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INTRODUCTION

Adventure races and endurance challenges have grown at a phenomenal rate in the past decade, with thousands of men and women travelling to all corners of the earth to take part in events that will test their limits. If you’re reading this book, you’ve probably considered doing the same.

We have scoured the top ten lists, hunted down the unusual challenges and read some moving and hilarious accounts in order to compile this selection of the world’s toughest, weirdest and most extreme races – and to find out what is so special about each one that keeps people coming back for more. We’ve looked at the coldest and the hottest, races by sea and over the highest mountains in the world, through jungle and deserts. There are epic foot races, canoe and kayak races, swim challenges and mountain biking events; and then there are some more unusual ones, and some multi-discipline events including climbing and orienteering.

So, what is it about the ‘sufferfest’ that appeals?

Part of it is the location. Some of these events offer an opportunity to visit remote corners of the world that very few have the chance to experience in their lifetime. The spectacular physical beauty of the place alone can be breathtaking and the interaction with local people produces memorable moments. Often as we read about a race, we catch ourselves dreaming and wondering if we could do it ourselves.

Part of it is sharing suffering and exhilaration with those around you; the camaraderie is remarkable.

But more than that, these extreme challenges offer us something that is lacking from our everyday lives: where we drift from office to supermarket, where we get in our cars to drive to the gym and use our smartphones to tell us how to get around. We want to be surprised, to have our self-sufficiency tested and to use our own power and wits. We want our bodies to be pushed to the very limits, to know if we have the mental resilience to keep going. We want that total immersion in an unforgiving natural environment – something far removed from our highly mechanised society. Many competitors find that the sense of achievement fills a gap and spurs them on to a greater appreciation of life.

Although many of these events are races, they are about much more than just speed. Getting to the finish line is important, but it’s the experience that counts. How much do you think you could endure and survive? Read on, and decide.
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