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Badwater Ultramarathon
The Challenge of Champions

135 miles, 125 degrees of heat, 60 hours time limit

10am start on Monday 13th July 2009
The ultimate in extreme racing – “the Hottest Race in the World”, 135 miles across Death Valley!  Could I survive?  For the last 4 weeks I had been doing my elliptical trainer work in the conservatory with all the windows and doors shut and managed to get the heat nearly up to the 50 degrees mark, regularly it was over 40 degrees.  I did struggle with the higher temperatures but also there was little air circulating which did make conditions very hard – the floor looked like I just tipped the drinks all over it such was the sweat rate, but it got me used to drinking and weighed myself to monitor how well I was hydrating.  So the training done, the bags packed and off to Las Vegas, we walked out of the airport and WOW!!  This was hot, it was 42 degrees and was sweltering, it would be even hotter in Death Valley and this was really unbelievably hot and sticky.

After a couple of days in Las Vegas, three days in the Grand Canyon –including and walk to the bottom and back up and it was a drive along the Badwater race course. Race check-in was on the Sunday before the race including collecting a signed copy of “The Tap” by Frank McKinney who had done the race three times previously and was here to run again – he advised reading the last chapter which was about his journey in this race “The White Line From Hell to Heaven”.  I did – and it was highly amusing and inspiring – there is to be no nudity in the race, but poor Frank was suffering and lying naked in the back of his crew’s vehicle and crawled out in this state on all fours to be sick for half an hour, I might add that he went on to achieve his goal of a sub 48 hour performance and buckle that he so wanted after narrowly missing the 48 hour time the previous finish.
I then met my crew – Isabelle, Mary and Barb.  They were all experienced ultra runners, cyclists, adventure racers, Isabelle had entered the race but had failed to get in despite exceptional credentials – you have to have run at least two 100 mile races and she even placed second on one tough 100 miler and still didn’t get in.  By crewing you are given extra points so that improves future success in entering the event.  For those of you that are not aware – there is a very strict entry procedure for this race, entry is only open for 2 weeks in January and you have to give details of ultras you have competed in, with times, dates and placing.  You are awarded points based on your races and although there are a few “discretionary places”, it is virtually the top 90 athletes that get in.  Many are veterans of previous years too.  So given how tough this race is supposed to be there are lots of runners out there desperate to run this race.

Race day had finally arrived, this race was beginning to really scare me.  Could I really run in these stunning temperatures? Surely it was impossible to avoid heat stroke? Would the stomach hold up with all the fluids it would have to take?  Would dehydration set in?  How would my feet do?  I had seen the horror photos of blistered feet.  But this was the challenge, this was what I wanted, the distance was 135 miles, I knew I could do this and so that wasn’t the challenge, the heat and the hills were the challenge, the basic elements that would be thrown at me and deep down was really excited.  So many un-knowns, so many questions unanswered, how would it really pan out?  How could I predict what could possibly happen?  It was like being lowered into an arena, with people all around watching, wondering, what would the result be, would I survive to tell the tale.......

Stood on the start line I was scared witless, more than nervous, but also really, really excited and couldn’t wait to see the event unfold.   I don’t know what was going through my mind, I took one last look around me at the dramatic landscape, a big wide desolate valley surrounded by high mountains, no colour, just pale, haze like outlines and sand.  The heat was intense, far hotter than anything I had ever experienced, I have raced in Taiwan and Japan when conditions have been hot – one Inernational 100km in Japan had been reported to be 35 degrees and 100% humidity but this felt hotter, I had run across the Libyan Desert for 36 hours, run the Marathon Des Sables in one of the hottest years ever but this was far hotter.  Badwater itself is 282 feet below sea level and just has a small pool of very salty water. This is not a town of any kind, just this pool of water, salt flats, a toilet and parking area with information boards.
The countdown began and the journey into the unknown.  I set off and tried to remain calm and settled in as slow as was practical.  I felt great, it felt wonderful to be finally started and I was really running this challenging race, I was kind of smiling to myself and it didn’t somehow feel real, here I was in this hostile environment with warning signs around about the extreme danger of heat and to avoid the heat of the day between 10am and 4pm and not to exercise and yet here were nearly 90 runners all defying the odds.  It was great.  The instructions were to stop every 1.5 miles to cool me down and give me drinks.  So here goes, the car is there, Isabelle was there with the spray bottle, Bill was there with my drink, Barb was ready to take my hat and get it dunked in water and refilled with ice and Mary sprinted alongside when the hat was ready for putting back on – like clockwork, amazing, all smiles and encouragement and so the race began.  It felt a bit like whacky races with all the cars overtaking and stopping and although I could not tell who many of the runners were, the names on the cars were the giveaway and no-one could hide.  The first hour ticked by, then the second, this was really happening, I almost had to pinch myself to believe I was running.
By Furnace Creek and the first timing point at 17.4 miles was 2 hours and 49 minutes.  I wasn’t feeling too hot in the slightest, the crew were working very hard to keep me that way.  It was after three hours of running that I started my solid food, just one item per hour and started off with a sandwich (about a quarter of a normal sandwich).  Shortly after my first “unofficial stop”, I wasn’t sure if it was a stone I had in my shoe or a blister developing but it was right under the sole of my right heel, not a pleasant place for a blister.  My hopes of it being a stone were dashed, it was a blister, nothing major, get it popped and hopefully it won’t develop any further, I used the pin off my number to stab right through it, put the shoe back on and was away again, this was around the 25 mile mark now.
I now got back into relaxing mode and remembered – if you get to Stovepipe Wells you have cracked it, everything was far too comfortable, something had to happen, something was going to happen, it just doesn’t work this well for an athlete from the UK to come here in this heat and not have problems.  I had been running along the white line, this is supposed to be better to cool the feet rather than the black tarmac that has been reported to melt shoes.  I could feel it was now even hotter than at Badwater but had no idea of the exact temperature, I had heard whispers of 118 degrees at Badwater but nothing confirmed.  
That same blister was beginning to bug me again, it had obviously started growing again, my feet had been permanently wet from the soaking of the kit, good in some ways as probably kept my feet cooler but the downside is that they were now shrivelled like being in the bath too long.  My Spira Stinger shoes were really comfy and airy and really didn’t want to change these as didn’t feel they were the problem, it was either the heat and water on the feet or the permanent camber on the road or combination of all these things, but decided to stop and pop this again after 6 hours of running.  It was now three times the size and had turned into a blood blister, oops!  Not a lot I could do about that so another quick stab with the pin, back on with the shoes and off again – “do you want Ibuprofen?” I heard, “no, not yet” was the answer, not in enough pain yet.
Stovepipe Wells came into sight, 41.9 miles in 6 hours 54 minutes, this was just incredible, I looked around in disbelief, I had cracked it, but the blister was beginning to worry me as the mountains began to appear ahead, there was now just about 5000ft of climbing and 17 miles of winding roads.  Stovepipe Wells was right at sea level and Townes Pass at 58.7 miles was 4965 feet.  I decided to relent and take some Ibuprofen to settle into the climbing, I just relaxed and settled into a nice steady rhythm.  The heat of the sun was beginning to fade now and with each 1000 ft climbed the temperature was dropping.

Onwards and upwards and now the strong winds began.  It had been almost still at the start and the wind had been getting gradually stronger on the approach to Stovepipe Wells, it had been quite a pleasant wind initially (the kind of hair dryer blowing in your face I had heard of feeling) but now it was quite strong and getting harder to battle against with the gradient.  7pm had marked the official wearing of night kit – fluorescent, reflective kit with flashing red lights front and back.
I had taken my hat off now as the sun was retreating and there was not the need to keep quite so wet- I was still having a spray down and soaking my face and head with the sponge as it was still quite a high temperature and climbing was creating a lot of internal heat.  The signs came and went 1000ft, 2000ft, 3000ft, 4000ft and was still climbing and running well despite the fierce head wind.  In the dark I missed the sign marking the Townes Pass Summit at 4965ft and 58.7 miles of running, but soon knew when I was running down hill as the tenderness on the right foot screamed at me – it now felt like the whole of the sole of the right heel was a complete blister (and indeed it was) and really just could not bear to put this on the ground, the pain was too much, instead I was trying to run on my toes downhill!!  Not a smooth running action but at least I was still moving, it was quite worrying have such pain at such as early stage, I knew things had gone just too smoothly but didn’t ever think it would be blisters that would stop me – well not blisters – just one blister but a very big one.
Well the miles ticked by, the arm sleeves and bandana came off and the spray downs with water ceased, it was still very warm but not baking hot, the elevation signs were going down – 4000ft, 3000ft, 2000ft and down to 1640ft before reaching Panamint Springs at 1970ft and 72.3 miles.  Looking back at the results and time splits now I was 28th place at Furnace Creek, 11th at Stovepipe Wells and now still in 11th place at Panamint Springs with 13 hours 57 minutes (approaching mid-night).  I was maintaining pace but still kept thinking something else was going to happen, this was a very long hard race, one mountain range conquered, still two more to go and yet another day in the heat.
Panamint Springs behind me and it was straight into the next climb, Darwin turnoff was 18 miles away and an elevation of 5050ft.  It was the cars that made the next section all the more amazing, as I walked and ran up the next mountain range, although it was dark all you could see was a long streak of flashing red lights from the cars supporting the runners. The higher I climbed and the more switch backs made the more magnificent the line of red lights became, only on this night in Death Valley could you have witnessed this, I felt lucky to be here and experience this and I looked ahead at the next switchback and the red lights above me in the distance.  
The sun just started coming up behind me as the final approach to Darwin turnoff was made and could finally ditch the head torch, I was disappointed I could not see the sun rise behind me, but did take the odd glance behind to see.  Darwin turnoff was nothing spectacular, just a small gazebo tent by the road side, 90 miles reached in 19 hours and 01 minutes and 13th place, 
 Then the downhill and flat began, all 32 miles of it as the heat began again.  Within 3 miles I was in agony, the right heel was just so tender and the left one was now going the same way, I was trying to tip toe down but the tenderness was increasing, there was no way I wasn’t going to finish this but it was going to be a painful affair and could see the clock ticking against me.  I stopped to take a look at my feet and change my socks, they were as expected, the whole of the right heel was loose skin and shrivelled and white like trench foot.  I was still very happy with my shoes and reluctant to change them as still didn’t think they were the problem, the toe box was spacious, there were hardly any blisters on my toes – just one toe had a blister and there was one to the side of the left forefoot – probably more to do with running the entire way on a camber.  Slowly, painfully, taking more Ibuprofen I continued, tip toeing gingerly to start with then a little splutter of very slow running, the rest of the legs felt great, quads and hamstrings felt good, stomach was comfortable, although was going off most of my food now.  The next 30 miles were a long hot painful walk, hobble, stop, change socks, change shoes (into yellow Stinger Elite), dunk feet, change socks again very slow affair.

It was almost the last section now and although I could not see Lone Pine I knew I was closing in and if there was anything left in me I had to give it a shot now, this was the only time I could really have a race, I tried to focus, I tried to run, I tried to put the pain in my feet out of my mind. There was no need to stop before the finish now, just fight it out, the quicker I get there the quicker I can finish and the quicker I can finish the pain.  Was I still enjoying it?  Why yes!!  It was fantastic!!  I still looked around me and found it incredible that so much had gone well, the crew were just perfection.  I had come here for a challenge, I had come here for an experience, this was all just part of it and was still in my element, the crew were all incredibly happy and still having a ball so why shouldn’t I?  I now knew I would finish, the battle against the elements was won and looked like I would achieve all my initial goals – I was going to finish, I was going to finish in the top 5 women and, although I wasn’t going to get 30 hours, I wasn’t going to be too far out and could still make the fastest time ever by a British Athlete, there was lots still to fight for and being uphill the feet shouldn’t be so bad, that’s even more good news.

 I could finally see the final climb up Mount Whitney with the steep hairpins, on and on, I was running again and fighting every step, the pain was being blocked and I was on a high.  Lone Pine came and went (122 miles, 27 hours 24 minutes and 14th place) the goal was now to beat that best British time.  The final climb was hard, Lone Pine was 3610ft, the finish was 8360ft, so that was getting close to 5000ft in climbing and 13 miles in distance.
I battled on, it was just far too steep to run which I had known beforehand but certainly wasn’t slouching, the arms were pumping and was striding out the best I could.  Sharon Gayter was doing her best, savouring the moment, taking in the glorious scenery that stretched out for miles and miles
 The temperature was dropping slightly as the heights were reached and guessed the air was just a bit thinner at around twice the height of Ben Nevis, but on and on, around yet another corner and again, just where was that finish? More shouting and cheering and the smile was back on my face, , it was absolutely exhilarating the last half mile, it had been an amazing adventure, a real journey and the event had lived up to all I had expected of it – a real tough challenge.

Finally another hairpin and there was the finishing tent, one last effort to run with me and crew all finishing together and the Union Jack held high. The finishing tape was held across the line for me to break, a big hug from all while I had to fight back the tears of joy, it had been just fantastically painful, unforgettable, incredible and had crossed the line 4th lady, 14th overall and achieved the fastest time ever by a British athlete – 31 hours and 12 minutes, just heaven, it had been and incredibly phenomenal event, not one I will forget in a long time.
Race director Chris Kostman presented me with my medal, finishers buckle and finishers t-shirt (made from Bamboo). Then a drive back down to the hotel.  What a drive back down, watching the poor runners still coming up.  I couldn’t stop smiling and believing that I had really done this and all I got was the “odd blister or two”, no heat stroke, no sickness, the crew had a lot to do with this, they must have stopped around a hundred times to look after me, they had been absolutely faultless and couldn’t believe how lucky I had been to have a crew that I didn’t even know do such a good job, I was immensely proud of them as they were of me.

Reflections

So now how am I feeling?  What are the thoughts and reflections on this one.  The big flame of desire has been extinguished, I have been there, done that, got the t-shirt,  but there is still a little glow that still says – well you could go faster now you have done it and race it, and “what about the double?”  Who knows, there are many more races still on the agenda, many more places to go, I doubt that any of the others can be more extreme that this one, just different challenges.  I was blessed with such a wonderful crew they would be hard to replace or get another crew quite as good as Mary, Isabelle and Barb.  They kept Bill highly amused and looked after him as well as me.  Their constant enthusiasm just bubbled over and always seemed so cheerful and continuously spurred me on with their encouraging words and actions.  My preparation had been as good as I could have expected, my feet were really the only point that let me down and will struggle to know what I could have done to have prevented this, may be taping the whole of the sole of the foot was the answer.  I had practised in my conservatory with all my shoes and the Spira Stinger shoes were definitely best for me, the only thing that did make them slightly better was a change of socks, not the change of shoes, I wore thick Thorlo socks to start with, my second pair were thinner and noticed the difference and soon changed back to thicker socks again.  May be the point at which the cold water sprays stopped during the evening would have been the point to change into clean dry socks.  The Stinger shoes being a very light mesh top dried out very quickly. 
It is worth noting – there are no prizes for the event, the prize is the glory and prestige of finishing against all odds, medals, t-shirts and buckles are the prizes, only for those that accomplish this feat beyond all imagination, it truly is an inspirational challenge, a really awesome event, there certainly isn’t a hotter race and doubt there are many more challenging courses of this distance so has to rate up there with the toughest ever.

So what next, what can be tougher, what can be more extreme – who knows but I will try to find something.  The next one for now is a more sedate, boring 24 hour event, but it will be the first ever Commonwealth event as the race takes a further step into recognition.  The event will be held in Keswick, England on 17th – 18th September, my selection has already come through for England as part of the team and ranked as Number 1 in the Commonwealth last year there is a lot to stand up for.  England will be hoping for individual and team gold on this one, so no pressure!!

Just a few thoughts and memories to end on
The “defying nature” element that I was really running across Death Valley.

Reading Frank McKinney’s “The White Line From Hell to Heaven”

The feeling running to Stovepipe Wells having “cracked it” on the hardest and hottest section.

The great feeling that both Bill and the crew were having a wonderful time (backed up by the forever smiling faces).

The “hair dryer” blowing hard and hot in my face on the climb to Townes Pass.

The sight of a line of red lights down and up the mountain behind me after Panamint Springs.

Bill laughing at the antics of my hilarious crew (didn’t tell you but they put a sign out for Lorie pointing her to the wrong turn-off and Mount Whitney 200 miles!!)

Getting caught going “al fresco” by the Sheriff.

The desolate feeling and pain between Darwin turnoff and Lone Pine.

That long, lonely white line that I followed for miles and miles.

The adrenalin rush climbing Mount Whitney to the finish.

Another British Record and many goals achieved.

The pain and inability to walk the next day!!

Getting to know my new friends Barb, Mary and Isabelle – AFTER the race!!

I have conquered and survived the 135 miles Badwater run across Death Valley – that memory will live with me forever.....
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