Libyan Challenge 2008
This was to be my first long ultra since my failure to finish the Monaco 6 Day Race.  I had taken several weeks out to recover and only started training again at Christmas.  My memories of last year’s race were of the extra effort needed to carry the backpack, that sand and the heat had been the easy bits, so training with a pack started very early and gradually built up the weight.  My other bit of good news was the continued sponsorship of Darlington Building Society that were supporting me for the build up and big race of the year – Badwater 135 miles across Death Valley, the World’s Hottest Race.  I was running both the Libyan Challenge and the Marathon des Sables just to get some heat acclimatisation in while running in ultra distance races.

I only had one slight niggle in the build up and that was due to carrying the pack, a niggle in my knee due to altered style of carrying the pack.  The only big long run I had was in the Thames Meander 54 mile race just two weeks before Libya.  Although I thought I had everything sorted I had brought a pair of Solomon trail shoes specifically for this race along with some new gaiters (last year I had made my own gaiters and glued them onto the shoes which had worked well but were wrecked afterwards due to the constant bashing on rocks).  I used the Thames Meander as a last long trial for kit for Libya but was disappointed that the shoes let me down; both my little toes got crushed as I got further into the race and it became obvious that these shoes were not wide enough to allow for the foot expansion that happens in these long hot races.  With only two weeks left there was no time to buy and try new shoes so changed to an old faithful pairs of Asics road shoes that I knew were good enough size to take the rigours of a hot ultra.
Time quickly passed and flew out to Paris on 1st March for the very early flight to Sabbah on 2nd March.  The flight over and seemed to get though passport control much quicker this year, probably due to the fact that we had to get our passports translated into Arabic this time.  The coaches were waiting for the long journey to the mud huts of Ghat.  The journey seemed much better than last year and the long bumpy bus journey was soon over.  On arrival I had been partnered with fellow British athlete Caroline but she had wanted to share with Canadian Tess so got moved from mud hut 21 to mud hut 13, exactly opposite the toilets and the wonderful noise we get from them!!  The good news was that I got to share with Canadian Ulrika (originally from Germany) which was the best partnership ever.  We got on great right from the start.  It wasn’t long before we had the usual dinner of couscous and chicken and went to bed.  

I slept well unlike Ulrika, still suffering from the big time change and jet lag from the journey from Canada.  We had breakfast and then completed our kit-check.  We than compared kit to see where either of us could improve for future – I was really jealous of her light and more compact anti-venom kit (which she gave to me after the event so that I could take it to the Marathon des Sables), our foods were also very different, mine were really just snacks with a packet of smash whereas Ulrika has some more solid meals than me.  
It was great to feel the warmth of the sun, but for Ulrika she had more of a temperature change than me, she had been training in the snow and freezing temperatures (-20 degrees) of the Rockies.  We chatted a lot Ulrika picking my brains about last year’s Libyan experience and me picking hers about my forthcoming Marathon des Sables.  It was great; we both had a lot to learn.  I spent much of the afternoon checking and rechecking my GPS which seemed to have altered some of the waypoints on its own – something to do the with the difference of magnetic north which I didn’t understand, but got it sorted.  I also had a new food strategy compared to last year with the addition of some cheese rolls, but wasn’t sure how the cheese would stand up to the heat.  I also took some mash potato and flapjack.  I had sports drinks for the first 2 checkpoints then was going to have my normal Glycoslim milkshakes from Mannatech which always go down well.  For electrolytes I had a tub of Nuun and had filled one of my 500ml bottles at every checkpoint with this. Next someone visited the mud-huts handing out messages sent via the email, I had not expected any as had not told anyone about this and so was quite shocked to be handed several good luck messages and was curious to see who they were from and amazingly they were not just from GB!!
Around 5pm was the briefing and road book explanation.  All quite straight forward.  My only big worry was that there were now to be two Balises (self clip points).  At last year’s one balise I had been unable to find this in the dark along with 3 other athletes and wasted a lot of valuable time.  There was a five hour penalty for failing to find a Balise this year and I knew I would hit both in the dark.  The course was about 8km longer than last year’s – a bit added in at the start (probably because the coaches got stuck in the sand last year), there was a new 10 mile section between checkpoint 3 and 4 (which was in darkness).  That finished with it was dinner and bed.  The mud huts seemed to have been renovated since last year with new straw roofs and new straw doors.  Unfortunately as the number of entrants had been increased from maximum of 70 to maximum of 100 some of the runners had to sleep in tents which I heard was much colder at night.

The morning soon arrived and it was quite calm as we got onto the coaches for the 7:30am drive to the start.  The coaches stopped at the end of the road this time and 4 wheel drives soon transported us the extra few miles to the remote start of the race.  It was great to be back in this amazing place again and was really excited to be reliving the experience of last year.  My first concern was to get the start right this time – last year I had ended up climbing a very steep ravine that was at my limits of climbing ability when there had been a very safe steady zigzag path that I should have gone up.
Standing around at the start it was obvious this was not going to be a 9 o’clock start as planned, similar to last year.  Just waiting around until everyone has arrived and we were called to start.  The camera crew were out in force and shortly before the start had a camera shoved in my face with the words “I hear you are a good runner, what are your expectations for the race?”  I was not quite prepared for this, lost in my own thoughts of what lay ahead, I said a few words that I expected to break my own course record by a 2-3 hours.  I had heard that one of last year’s winners, Sebastian, had been training very hard for this event and wanted to run well too.
We were called to the start and finally put on my pack and got close to the front of the pack.  The start was not as fast as last year.  I had been shocked last year as when the horn sounded everyone shot off at such a speed and was left well behind, but did pick them all off and leave just 4 men in front.  This year I was able to see all the front runners as we set off around 9:50am to see I was the first lady and settled in at a guess around 15th place.  There were quite a few Libyan’s in the field this year that all seemed very poorly equipped in terms of running shoes and kit.  It was great to be running; everything felt good and settled into my pace much quicker than last year.  The underfoot conditions seemed very different, last year I had thought there were lots of 4 wheel tracks but seemed much less this time but a good running surface of reasonably firm gravel surface with a few rocks.  I was just getting used to the GPS again, continuously checking where I was going to avoid missing the zigzag track this time when bang, down I went.  The first of many I guess but managed to avoid bashing myself on the rocks, just a small cut on my left knee that soon dried up.
A few people started moving up now and overtaking, but I let them go; it was far too early to race and knew they would come back to me.  One of them was a French lady called Alex, I knew she was on my tail and moved out of the way to let her go, more concerned with getting the route right as knew I was approaching the zigzag path.  I was amazed at how easy it was to find this year and could not understand how I missed this last year.  The climb was steady, walking pace and not running as the pack takes up far more energy to run up. I just contented myself that the event was going well and was feeling good.  After the top the descent was initially quite steep on a narrow trail path and my first obstruction – two lots of camels with packs, very difficult to overtake, the first man stopped his camels so that I could squeeze by but the second lot kept going until the first man shouted at him and finally got by.  The next runners were quite a way in front now but still in sight as the scenery changed yet again.  The whole vista opened up to the weird rock formations that I remembered.  I was rarely using the road book now compared to last year and relied entirely on my GPS which was working well. 

The course soon turned right across a rocky section and could seen Alex was unsure where to go, she was running with an Italian man.  I remembered this bit from last year and knew that although there was initially no path the route turned right when the track we were running on reached a fork.  I was running with German Marcus now and he was unsure what to do and turned to me knowing that I had run this previously.  He followed me and ran confidently across the rocks to pick up the path again.  Alex made her way across to us and settled in just in front again.  

Time was passing and there was just 10km to the next checkpoint now but was running out of drink fast.  I had taken an extra 500ml compared to last year as the distance was a bit further; first checkpoint was 27km, quite a way in the heat to carry drink for this.  I knew the next 10km would take over an hour and had to make my remaining 500ml last the distance so started to ration it.  The route was now just stunning, just as I remembered it, soft-ish sand to run on and surrounded by the most unbelievable rock formations possible, sights you would only ever experience on foot right here.  I watched the GPS tick off the waypoints and km and reached the first checkpoint in just over 3 hours.  Got my water immediately and re-filled my bottles.  I was aware that I had not quite drank enough in the last hour and took my last gulp a mile from the CP so decided I would drink one bottle completely  (1.5 litres) to make sure dehydration did not set in.  I easily drank the first 500ml in one big gulp as I felt quite thirsty.  
I had been aware for the last few km that there was something in my right shoe; it felt quite solid as though there was a pile of sand in my shoe.  I felt I needed to take it off to see what it was and was horrified to tip a pile of sand out.  What had gone wrong, I had tested these gaiters with my Solomon shoes on Redcar beach and dunes and no sand had got through, the only thing different was that I had changed to Asics shoes and did not think that the gaiters would work any differently.  I was not happy as could feel the first signs of a blister on one of my toes but thought that now the sand was out it would be ok.  This took a few more minutes than planned at the checkpoint as it takes time to take off the gaiter, shoe and sock, empty them out, turn socks inside out and put everything back on again, but it did give me more time to get down the extra water that I felt I needed.  I pushed down the remaining 500ml and felt really full of water, but this was needed as dehydration would just be accumulative if I didn’t drink enough.

I initially found it difficult to get running as my stomach was so full of water and the extra weight from filling all my water bottles weighed me down.  Quite a big group of people had set off just as I was arriving at the CP so knew there would be a good group of people as guidance.  Alex was around 400m in front as I got running again around 10 minutes later and the route appeared to be heading to a small nomad group to the side of a rock formation, Alex was heading right to the middle of the rock formation and was a bit baffled by this, it was obvious you could not go through or over the rock.  She started looking around as if unsure where to go as I ran confidently to the nomad group.  She joined me and tried to make up conversation but she spoke no English and me little French, “tres difficile” she was saying, yes, was she meaning the course or the navigation?  I just kept going as she now followed and then realised her dilemma, being 400m in front there was a big group of runners (around 6 or 7) that had taken the long sweep around to the left of the rock formation as I had gone to the right.  We joined the back of the group of runners who realised their mistake.  “tres bon” was the response from Alex.

There was around 20km between CP1 and CP2 and the navigation was quite simple as I remembered, just following the sandy, gravelly surface weaving between the rock formations that were easy to see and get by.  This is what I had come back for, just so different from anything I had ever seen and was just so happy to be running here with the sun on my back, fantastic, I was in my element of shear enjoyment.  After about an hour from CP1 the Italian lady overtook me and Alex was still on my tail, I just remained in my “happy zone” and let the race develop.  The group of runners that I had caught were beginning to fade a bit now, running and walking a bit and one by one dropped them.  The Italian remained strong and seemed to have a very “hyper” style about her, running fast for a big spell then walking slowly to let me catch her, then running off like a startled rabbit again as the tortoise of me ground out at steady pace and caught her again.  My water lasted out well and still had some left in my remaining bottle as I approached CP2.  

I was very aware now that there was significant sand in both my shoes and had developed at least two blisters on my right foot.  After refilling my bottles I emptied the sand out of both shoes, my mistake had been the mesh on these road shoes compared to the mesh on the Solomon trail shoes, they just let sand in like a sieve compared to the fine compact upper on the Solomon shoes, such a small error that was going to have drastic consequences on this race.  I was only at CP2 and already had blisters, I got my pin out, popped them, put my shoes back on and then realised that I had not eaten anything yet.  I had been running around 6 hours and was now 4pm and had last eaten at 6am this morning (my own porridge).  I got out a cheese roll, I was not sure quite how well these would last out in the sun but it went down well.  The Italian lady had come in sat down on the floor, ate something, jumped up to put her rubbish in the bin, sat down, did something else, jumped up again to do something different and sat down again.  She left with an Italian man a good few minutes in front of me.

I had been looking forward to the next section remembering a really good runnable track to start with but was baffled by all the rocks and boulders and lack of a track, this just felt so different from last year and kept looking at my GPS as if something was wrong.  A short while later I caught site of the runners in front and was re-assured by this that I was right.  I could see two figures well in the distance, then the Italian lady and to the side of me a couple of runners than had been catching me.  One approached me, Spanish man Sergio and was horrified when he handed me my clip card that had obviously torn away from my pack. I was very grateful to him that he had not just found this but had the courtesy of picking it up and catching me up to return it, I am sure there would have been a big penalty for losing this as the Balise had to punched on it. Bit by bit I was now closing down the runners around me, eventually overtaking the Italian lady without her “bolting” again and was the last time I was to see her (she dropped out at CP4).  With most of the surrounding runners behind me now the light was fading, I wanted to get to CP3 before darkness so that I did not have to stop and get my headlight out in the desert and waste time.  I was gaining on the two runners I had seen in the distance for some time and could now make out who they were, one was an Italian man I had seen earlier and the other the dreaded Ismael who had run, no, pestered and bugged me and Paolo last year.  He is a Libyan that speaks no English and has no GPS and follows you like a shadow.  I managed to catch them and as I overtook them so Ismael latched on to me instead of the Italian as expected, he was the last person I wanted for company, no use to me at all and nothing but annoying.

I got to CP3 (another 26km) just as darkness fell and was pleased to make it so I could now stop and get my headlight out.  I emptied my shoes yet again and now had several more blisters.   I had barely looked at my feet when the medic came over and immediately wanted to sort my blisters.  I lie down and let him sort them but it took a lot longer than just getting a pin out and bursting them.  The paper towel had to be laid out, and then protective gloves put on, followed by all the equipment for cleaning the area, draining with a syringe and injecting with iodine, followed by spreading of cream on blistered areas.  I now had small blisters on both heels that were quite painful.  Treatment over I saw Ismael was still lying around and another couple of runners had joined us.  Then I heard the good news, the first Balise was not out and could be ignored, fantastic, my biggest worry over, but I still had to find the second one.
I had been dreading the next section from CP3 to CP4, it was to be in the dark and the most intricate part of the route with 27 waypoints over the 26km and the two balise self clips (there were 98 waypoints in total and 9 CP).  I had remembered leaving here last year with Paolo and we had hit a sharp cliff drop and returned to the CP to find the route again, this time I navigated very carefully to avoid the same error.  It didn’t surprise me that Ismael followed and as I was taking my time with the navigation he kept pestering about footprints in the sand, but I had to ignore him and tried to focus on where I was going and not to trip over as I stumbled frequently while looking at the GPS.  Navigation is so much more difficult at night.  I found the right path and as the rocky path eased into soft sand I tried running again but kept stumbling and falling.  It’s so weird to run in the darkness on sand in complete blackness, you cannot see the gradients and even when there is a sand dune right under your nose you do not pick up your feet and run straight into it, tripping right into it.  I gave up running, it was impossible I just kept falling and stumbling too much.  I had walked with Paolo last year as running had been so difficult.

There seemed to be a lot more dunes than last time now, this was the new 10 mile section that I had not run last year.  Ismael saw that I was struggling to the top of some of the bigger dunes and finally showed a better side to me, he reached his hand out and pulled me up the last few feet a few times.  I had not realised it at the time but I was actually the second runner to leave CP3, only Sebastian was ahead.  In the sand we occasionally caught a glimpse of one set of footprints and did begin to wonder just how many runners were ahead and wished I had asked.  The route then began to hit a very rocky section, this was even worse than the soft sand and tripped continuously and was pleased not to sprain an ankle on the very uneven surface but it was very, very slow going, we were hitting more rock formations which suddenly appeared just a few feet away in the darkness and was 50/50 which way to go around.  I am sure I probably took a very long route around some of the rocks but at least I was still progressing and still on route.   Eventually then next waypoint was the Balise and tried explaining this to Ismael, it was useless, he could not understand why I was stopping and looking around even though I kept pointing to the clip card and pointing at the word Balise.  He kept saying “GPS” as if he just wanted to continue with the route.  I was just 400m from the waypoint Balise which was described as being at the base of a rock.  Well I just hit another rock and swept my light all over as far as I could see but no signs of a Balise.  I skirted around the rock formation and went ahead again just to hit another rock formation, could this be it, now just 50m from the waypoint?  I could see tyre tracks and one set of footprints again and followed these to the rock.  A different coloured patch caught my eye as I scanned the surface and headed to it, YEEEEESSSSS, I found it, what a relief, no more than five minutes gone and my biggest worry of the event over.  I clipped my card with great pleasure and continued on.  The surface was so hard going now, some major boulders and very rough underfoot on already very sore and blistered feet.

The route was now very intricate with waypoints every 400m; I knew this was a difficult section that appeared to be leading us through some very steep sided rocks.  Then I hit a big wall, there was no way around but there did appear to be a way over but some big climbing.  Ismael was up and away and holding his hand out to me to climb the boulders, I took it gratefully and didn’t like the look of this in the darkness.  The clambering and climbing continued for quite some time and was just hoping I was still on course; we were roughly following the GPS but some sideways movements had to be made to find a way through the rocks.  I am not sure what pace we were doing but it could not have been much more than 1 mile an hour now, continuously looking at the GPS and working our way around many obstacles, then another obstacle, the other way around this time with a major drop in front of us and the GPS pointing straight down.  I remembered now that at one major drop before CP4 there was to be a man with a camel to guide us down to the path.  Apparently there was a safe way down but the route was not obvious.  I looked around for signs of life and tried to explain to Ismael pointing at the road book and explaining “Libyan man with camel”.  He started looking around and shouting (wasn’t entirely sure he knew what I was saying as last year he often just shouted kind of war cries and frightened the life out of me in the quiet darkness), but he got a response and a light appeared on the horizon.  There were a few exchanges of words and he started walking towards the flickering light.  There was no camel, just a man and Ismael just stood there having a chat with the man.  I was getting fed up now, was he going to show us the route?  We then started walking back down the path we had just come up and pointed at a cairn, great, this was the path and got going.  The route down was easy and not too much scrambling to hit soft sand at the bottom.  Just a mile now to CP4 and my nightmare section would be over.  

It wasn’t long before a light of the CP4 became visible and finally wanted to have a pee.  I was pleased as I now knew I was not too dehydrated as had “peed” much earlier last year.  But trying to explain to Ismael to go ahead was a problem; he could not understand why I wanted to stop despite indicating for him to go ahead.  It took some time to get him to continue on and finally relieved myself (it was around 2:30am now).
My feet were absolutely killing me again now; the constant bashing on rocks followed by a soft sand section that had filled my shoes and compressed my feet was taking its toll.  The skin had come off my heels and was looking quite a state.  I took my shoes off and decided to have some mashed potato now.  The medic immediately pounced on my feet again but was grateful for the assistance now as I could sit and eat my mash.  Ismael wanted a massage on his legs.  I got a little cold sitting around and was covered in the blanket as my feet were patched up and covered in plasters.  By the time I was sorted Sergio and the Italian man had arrived in the CP.  

I set off again with Ismael in tow and tried to run again, my legs could run but my feet could not take the scuffing and stumbling and walked again to ease the pain, would have to wait until daylight to conserve the feet as was only at CP4 of nine CP’s, but had been told that CP4 was roughly half way (90km).  I hit another rock formation and definitely took the wrong route this time as by the time we could see ahead there were two headlamps in the distance which I guessed to be that of Sergio and Italian man.  My feet were full of sand again and indicated to Ismael to go ahead to catch the headlights as I was stopping to empty my shoes.  He did so and was nice to be on my own for a bit again.  Ismael was constantly bumping into me as I watched the GPS and navigated and every time I was curving round he would be in the way and bump me, a great big desert and he had to be that close to me, why could he not just stay behind and follow?
I was more content on my own, unlike my nervousness of last year.  I got moving a bit faster now as the underfoot conditions were a little better until I suddenly looked up and could see headlamps in two directions, one to the left and one to the right, my GPS was indicating left.  I guessed that may be Ismael had gone ahead and lost sight of the headlamps and maybe it was him coming at me from the right and the one to the left was going away in the right direction, the one to the left was definitely further away.  I continued on following my GPS and ignoring the lights around me, I was definitely closing in on a light in front of me and it wasn’t until I was within 100m that I could make out there were two lights, that of Sergio and Ismael, so the other light must have been the Italian man.

We continued on with me occasionally stopping to empty my shoes and then catch up again. I looked at my watch, it was approaching 7am when it would be light again and hoped to reach CP5 by light as there had been a really good runnable track here last year all the way to CP6.  Light slowly came and was so good to switch off the headlamp and see again.  Ismael and Sergio got to CP5 a few minutes ahead and while Ismael had an icepack put on his groin area Sergio got some hot water for a meal.  I just emptied my shoes and decided to go ahead now that daylight had come, I wanted to finish in daylight due to the problems I had in the darkness at the finish last year where I just roamed around up and down numerous sand dunes just 400m from the finish for 40 minutes unable to find it.  I sped off and started running again, the sand was much softer than I remembered last year and appeared to different, I had remembered a very good firm surface as the route headed off the track and up a steep incline of very soft sand.  
The race had started and Sergio and Ismael soon caught me.  I was baffled, I was not aware that this part of the route had changed but this was definitely different to last year.   I was aware of a couple of waypoints a few figures out by had not realised this had made such a drastic difference to the route.  It was very hard going now as the soft sand incline gave way to an enormous rocky landscape almost purple in colour.  It was very dramatic, a steep cliff face drop to the left where I could see the superb track that I had run along last year and to the right another steep cliff formation upwards with a kind of wide ledge between the two.  Sergio had gone ahead now as I had to empty my shoes out again after the soft sand section; at least with the rocks it just stubbed the blisters as opposed to squashing them.  Sergio was obviously struggling to find the route as it pointed straight into the right rock formation and it looked a long way around.  Ismael was just blindly shadowing him.  I got the road book out but this didn’t help and thought the best route around was over the ledge and headed that way.  Sergio was watching and he eventually joined me and it was the right route.  I got running again but it was rough underfoot but wanted to make progress and then the next obstacle, another sheer drop with a few boulders.  Ismael clambered straight down while I pondered if there was a safer route, the path at the bottom rejoined the route from last year on a good track and could see this but there was no alternative, so nervously clambered and crawled down the boulders remembering the briefing – there is no scrambling on this route, if you are scrambling then you are off route.  Once at the bottom the track made for good progress and seemed to reach CP6 in no time.  The other problem I was having now was that I was very aware that my legs were very sunburnt, not a problem I had last year but I had a full day of running ahead of me with absolutely no shade and no trousers to cover my legs.  My lower arms were well coloured to and pulled down my long sleeve shirt to protect them from burning further.
The next section was where I struggled last year, it was across an amazing shiny black stoned plateau where I had walked almost the entire section followed by a steep drop to CP7.  In my head I had relived this part many times and just knew I was going to run this section this time.  At CP6 I decided to use the last of my mashed potato to give me an extra boost of energy.  I had my heels replastered as continuously taking my shoes on and off to empty the sand had rubbed the tape into the sand and curled off.  The blisters had grown significantly and were multiplying but just had to be ignored now.  On seeing I was having some food Sergio was off and made his move.  I finally asked how many runners were ahead and that was when I realised that all this time there had only been Sebastian ahead and that I had been in second place since CP3, no wonder Sergio was so keen to get going.  The medic smothered my burnt legs with cream but knew the prospect was these were going to be some very sore legs when I finished.
With extra food inside me I crawled up the steep very soft sand incline to reach the plateau.  I had hardly gone quarter of a mile from CP6 but my shoes were already filled with sand.  Looking ahead the plateau had only small sand sections so stopped again to empty my shoes, I could probably see about 1.5 miles ahead now to the next ridge and Sergio and Ismael were well out of sight.  The plateau was not as striking as it had been last year; the stones did not appear so shiny, just very black and dusty, it was disappointing in some ways as had been looking forward to this section.  I ran and ran and ran, small ridge after small ridge, as first seeing Sergio well in the distance and bit by bit closing them down.  There is a small section where there is a short sharp zigzag down, Ismael was looking back and was just 400m from them now.  They were running but not as fast and me and were soon in line with them and as if by magic the minute I caught them they stopped to walk, they gave in the fight, can’t beat me have to join me.  Not content at walking behind I had a quick breather then overtook them and went into the lead, they immediately started running and were not going to let me get away.  It wasn’t long before we hit the big downhill drop of 1000ft to CP7, this was hard going on the feet last year and the added blisters of this year didn’t help.  Sergio was away, much more agile on his feet than me, I was next and finally Ismael was suffering with his groin injury and was left behind.
At CP7 we didn’t hang around too long, Ismael was struggling and we finally saw our chance to get away from this shadow, but were quite surprised while emptying my shoes that Didier came running in.  I had not seen this French man since about CP3, but was guessing that as I was taking a bit more time at checkpoints due to my sore feet that it was possible runners may catch us.  The CP staff headed up to Ismael who was shouting at the staff who had thought he had fallen.  Ismael was just a very loud character and often shouted to the nomads of the desert “marathon” to get attention.  I found out later he slept for 2 hours at CP7 before tagging onto the next available runner.  

Sergio was off first, shortly followed by me and then Didier.  It didn’t take long for Didier to take me and Sergio started running with Didier chasing.  I had enough, my feet were grumbling at me and just plodded steadily away unable to chase hard.  Sergio and Didier were side by side flying off in the distance at an amazing pace, they deserved to beat me, and I was glad not to be in their shoes racing it out and just contented myself on being first lady and probably fourth overall.  
The sun was beating down now, this was a very good track, just as last year and was where I felt very sleepy tired and saw a snake, but this year was still full of life but just had very blistered feet.  My legs were also burning me now, the sand here was very white compared to the very red sand near the camp and the reflection was burning my right quad and calf very badly.  I took the next flap off my cap and tucked it under my shorts on the right leg to protect it a bit, but there was no way out and was dreading what damage I was doing to my skin now.  I progressed steadily to CP8 and guessed that Didier and Sergio would be long gone as they had been out of sight for some time so was very pleasantly surprised to stroll in to see Sergio sitting looking very drained in a chair and Didier rolling over the floor throwing up; obviously both completely spent racing each other.

I had a wonderful cold can of coke here as promised by the organisers to help us through to the finish.  I had more cream smeared on my legs and guessed that the heat would soon leave the sun as time was progressing into the evening now and my hopes of a daylight finish fading rapidly (I left here around 16:30 and it gets dark around 19:00).  I didn’t hang around for long as wanted to make the most of the remaining daylight and also had sights on second overall again.  From here to CP9 is a straight line with no big obstacles, just a bit of scrubland and odd tree to block the view.  I walked for a bit to let the coke settle and blisters get walked in and then progressed to a slow jog.  The sand was soft again and filling up my shoes.  Every time I stopped to empty my shoes I looked back and could see no sign of Sergio or Didier and thought I had it in the bag.  Just 400m from CP9 and the CP was not where the GPS was pointing, it was off to the left and followed the one set of footprints to the CP where someone was waving at me.  As I approached the CP I could then see Sergio, he had craftily taken a line 400m to the left out of view around the scrubland and was parallel to me, just beating me into the CP.

Again there was no point in wasting time.  I just sat down, refilled my bottles, emptied by socks and shoes as normal and got going.  There was a brief conversation from the CP staff keen to know if there was to be an enormous battle for second place.  Me and Sergio just looked at each other, I wasn’t bothered, I was first lady that was important and if he wanted to race for second place he could have it. I got my headlamp out as it was going to get dark before the finish, it was fading now and probably had about an hour left.  I left the CP in second place and started climbing the soft sand dunes; my feet were going to be crushed rotten on this last section with all the soft sand and dunes that I knew lay ahead.  At the first sand dune my legs turned to jelly, there was nothing left in me, I needed energy, I had not eaten for some time, and my sandwiches had all gone and just had one flapjack left.  I took this out and began to eat it as Sergio was back.  He made a feeble attempt at running and went ahead.  I let him go; I felt spent completely and continued to eat my flapjack.  Sergio was still in sight walking and running and felt a little recovered now, still wanting to make progress in the fading light I began to run, my feet were screaming at me but the sooner I finish the sooner the pain will stop.  I caught up with Sergio, he was deflated yet again, he just couldn’t get rid of me and resigned himself to walking and it was kind of a mutual assumption we would now finish in joint second place and walk to the finish together.

We progressed slowly, again emptying the shoes occasionally and were just 2 miles from the finish when Sergio saw 3 headlights behind us.  I was shocked, how had 3 people caught us, I knew we were slowing up badly but where had they come from? I just couldn’t run now, my feet were so crushed by the sand the pain was too much to run and didn’t have the time to stop and empty them.  I told Sergio to go, it was important for him to fight for second place, he had deserved it after his battle with Didier.  I became confused, I had got lost here last year and had visions of the same happening again, the headlights were heading off to the left of me, was I right or were they, I lost my confidence completely and was getting upset, how could I get so close to the finish again an lose it.  What should I do?  Should I follow the lights, after all it was three against one or should I follow my GPS?  Did they know a short cut to the finish by not following the specific waypoints?  I gave in and thought surely if there are three of them they have got it right and headed off in the general direction of the lights.  Next I saw another light heading straight for me; I stood still baffled as to what to do.  The light came straight to me, it was Didier. “I can’t find the finish” I was moaning, “come on, come on” he said, “this way”.  He was walking very fast and I was stumbling up the sand dunes behind him and started drifting away again but at least it was the right direction for the GPS and could follow his footprints.  
All of a sudden I was aware of power lines overhead, great; these take you to the camp.  I followed them precisely hardly daring to walk around the dunes should I lose sight of them.  I was nearly finished; I got a glimpse every now and then when at the top of a sand dune only to fall down again.  400m from the finish now and what is this in front of me?  A great big wall of trees?  I am in a desert how have I managed to get an obstacle like this?  I skirted round again and found a way through some deep growth, barbed wire fence, a field of chest height weeds.  I could hear the finish I was so close, yet another barbed wire and straw fence, I crawled through the bottom of it on all fours.  Was I looking at a pair of legs?  I stood up, there were two camels just feet away, this is the camp but I was disorientated, I didn’t know which direction to head, my GPS said I was at the finish. Bravo, bravo, there were two Arabs just about 20 feet away, where is the finish?  They pointed, phew, at last, a light came running towards me and French babbling out, a female supporter came out and grabbed my hand pulling me to the finish, splat, one last fall to the ground over a cable, up again and I was on the finish line.  At last, what a scramble, but what position was I?  Had those three lights we saw beat me?  Sergio got up to hug me and told me I was 4th the lights had been nothing to do with the race.  Well 1st lady, 4th overall and 36 hours 10 minutes of running, around ½ hour quicker than last year.  Not as good as I had hoped for but considering what state my feet were in not bad either.
I got a big hug from the Jean Marc the organiser and the men’s winner Sebastian was also waiting for me to finish.  I was curious to see his time compared to last year and wasn’t too surprised to see he was 2 hours slower compared to my ½ hour quicker.  The course was really much tougher than last year, a few km longer but the underfoot conditions on the new sections, especially at night added a lot of time to the event.

Finish over it was time to clean up and eat, it was getting late.  The showers had a little bit of heat in them and food of chicken and couscous was cold but half edible.  While sitting on the step to my mud hut one of the medics had offered to treat my feet so went to the tent and got my feet sorted, there were around 20 blisters and the skin had come off both heels, my big toe nail was completely floating in a blister and had never seen my feet in such a state, they were better than this on LEJOG!!

I went to bed just after midnight but left the door ajar as if I put the bolt on it would shut out Ulrika should she finish during the night.  I had barely settled down when the door swung open, I thought the wind had caught it but it was Ulrika, what good timing, but the news wasn’t so good.  She had Achilles problems and had to pull out at CP4.  Having had both my Achilles go in 2006 I was well aware of what she was suffering and this is no race to do with heavy backpacks and sand to progress the injury, it was a major blow but am confident she will be back to finish another year such is her strength of character.  I tossed and turned all night, I could not put anything on my feet and had to use my pillow to prop them up, the heels were too sore to lay on my back and toes to sore to lay in any direction so were left overhanging the pillow.  My legs were also sore from the sunburn and very tender to touch.

The next couple of days passed quickly as the runners continued to finish. The dropout rate this year was very high compared to last year which did not really surprised me, last year around 7 of the 70 starters didn’t finish, this time around 30 of the 100 starters failed to finish – 30% this year compared to 10% last year, another indication of just how tough this course is. I had such good company with Ulrika the time never dragged at all and never even had to pick up a book to read at all.  I was telling Ulrika of my next events and in particular Badwater.  There were a few runners here that had run Badwater so picked up more valuable advice. A few more emails of congratulations came round, in particular it was great to get one from Paolo, who I had run with last year, Anke, who had also run last year, Jack Adams from LEJOG Association. 

 But the event gradually came to an end; we had one last tour of Ghat and the big presentation and party that night.  The usual affair where every finisher was presented with their medal and finishers t-shirt.  I got another Arabian embroidered object to hang on the wall, trophy, Libyan Challenge momento, a little trinket box, some ear rings and a necklace.  Next was the evening meal, not great as we were at the back end of the queue, I wasn’t amused at the inedible bit of gristle I was given to go with cold soup and cold couscous but had to laugh even more at Ulrika’s offering, she was given a couple of completely bare rib bones, her comment – are you just trying to fill my plate up?
Party over it was onto the buses at 2am for the long journey home.  We had to part company at Paris, Ulrika had a flight back to Canada the next day and I was lucky enough to have a flight home that evening.  We had one last snack and coffee at the airport together and said our farewells, Ulrika must be the best friend ever that I have made at an event and really hoped we would be able to meet up again at an event, but she did surprise me when she told me she really wanted to come to Badwater to help with my crew.  A pledge that she had now confirmed and has solved so many worries about who would help out with Bill.  It is just so good to know that I will have such wonderful back up that I know I can rely on 100 percent.
Back at home was the time to reflect.  My feet really were the worst they have ever been and really could not understand how 36 hours of running could do this to me, all from just one tiny error made with changing to shoes with a different mesh.  A big lesson to learn that cost me a lot of wasted time emptying shoes and pain in my feet.  Having said that this really is such an amazing event and even though I have no plans to run it next year I am sure it will be on a future race plan.  I felt I was far fitter this year, was more used to the pack, had no problems with the heat (apart from not quite taking enough drinks to the first CP), got my food strategy right and thoroughly enjoyed the whole experience being much more confident with the GPS and running through the night.  I really do think this is one of the toughest events I have ever run, it has so many extremes to add to just normal running,  a terrain that is just so hard to describe, the intense heat that you just cannot escape from, and such big distances between CP where you have to carry so much fluid and have to balance this between weight to carry and dehydration if you haven’t budgeted right, on top of this is the food strategy, what can you eat in the heat and again the weight of carrying more palatable foods as opposed to lighter foods that are harder to eat.  I got so many things right this year but overlooked one minor change that cost me dearly with the shoes.  I did have such an incredible time and made such a good friend in Ulrika there will be many good memories to live on for a long time.
One side note, the website was updated CP by CP throughout the event and made for an exciting race, no one knowing just how much the men would be challenged, but a very poor translation into English of a post race interview saying that I had piles!!  Well if I did I certainly don’t think I would say this in a post race interview but can only guess piles was either blisters or sunburn as these were the only two problems encountered!!

I don’t have long to patch up the feet and get running again as the Marathon des Sables was just three weeks later and another trip to the desert, supposedly a bit hotter than Libya and the pack certainly a lot heavier but instead of 190km in 36 hours this will be 245km over 7 days.  The error with the shoes will certainly be tried and tested with great rigour as I really don’t think the feet could take another trashing like this so soon after. So until the next one...........
Results
1 
Sebastian Chaigneau
FRA
31 hrs 55 min

2
Sergio Fernandez
ESP
35 hrs 47 min

3
Didier le Mauff

FRA
35 hrs 56 min

4
Sharon Gayter

GBR
36 hrs 10 min

10 
Alex Rousset

FRA
40 hrs 33 min (2nd lady)

