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Yukon Arctic Ultra 300 Miles (or there abouts) 2007
by Sean Brown

Whitehorse - Tahkini Hot Springs
This was my third crack at the 300 after dropping out at the 100 mile mark at Braeburn each time. The first time due to plain fear of what lay ahead and the second time to a combination of getting lost for 5 hours and injury. So third time I could offer no excuses and it really was up to me if I wanted it enough. Although two weeks before coming out I had been having hamstring problems and was horrified by the thought that they would play up during the race.

The start this year was much colder than the two previous years and straight away I thought I had made a mistake as I didn't warm up until about three hours into the race. In my anxiety not to sweat I had started the race wearing comparatively little , but the temp was in the -20's and with the waiting around at the start I began to get very cold. The gun went off to start and there were a few grins and jokes however all I could think about was stupid, stupid when I was going to stop making mistakes during this race. Two Yukoners (Kym and Tammy) even had a banner cheering me on which made me feel very embarrassed as I thought pessimistically what happens if I have to drop out at the first checkpoint.

After 4hours I turned off the Yukon River onto the Takhini River, I have always felt relief at this point in the race as the Yukon is always hard going with no views and the trail becomes easier on the Takhini with beautiful mountain views starting to appear. After approx 7.5 hours we came off the river and had to plough through some snow fields and then uphill onto farm roads to the first CP at Takhini, this was further away than previous years were we had stayed at Sir North Country ranch. Already in my mind I was starting to throw angry thoughts Roberts (the race director) way for casually adding some additional miles to the checkpoint. I eventually got to the CP feeling really tired and proceeded to stuff an alarming amount of food down my neck and then set about trying to find a bivy point to try to rest for a few hours as this was a mandatory four hour rest point. As I was in my Bivi bag and getting comfy, some noisy xxxxxx (apologies to the person involved, I’m sure there lovely company any other time) proceeded to make an enormous amount of noise getting there bivi ready for what seemed an hour, and then finally dropped off to sleep snoring like a locomotive.  

 I pondered how unfair life was, that snorer’s never seem to have a problem with sleeping. With not long to go until the 4 hours was up, I managed to get my kit together and heroically managed not to kick my snoring partner who at this point was biving way to close for comfort.

Tahkini Hot Springs - Dog Grave Lake

I set out on the trail again after my four hours at approx 11.20pm. Into the cold. In previous years we had dropped back onto the Takhini River, this year however we followed a forest rd until it meet up again with the Yukon Quest trail. I was feeling quite good and not having much problem with my hamstring as I had taken some painkillers on the Yukon River when it had flared up. I was determined not to Bivi until after the point were I had gotten lost and taken a wrong turning last year, with this in mind I was going quickly by my standards (which is quite slow by everybody else's).
 During the night I passed ten different people Biving, some from quite early 2am, this was the first time I had passed any one biving on this section and for me to be ahead of ten people at any time in the race was very pleasing. I finally passed the point were I had made the wrong turn the previous year. After throwing a volley of abuse at the innocent trail I carried on, then after another half an away I started to get very tired and the sleep monster made its first appearance. Another half an hour of falling over and I had a one hour bivi.

There are many monsters in this race and I shall introduce some of them as they will crop up from time to time.

Sleep Monster 

Like all the monsters fairly self explanatory, the reasons they are all monsters however is no matter how much you fight them they are out to get you, the sleep monster being the most persistent. You can try various things to stave it off, coffee, playing your  I pod very loudly with inspiring music, talking to yourself, hallucinating, it doesn't really matter it will get you and force you to Bivi regardless of were you are and the temp.

After Biving at about 6am, I cracked on and felt I would warm up as the day began to break, however it was very cold and even when the sun came up it appeared to have no warmth in it. The next section of the trail contained some long hill stretches, which I didn't mind as I prefer to be high and have a view rather than stuck in the trees and not see anything, as usual the final drag into Dog Grave lake CP seemed to take for ever, and I was joined for a short while by Mark Allen doing his first Ultra marathon. We both came to the CP together and for the first time I saw Dog Grave lake in the day time  (stunningly beautiful)  I got into the checkpoint at aprox 1.30pm, which was a whooping 15 hours quicker than last year. I felt quite good about myself and felt I was finally doing what I felt I was capable of in this race.

At the CP I again managed to eat half my body weight in food and wondered idly whether I would finish the race heavier than when I started. I knew that being hungry and eating a lot was a real plus as in the previous two years on the trail I had had no appetite and hardly ate anything which is a recipe for disaster. I enjoyed chatting with other racers at the checkpoint and Jessica and Pete, staff and skidoo driver, Pete remembered me from this checkpoint last year and the state I had been in then. After two hours I was anxious to get going. I got my kit ready and took off; most of the other Athletes in the tent had a Bivi at this point, which in hindsight was a wise thing to do.

Dog Grave Lake - Braeburn (100 mile checkpoint)

 For the next 16-17 miles I went quicker than I ever have on the course and suffered brief delusions off catching everyone up and winning the race, (a real delusion as some of the people in the hundred mile race had already finished, had a lift back to Whitehorse and were enjoying there first beer) I even passed two people, which inflated my ego no end. I knew at the aprox half way point there was a hut and I thought I might Bivi in there, or at least on the porch, any where out of the snow. As the night came on and it started to get colder and colder, the idea that there was a hut out there receded more and more as did my delusions of winning the race, Finally I had to bivi and now it was very cold, the coldest I had known it consistently out on the trail, it had never warmed up during the previous day and my extremities were suffering, fingers and nose, for the first time as well my glasses started to freeze and the ski goggles I had brought for this occasion cracked right down the middle when I tried to put them on.

Cold Monster

I have found that you can keep your body at a reasonable temp just through ploughing on, but once you get so slow and tired you have to bivi. But the cold monster wants your fingers, nose and toes and isn't happy unless they’re constantly going numb, then having to be brought back to life in great pain. The cold monster also tries to numb your brain, getting you to think and act slower and more irrationally, shall I get that extra top out, no it’s too much effort I’ll carry on and get colder and colder. I have bought super duper gloves and mitts and no matter what you’re wearing the ends of you’re fingers will suffer.

After my Bivi, I ploughed on for a 100 yards and bumped into the hut I was looking for, sod's law I carried on for a few hours getting more sleepy again and bivied for about 20 mins in just my Down Jacket on my mat, a seriously silly idea at these temps, I very quickly got going again and had time despite the cold to look at how beautiful the stars were.

At last it felt that the CP was drawing closer and as the temp had started to warm up and day would soon be breaking I decided to have another Bivi, three Bivi's in one stretch was a record for me but I had only slept one hour in the previous 24 and I knew that I had made good time over the first part of the leg from Dog Grave.

The final run into Braeburn was one I had known well and the previous two attempts had been quite desperate coming in, this time I felt strong and reasonably fresh and after crossing Braeburn Lake and some short steep hills, saw the welcoming cabin of Braeburn.

I arrived at approx 10.30am to a warm welcome, had a big breakfast and then was given a room for a few hours kip, it’s difficult to overstate how luxurious Braeburn feels with a bed, heat and no snow in the room when that’s all you have known in the previous 100 miles. I went to sleep with the thought that if I was a travel writer I would recommend the Braeburn rooms as a great place to stay.

I stayed at Braeburn for 7hours and then set off into the 44mile leg to Ken Lake with well wishes from all and Robert telling me he would see me at Carmacks CP (180 miles into the race) on foot. I remember thinking I hope, I hope.

Braeburn - Ken Lake

I was enjoying the trail from Braeburn, there was lots of ups and downs but the rest at Braeburn had done me the world of good, I was also going at a steadier pace after approx 7 miles into the leg I suddenly had a very sharp pain in my right shin and a lesser pain in my left shin. I have never had shin splints before I had no idea what the problem was but as I continued to press onto Ken Lake it got worse and worse and larger and larger in my mind, I started to take as many painkillers as was safe and I stopped and strapped my leg up hoping that it would help.

Despite the pain I was now crossing lake after lake which were very big and quite beautiful, the Aurea Borealis had also come out and this part of the trail was undoubtedly the most beautiful and remote, it seemed as if the world ended, it wouldn't make any difference here, a few times during the night I turned off my light and just marveled at where I was, half way across a lake a million miles from anywhere. During the night I had a comfortable Bivi for two hours as the temps had warmed up and as the night turned to day I was feeling really good. 

During the mid morning I was on a forest track between lakes thinking I was the last person left on earth and turned a corner and bumped into two of the athletes having a cigarette on the trail, I don’t know who was more shocked they looked like they had been caught doing something they shouldn’t and I burst out laughing, after a brief chat they set of again and I was once again on my own. As the day wore on the pain in my right shin got worse and worse and with approx 5 miles to the Ken Lake checkpoint it started to become unbearable every time I put my foot down pain shot up my leg and I cried out in pain and frustration that I would not be able to finish the race once again. As I hobbled into Ken Lake at about 6.30pm I was very low but was determined to make it to Carmacks on foot and at least go down fighting. Diane the medic did a great job restrapping my foot and after trying to sleep poorly outside and eating I was off on the trail again after 12pm.

Ken Lake - Carmacks

The strapping on my foot was easing the pain to a degree and I was able to carry on at a hobble shuffle, one other problem I experienced on the way in was I developed was a hole in my sled which meant I was dragging half of the snow in the Yukon with me as well as my gear, I had to stop every half an hour take all my gear out and empty the snow, I was assured that I would be able to change sleds in Carmacks but would have to get on with it until then, which I decide I would apply the same thought to my leg and just get on with it.

There were more lakes after Ken Lake and one very long lake which I started to get very sleepy on half way across, I was not thrilled about the prospect of biving on the lake, and so pushed as hard as I could across the lake which went on and on, I was desperately trying to stay awake and resorted to counting to 10, (I couldn't make it to 11) repeatedly. Finally I made it to the end and bivied as quickly as I could for one and half hours, I woke feeling very hungry and snacked on cold foods I had stashed in my jacket. At no time did I use my stove on the trail, again probably a mistake, but I found it too cold this year to stop and eat, let alone fiddle with a stove of which I am not a confident user, and dread when I am tested on this on the equipment test before the start of the race, every time I have tested my stove at home it has caught fire and I have run around my garden with it on fire trying to turn it off.

The trail came off the lakes and started to wind through trees, endless trees, which is the part I like least, the sky was overcast and so was my mind until I met Gary the skidoo driver and made the fatal mistake of asking how far to go, instead of the 10 miles or so I expected, he looked at me pityingly and said 30 kilometers, suddenly my whole mood crashed I had forgotten about the mileage monster.

Mileage Monster

This monster is particularly sneaky and will try to pretend to be your friend, by letting you think that you have gone further than you have, you’re going quicker than you are and that the next time you see a skidoo driver you really should ask him to see how close you are to the CP, when the skidoo driver reluctantly and sorrowfully gives you the proper distance not the one you’re hoping for, the mileage monster has won.

The trail came on and off the Yukon River and some steep climbs before night came and eventually coming down onto the Yukon again and starting to see the lights of Carmacks. Approaching the Yukon I bumped into two Danish athletes Torben and Palle who had been stuck at this point for the last hour and a half as they couldn't find markers and were not sure which way to go, after checking the map we figured which way to go and bumped into a skidoo driver who directed us in the right way. The new CP was approx 2.5 miles further than the old CP and myself Palle and Torben grumbled the whole way into the new CP ,we immediately forgot this as soon as we got to the Carmacks CP and discovered food and heat waiting for us, we arrived at the CP at approx 10pm. 

Coming into the checkpoint , feeling tired I couldn’t imagine leaving, however after being pampered and well feed, I found a space on the workshop floor of the checkpoint and slept 3hrs, amazing how luxurious anywhere feels after being out on the trail day after day.

Carmacks - Mcabe  

At about 6.15 am after staying much longer than I had intended I was back on the trail, I was informed that the trail followed a forest rd for 10 miles and was looking forward to some firm trail underfoot, I started off with Palle and Torben again, but they were going faster than me and soon pulled away, as the dawn broke and the forest road rose and fell we started to get some panoramic views of the Yukon, I was feeling much better although my shin was holding me up and I was going considerably slower than over the first 100m miles to Braeburn. This was brought painfully home to me when after 5 hours I was still on the forest rd, finally turning onto trail after 5.5 hours I convinced myself that the forest rd was 15 miles long when in fact I was going so slow it probably about 11miles.

During the course of the day I started to get diarrhea (I think because of the amount of painkillers I was using) and without being too graphic, being on the trail was the last place you would want this to happen. I would also like to apologize to Klaus and Pearce (who were both going for 460) who were a couple of hours behind me, for any unpleasant surprises that they had on the trail.

After having to change sleds, injuring my shin which I became convinced was a stress fracture and diarrhea I did wonder what else the trail could throw at me, and again I found a convenient person to blame in Robert, although in hindsight blaming him for my Diarrhea was hard to justify. After trudging on the trail for a while which continued to remain firm underfoot and feeling sorry for myself I was surprised to bump into Torben and Palle having a cup of tea on the trail, they kindly invited me to join them and I must have seemed very miserable to decline, I was in such a world of my own and so focused on the course and what I needed to do to get from checkpoint to checkpoint that I felt I needed to be on my own on the trail, I’m, sure it would have been more enjoyable if I had joined them.

The trail started to change now as the evening drew in becoming more hilly and rougher underfoot, I had a very quick Bivi of approx 45 mins and must have been passed by Torben and Palle again while sleeping. I didn’t get into my sleeping bag but just used my down jacket and emergency blanket, I was finding if I needed to bivi in the day for 30-45 mins that the processes took too long and too much effort to get into my sleeping bag, also once in my sleeping bag it was very difficult to get out and by not using my sleeping bag I remained a little cold so was happy to get going again to warm up.

I had changed sleds at Carmacks checkpoint due to my hole in my other one, I was borrowing one used by another athlete who dropped out earlier in the race, this one was custom made with speedy runners at the bottom to enable the sled to slide smoothly, well the sled slid too smoothly and because the poles were too flexible at every bump (and I mean bump, not just hill) the sled would try to overtake me downhill and consequently banged into my heels, the sled was great for absolute flat river and lake surfaces but unfortunately very difficult for   anything else and I was soon wishing for my old sled back, hole and all.

It was now night and we dropped down onto the Yukon and then up steep hills the second time dropping onto the Yukon I saw a red light and was thrilled to think I was so close to the checkpoint. I had heard at the briefing before the race that we would appear to pass the checkpoint and then come back around so I wasn't to worried when I started moving away from the red light I was worried however when I came off the river and started going steeply uphill again as we were meant to cross the river into the checkpoint, after a despairing three hours later the trail came back to the river I finally saw the checkpoint lights of McCabe, it was now very cold and I was very grateful to step into the warmth of the checkpoint at 1.10am for the usual round of sorting and drying kit, looking after feet, eating for a small army and desperately trying to grab some sleep. I was told at one checkpoint to sleep quickly and this is what you try to do cram eight hrs sleep into three hours. I never did find out what the red light was and I’m pretty sure it wasn't a hallucination.

I had one surreal moment at the checkpoint, where as I was hobbling around I was suddenly aware of feathers sailing around my head, I had unfortunately cut my down jacket in two places on what I still don’t know and the warm goose feathers were departing at a rate of knots, this was to have nearly serious consequences later on in the race. With help I taped it with gaffer tape but was worried as this is one of the most important and potentially life saving pieces of clothing you can have.
McCabe - Pelly Crossing
The next leg to Pelly Crossing was the shortest, and from Pelly Crossing nobody has ever dropped out that late in the race; however I was aware that one athlete had dropped out previously between McCabe and Pelly crossing through exhaustion (they went back the next year and completed the whole thing). So it was with some trepidation that I set off from McCabe at 7.15am. My trepidation was merited not because this leg was particularly hard although there was one soul destroying section through an area that had been hit by a forest fire that twisted and turned up and down for what seemed hour after hour. Physically I still felt strong (apart from my shin) and I was surprised that I was not as physically  tired as I thought I would be, however mentally I started to suffer big time from being on my own so much, and lack of sleep.

I started to have strange conversations in my head which appeared to be going on without my consent and had nothing to do with me, at one point Eddie Murphy made an appearance from the film the nutty professor with his whole family in tow and the proceeded to mock me and poke fun of me in different voices for hour upon hour I started to seriously worry for my mental health and at one point felt quite desperate. I tried to cheer myself by admitting that dropping out of the race and blaming it on the nutty professor would be a pretty poor excuse, I thought a Bivi might help and this time got out the sleeping bag I contented myself with the thought that in the unlikely event I ever ran into Eddie Murphy I would seriously kick his ass for the torment he had put me through. 

After a very quick hour sleep I vowed to push on and the nutty professor and family left me alone for the rest of the race. I crossed a series of lakes however I was till struggling on this leg and struggling to appreciate the beauty, I just wanted to get to Pelly Crossing, where I was then confident that I could finally think about finishing the race rather than just Checkpoint to Checkpoint which is what I had done so far.

Whenever I have done these races it always makes me laugh as everybody talks about strategies and I get asked mine, I think people must feel I am terribly pessimistic as I always say my only strategy is not to die during the race. I always feel whether it’s the desert or the frozen north of the Yukon that you are up against the extremes of nature and I am superstitious about tempting fate (however I have failed to finish the race twice and both times previously when I got to Braeburn I was miles behind everybody else, so my approach hadn't been successful so far).

Finally the lights of Pelly appeared in the distance, and again all was good with the world, this was to be another checkpoint that flitted in and out of sight and for about 20mins the lights of Pelly disappeared, as I started to get disorientated and wonder were the hell Pelly Crossing had gone suddenly I was on the main street of this small indigenous village in the middle of nowhere. After worrying for a few minutes I would get lost wondering around Pelly I saw the checkpoint and stepped into the warm at 8.50pm to a very cheery reception lots of fussing over me, lots of food and blissfully sleep.

Unfortunately the blissful sleep didn't last long, I found it harder to sleep than I imagined at checkpoints partially due to the noise, I have always been a light sleeper, but also due to the anxiety of oversleeping and the fact that I was in a race with a cut off time. After perhaps 2.5 hours disturbed sleep I slowly got my kit sorted and prepared to set off on the final sixty or so miles out and back to Pelly Farm. I had made another mistake which I discovered at Pelly Crossing in not leaving enough food in my drop bag, as I have mentioned earlier I had been eating so much on the trail I had misjudged how much I would need at Pelly Crossing. I had assumed beforehand that I would still have plenty of food in my bag from previous checkpoints and I think subconsciously I didn't focus on what I would need for the checkpoint at Pelly Crossing as I found it hard to imagine I would make it there.

With the help of a volunteer Marianne, I scrounged and pinched some food from the checkpoint (if anyone is wondering what happened to there Pringles pretzels, it was me I’m afraid) and at 2.30am I set off from Pelly Crossing, usually the course follows the Pelly River for 30miles to Pelly Farm and then comes back on a forest rd, to Pelly Crossing for the finish. I was informed there was to be a diversion and the first 15 miles would be on the forest rd, mainly uphill and then we would drop back onto the river, for the final 15 miles to Pelly Farm. I felt quite comfortable with this as I was still feeling strong on the hills and providing the rd was going uphill and not up and down the sled and my shin was bearable.
Pelly Crossing- Pelly Farm

The forest rd was hard work but I felt good, on the way out I bumped into another athlete who was two hours from finishing, but as I slowed down to say hi and see how he was, I had to stop him from going straight past without acknowledging me, as soon as he started talking he made no sense whatsoever, he thought the race was over and had I been sent out to look for him he also started talking about the hotel he was staying in and the flight home.

I was concerned at first that he might be suffering hypothermia but the more we talked the more he started to come round he looked strong still and had only 2 hours to go, downhill, I realized he was just suffering from sleep deprivation, and I urged him to have some coffee I had in a flask with me, it was difficult to hold him back and once he assured me for the second time he was fine he shot off, I watched him go and he was moving straight on the road, not wobbling. I felt guilty I had been unable to persuade him to have some coffee and thought that if I felt he had hypothermia I would have physically stopped him and made him take some coffee (however he was bigger than me so this would have been easier said than done), I would also probably have gone back to Pelly Crossing with him to make sure he was ok. I felt confident that he would get to Pelly fine as he looked so strong; however I couldn’t stop thinking about it for a long time and wondered if I had done the right thing.

As the morning started to slowly come I had a bivi for 1.5 hours and felt much better and soon found myself on the river, I was cheered up by a visit from Robert on the snowmobile, I didn’t know it was Robert until later, I always felt embarrassed talking to the skidoo drivers (who are all universally kind and sympathetic) as they have their helmets on, and so much clothing I never know who I’m talking to and feel embarrassed asking who were they.

The river was very beautiful with wonderful views and this was to be one of my favorite sections of the trail and fastest, as the trail was flat my sled and shin were holding up and I tried to push as hard as I could, I felt really surprised and delighted to feel so strong at this point in the race, my delight was tempered by another bout of Diarrhea and as anyone who knows that Pelly River is no place to have to expose your bits and pieces. Even during the day and with a beautiful clear sun out, there is a vicious wind which blows down the river.

With a few miles to go, I started running which I had done to a degree on the way to Braeburn but not since my shin had started to play up before Ken Lake. With approx a mile to go and wondering where Pelly Farm could be, I decide to have a good scratch, 7 days with no water or soap touching my body had made me the smelliest man in the Yukon, as I was delighting in scratching all the areas that you would never normally be allowed to, in public without being arrested I was safe in the knowledge that I was in the middle of nowhere, on hearing a noise I turned round and discovered a skidoo, presumably it was someone coming out from Pelly Farm to see where I was. I was beyond being embarrassed and assumed that our hosts at Pelly Farm had seen athletes doing all sorts of manner of weird things over the years.

Finally in the distance I could see Pelly Farm and was greeted on the way in by Diane (who told me that she would see me at Pelly Farm whilst I was at Ken Lake, at the time I didn't believe her), Marianne and Robert. Awaiting me at Pelly  Farm was a wonderful bean burrito the first vegetarian food that had been made for me on the trail (I had to make do with pot noodle the whole way round as it was the only thing without meat). The hospitality at Pelly Farm was great and the setting was just wonderful, on a bowl by the river surrounded by mountains.

I was soon shown a mattress I could doss down on for a few hours in a warm outbuilding, again I struggled to sleep as my dirtiness was seriously bothering me now. After two hours trying to sleep and getting nowhere, I traipsed back to the farmhouse for some wonderful home made pancakes, after an hour of eating (yes I will have another pancake and cup of coffee, and a coke would be wonderful thanks), I was reminded by Diane I was still in a race and had a cut off time and whilst enjoying myself, I didn’t want to think about getting my kit ready and getting back on the trail, very reluctantly I did so (I could quite happily have stayed a few days at Pelly Farm and not emerged outside once).

Pelly Farm - Pelly Crossing

At 8.50pm after spending 20mins in major panic looking for my mittens I set off on the forest rd back to Pelly’s crossing aprox 30 miles away and the finish line. This was to be the coldest and longest night of my life.

The farm rd stayed level for approx 2 miles and then started to climb and climb, I was finding even though I was climbing fast and pushing as hard as I could I was barely staying warm enough, my glasses were constantly freezing and there was an icy hail coming down hard which was all I could see every time I cleared my glasses of ice. After lots of climbing there was then a series of smaller ascents and descents and it was getting colder and colder, after a few hours I suddenly started to gradually descend, with no uphill and carried on descending slowly for a few hours, there was at times no tree cover beside the rd and eventually the road bottomed out near the river. I noticed that the hail was in fact ice particles as it was a clear sky and the sky itself seemed to be freezing, I was having terrible problems with my glasses and did not dare carry on without them, due to my very poor eyesight. 

At this point I had never known cold of the type  I was experiencing now, on the way to Braeburn the temp dropped to -33, and when I had attempted the race two years previously on the Tahkini river the temp dropped to -33 including wind-chill. I was later told that the temp had dropped to -40 at Pelly Crossing but with  wind chill blowing off the river and not wishing to overestimate, I feel the temp was -50 at least.
I was now seriously concerned in regards to the temp and any thoughts about racing in to meet the 10.30am cut off time evaporated and finishing the race alive became my main 
priority. I was not wearing my down jacket due to tearing, but knew I needed to put every article of clothing on that I had, stopping in these temps is very risky and you only have a short period of time before you’re hands become numb and then useless, which means you cant unhook you’re sled, do you're zip on your jacket up and as a consequence can become life threatening.

I worked quickly to put my extra clothes on and as I was trying to put my down jacket on and then another jacket over the top (to stop the goose down coming out), I had the serial experience of all the goose feathers billowing out, I did briefly think if I died and my body was found they were going to wonder what the hell I had been doing covered in goose feathers.

I put morbid thoughts aside and cracked on as fast as I could and my shin would allow in a desperate attempt to create some warmth, I even resorted to putting chemical hand warmers down the front of my jacket and trousers. The thought of stopping for more than a minute in the cold seriously scared me, however due to my lack of sleep I knew that at some point the sleep monster would creep up on me, I kept looking for the turn down to the river which had marked the half way point on the way out to Pelly's farm and was deeply alarmed after 7hours when it still hadn't turned up. Although it was night the landscape had opened up and must have been very beautiful however the cold was like a living entity urging me to give in to it, at this point it really felt like a malignant force that wanted to harm me for being foolish enough to be outside in these temps.

I finally reached the half way point but was now starting to feel very sleepy and was drifting from side to side and more worryingly slowing down. I knew I would have to bivi, if I had been with someone else I knew I would have been safer as you could look out for each others mistakes, I envied Palle and Torben who were somewhere ahead and kicked myself for my own stupidity in turning down the kind offer to finish the final thirty with them, at the time I was being macho thinking I wanted to complete the whole race by myself. I had never felt so lonely or alone.

The course started to climb again as I knew it would and I felt if I had a very quick Bivi for less than an hour, this would be enough to get me to the end. I spotted a suitable site and had my first shock as I tried to dig a small snow hole the snow was like concrete and had frozen solid in the temps. I eventually dug a small hole and jumped quickly into my Bivi Bag, the hole was only big enough for me to sit wedged in, I wasn't sure if Biving at this temp was a seriously dangerous thing to do, my sleeping bag went down to -40 but that stops you dying at -40 not being comfortable and I judged it was possibly ten degrees colder than that. 

I bivied for approx 20mins and maybe slept for 5-10 mins, I packed quicker than I ever had before and set off away from the Bivi site running to get circulation and heat into my body. I knew I would not need to Bivi again before the finish but did not feel refreshed only numbingly cold, after a lot of climbing I started to descend and I knew this long slow descent would eventually bring me into Pelly Crossing. I was struggling mentally at this point and could pick up no speed my shin was screaming and telling me to stop and so was my head.

The sky started to brighten but unfortunately my spirits didn’t, I saw a skidoo driver Gary, I think who came and checked on me and as usual this contact lifted my spirits as the sky got brighter and brighter it still remained shockingly cold , I changed out of my down jacket and clumsy neo overshoes and resolved to go as hard as I could for the next 8miles to the finish, at first I could not pick up speed and was still having problems with frozen glasses, I finally got up a head of steam and kept trying to run but my shin was now having none of it, finally I was confident I had survived the night which had come as such a shock and now resolved to go as hard as I could to get to Pelly for 10.30am.

I finally started to see the odd hut and knew I was getting close and felt I would finish just on time, every time I came to a corner I would look for the bridge which I knew was close to the checkpoint and finish. I came to a collection of houses and knew at last I was in Pelly Crossing now which way to go. I was at a junction and took the wrong turn it was only when I realized I was going away from town that I knew I was going the wrong way. Robert and Marianne came out to meet me and pointed me in the right direction to the river even after this I went the wrong way at one point, I was approx three quarters of a mile from the finish I felt desperate and my sense of direction had gone I was trying to find the trail to the river, I got more directions from a surprised home owner who found me wondering around his garden, I now knew I would not make the 10.30am time but was just desperate to finish.

I found the river and started to run as hard as I could after a few turns I saw the checkpoint and finish and finished running as hard as I could, I got a lovely warm welcome and finally felt huge relief and a wonderful happiness, I finished at 11am. Eight days and half an hour from Whitehorse.

I managed a brief wash with soap at the Pelly, which I am sure everyone appreciated, and proudly walked around with my finishers medal, after an hour we jumped in a car and I talked excitedly all the way back to Whitehorse, not only was it great to finish a race that I had been trying for three years to complete but it was wonderful to have some company, I felt quite embarrassed as I literally couldn’t shut up and I could hear myself babbling away. For the next two days in Whitehorse my shin ballooned up and the cold felt unbearable.

On buying gifts in the town I thought I would collapse from hypothermia, I still hardly slept and it would not be until I came back to England that my body said enough and I ended up being on crutches for 6 weeks with my shin injury.
On reflection I’m very pleased with how I did; not only finishing the race but feeling quite strong and I felt I could have been quicker if I had not had to cover 200miles with a dodgy shin. The race, the Yukon itself, the staff and volunteers are wonderful and I found the whole experience very magical. Robert is a great race director and has a real empathy for the athletes.

When I heard this year that they were running a 430 mile race to Dawson city, I felt it was a race too far and one I would not contemplate, the distance overall, distance between checkpoints and the danger of crossing mountain passes in winter being too much for me, but now after completing the 300, it sounds exciting, if I do go back and have a crack at it , I doubt I will be able to finish it, however that’s just why come feb 2009 I will probably be lined up for the start of the race with a nervous grin on my face.

If anyone would like to contact me to receive bad advice on Nutrition, Clothing, and how not to prepare for an ultra marathon of this kind:
My e-mail is: sean.harrow@hchouse.fsnet.co.uk 
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