a multitude of ways and to arrive at Pelly Crossing inside 8 days fills one with a terrific sense of achievement and satisfaction largely because of the considerable mental and physical challenges one has had to overcome to get there.       

Henry Worsley

I would be delighted to talk through any aspects of this article or other points. Please contact me at: henryworsley@hotmail.com
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� In the 320 mile race I came 5th in a time of 7 days and 11 hrs.


� See individual reports from, Matt Pain, Andrew Burnett and Martin Like and Luke Cunliffe’s article in Runner’s World (Dec 2004).


� See Martin Like’s comments in his Apr 05 interview with Robert Polhammer on www.arcticultra.de


� I try to take 60 mins of exercise, a run, gym work etc for 5 out of 7 days – on average it is 3 or 4.  I ran a marathon in 1981.


� It is a useful exercise to have a look at the 2004 and 2005 results and calculate how long each competitor took for each leg and the time spent resting in order to get an average.


� When I was at my lowest I thought of Joe Simpson, Shackleton and those who had gone through far greater adversity and triumphed. On one really bad spell I imagined that one of my children was very sick and lying in the pulk and I had to get her to a doctor – so I had no alternative but to keep going.  





