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Lapland Arctic Ultra, Sweden
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Runners in the Mustang Trail Race, Nepal;
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FOREWORD by Susie Chan

Ultrarunning – once the underground sport on the fringes of recreational sport, is now mainstream. If you know anything about running, or mix with the running community, then the chances are you have heard of the more famous ultra races, or perhaps know someone who runs further than a marathon or have completed one yourself. The growth in popularity has seen more races than ever before and, pleasingly, more people than ever before testing themselves, and seeing how far their resilience, will power and mindset can let them run.

When I started ultrarunning back in 2012, there were fewer than 20 ultramarathons in the UK. The internet threw up very little information about the races, how to take part, what to wear or what to expect. Noticeably, there were very few women at the start lines. How things have changed. I spent the first several years not realizing the popularity of ultramarathons was on the rise; I immersed myself in the community and tackled races myself – it took over my spare time, my social life, and eventually took over as my job. It is only now on reflection, that I can see that I, too, was part of the new wave of people who found running a long, long way one of the best ways to spend a weekend.

What a wonderful world it is to be part of. As an ultrarunner it can be hard to explain to others why you would want to run 50 miles in one go up a mountain. It was not the miles themselves that kept me coming back for more – it was the ultrarunning community who are infectious and inspiring. At each race there was always someone there who had a story about another race – a more extreme, longer, hotter, colder, wilder, rugged race. There was always more to do, to see and experience. The people who I met were ordinary people with ordinary jobs, doing something extraordinary for fun, and they made it all seem so doable!

I started with the Marathon des Sables, which I went on to complete four times. I thought completing the very first one would be the end of it, job done. Ultrarunning :TICK, back to half and full marathons. But getting that first MdS medal lit the touchpaper to wanting more and wondering if I could. What would it feel like to run 100 miles? To run through the hottest place on earth at the hottest time of the year? Could I do it? I found myself getting sucked into the world of ultrarunning, and revelling in just how enabling the community is. Running 50 miles up a mountain for fun is normal in this world.

For me (very much a mid-packer) the best thing these races offered was the afterglow. Each struggle deep into the race, each wave of nausea I overcame, each slow tired mile slogged out meant for a more rewarding finish line. The deeper I had to dig, the more golden the glow. The real happiness would be delayed, not coming immediately at the finish line, but in the morning and days after. It took years for me to realize the happiness was actually the gift of confidence gained from running a long way – not a brash, show-off confidence, but a quiet one that helps shape and build you. It lifts you up.

I favour the long, flatter ultramarathons (a fear of heights has lead me to straight lines of road for 100 miles), loops around a track for 24 hrs and I especially enjoy the challenges of hot environments. These are my own personal mountains. A particular triumph was to complete Badwater 135. It was stunning and truly savage at the same time. I will never forget that last mile, and the exhausted exhilaration I felt. I was forcing myself to be in the moment, to savour and remember it.

Now, with so many races in so many incredible places to choose from, this book is a bucket list from bright, mass-participation ultra races to the more infamous how-do-they-even-do-it event – the Barkley Marathons. Some iconic, some historic and all deserving of their place in these pages.

What also needs to be acknowledged are those who make ultramarathons happen. Behind these successful races are all the people who keep the ultrarunning scene thriving. The big name elites who are like famous rockstars to runners. The race directors, who we only see on the day of the race, and yet they have been working away for months behind the scenes, getting organized, doing endless admin, obtaining permits and making these races as safe and clear as they can be. The races would also not happen if it were not for the teams of volunteers, frequently ultrarunners themselves, giving back by marking the course, or standing behind the aid station for hours on end providing fuel, water and encouragement. Then, there are the participants – each person, from winner to last over the line, complete these races with an equal amount of grit to cover an equal amount of miles. The finish times may differ, but the personal glory does not. It is not just the elites who inspire – everyone in the field will have a story, and perhaps be the person who encourages another to lace up their trainers and embark on their own ultrarunning journey.

Hopefully, this upward trend will continue and start lines will have wider demographics of people, equal numbers of women to men, and be as accessible as they can be to anyone who wants to give it a go. Ultrarunning is the most accessible, extreme sport there is, and everyone is welcome.


[image: A runner runs on a highway with the Sun on the horizon behind them.]
Lac Combal on the TDS course, UTMB Mont-Blanc, France.




INTRODUCTION

Welcome to the wonderful, wacky and sometimes downright weird world of ultrarunning. This is a unique sport that demands everything of its participants, with races often taking days to complete, reducing even the fittest and best-prepared runners to shadows of their former selves – not only during the event but often for weeks afterwards. Training and preparation takes many months, if not many years, of dedication specific to the demands of a race. But in return, ultrarunning gives us so much: views, camaraderie, multi-day picnics, the opportunity to take on a challenge where success is far from guaranteed… In a fast-paced world dominated by complex stressors far removed from our evolutionary past, it’s also brutally simple: eat, drink and put one foot in front of the other.

Ultrarunning is a rapidly growing sport. According to a recent report by RunRepeat.com and the International Association of Ultrarunners, analysis of 5,010,730 results from 15,451 ultrarunning events spanning the past 23 years shows an increase in participation of 1,676 per cent overall, including an increase of 345 per cent in the last decade. Step into the ultrarunning world as a competitor, crew member, volunteer or spectator and it’s soon obvious why: this is a sport that captures the imaginations of runners and non-runners alike in its toughness, its spirit of adventure, its scenic backdrops, and its quirky characters. Involving any distance longer than a marathon (26¼ miles/42km), every weekend, across the globe, runners line up to take on races of anything from 50km (31 miles) up to 200 miles (320km) and beyond – currently the longest organized ultramarathon is the Self-Transcendence 3,100-mile (4,989km) race in New York.

Recent technological advances mean ultrarunning has also become a popular spectator sport. While ‘dot-watching’ – tracking runners’ locations and race positions via dots on a digital map as they make their way through hours or even days of running – has long been a popular pastime in the niche world of the competitors’ partners, parents and other interested parties, today’s biggest races are brought to viewers via livestream, chronicling the pain, tumbles and triumphs of the leading runners and the heart-warming (and sometimes heart-wrenching) stories of those chasing cut-off times.

Whether you’re a seasoned endurance athlete, finding your feet in ultra, or prefer to watch the action unfold from somewhere warm, dry and comfortable, ultrarunning is a fascinating sport. The art of running such long distances brings together a complex intermeshing of physiology, biomechanics, psychology, kit, self-management and more than a little good luck in a way few other pastimes do. For most ultrarunners, racing is less a battle against others and more of a battle of will against an ever-increasing desire to stop. Success lies in the art of self-management, something even the best runners often forget at their peril.



[image: A person runs along a path in a forest at the Quebec Mega Trail.]
Quebec Mega Trail, Canada.


[image: Jim Walmsley grips his thighs and hikes during the Ultra Trail Cape Town.]
US ultrarunner Jim Walmsley tackles an ascent on his way to winning the 2021 Ultra Trail Cape Town 100km.




[image: A group of runners pose for the camera at the start line of the Four Sisters Ultra Tour on a snowy day.]
The start line, Four Sisters Ultra Tour on Mount Siguniang, China.



Ultrarunning has also become an arena for men and women competing on more equal terms, with women increasingly taking the top spots in many races. According to the analysis mentioned before, the longer the distance, the smaller the difference in finishing time is between genders. Over 5km (3 miles), men run 17.9 per cent faster than women; for marathons the difference is 11.1 per cent. At 100-mile (161km) races the difference shrinks to just .25 per cent, and above 195 miles (314km), women were found to be 0.6 per cent faster than men. Being a relatively new sport, in a mainstream context at least, and even newer in terms of women’s participation, researchers are still puzzling out exactly why this is. But for most participants, taking part in an ultra is nothing to do with finishing times or places; instead, it’s a voyage of discovery, uncovering new places and new strengths, meeting like-minded others and, in the words of one of the world’s greatest ultrarunners Courtney Dauwalter, chipping away at your own, personal pain cave.

ABOUT THIS BOOK

This book takes you on a global tour through the world of ultramarathons. It’s not intended as a tick list (although kudos if you do manage them all!) but as a source of inspiration and wonderment. It’s a celebration of ultrarunning culture – the people, the places, the races. We share the history of the sport and its most intriguing events, and celebrate the incredible achievements and stories of those who’ve lined up to take on the challenge.

ULTRAMARATHON RACE SERIES

UTMB WORLD SERIES

Growing from – and still focused around – its flagship race, UTMB Mont-Blanc, the UTMB World Series aims to bring together trail running communities around the world through leading international events in stunning locations. The UTMB World Series offers trail runners the chance to experience the UTMB style of events, with professional organization and branded start/finish and checkpoint areas, yet each retaining its unique aspects that made it a great race in the first place. With events taking place across Asia, Oceania, Europe, Africa and the Americas, runners can find a race closer to them. It is also the only place where runners can begin their quest to reach UTMB Mont-Blanc, where the prestigious UTMB World Series Finals are held.

The UTMB World Series integrates three levels of event:

◾ UTMB World Series Finals

◾ UTMB World Series Majors

◾ UTMB World Series Events

WORLD TRAIL MAJORS
worldtrailmajors.com

Created with the purpose of uniting a number of historic races based on a responsible environmental stance, historical heritage and natural beauty, the World Trail Majors series brings together some of the best trail and ultra races in the world, each with its own identity, personality and commitment to diversity and respect. For those keen to tick off races around the world, it’s an appealing bucket list for both amateur and professional runners who want to challenge themselves across a range of unique racing experiences.

The World Trail Majors consist of:

1. Hong Kong 100 Ultramarathon (Hong Kong) – 102km (63 miles)

2. Black Canyon Ultras (Phoenix, Arizona, United States) – 100km (62 miles)

3. The North Face Transgrancanaria (Maspalomas, Gran Canaria) – 126km (78 miles)

4. Mt. Fuji 100 (Fujiyoshida, Japan) – 165km (102½ miles)

5. MIUT (Madeira Island Ultra Trail) (Machico, Madeira) – 115km (71½ miles)

6. Swiss Canyon Trail (Val de Travers, Jura Mountains, Switzerland) – 111km (69 miles)

7. South Downs Way 100 (Winchester, United Kingdom) – 161km (100 miles)

8. Quebec Mega Trail (Quebec, Canada) – 160km (99½ miles)

9. Grand Raid des Pyrénées (Hautes-Pyrénées, France) – 160km

10. RMB Ultra-Trail Cape Town (Cape Town, South Africa) – 166km (103 miles)

11. Vietnam Mountain Marathon (Sapa, Vietnam) – 102km (63 miles)

12. Grampians Peaks Trail 100 Miler (Halls Gap, Victoria, Australia) – 162km (1001/2 miles)

Other global race series include:

Golden Trail World Series, www.goldentrailseries.com
ÖTILLÖ world series, www.otilloswimrun.com
Ultra-X, www.ultra-x.co
Endurancelife, www.endurancelife.com
4 Deserts Ultramarathon Series, www.racingtheplanet.com
World Mountain Running, www.wmra.info
Skyrunning, www.skyrunning.com
TOR-X, www.torxtrail.com



[image: A person runs along a highway. Mount Buffalo is in the background.]
In the distance, Mount Buffalo is the highest point of the Buffalo Stampede 100km trail run in Australia.



WORLD MAP OF RACES

[image: A world map shows the locations of different races. The races in North America are Javelina Jundred, Black Canyon Ultras, Badwater 135, Endurance Run, Western States, Hardrock 100, Leadville Trail 100, The Barkley Marathons and Quebec Mega Trail. The races in Europe are Ultra Pirineu, Tor des Géants, UMBT Mont-Blanc, Swiss Canyon Trail, Zugspitz Ultratrail, Ultra-Trail Snowdonia by UTMB, Winter Spine Race, Lakeland 100, West Highland Way Race, Lapland Arctic Ultra, Madeira Island Ultra-Trail, Transgrancanaria, Transalpine Run, Lavaredo Ultra Trail by UTMB and Spartathlon. The races in Africa are The Jungle Ultra, Atacama Crossing, La misión, Marathon des Sables, Salt Pans Ultra, Comrades Marathon and Grand Raid de la Reunion. The races in Asia are Mongolia Sunrise to Sunset, Ultra X Jordan, Mount Fuji 100, Mustang Trail Race, Ultra-Trail Mount Yun by UTMB and Trans-Int 160 by UTMB. The races in Oceania are Tarawera Ultra-Trail by UTMB, Kepler Challenge, Ultra-Trail Australia by UMBT and Wilson’s Prom.]


[image: A person clutches hiking poles in one hand and runs down a rocky slope at the Transalpine Rache.]
Stage 5 of the 2023 Transalpine Rache in the Larein-Valley (Silvretta-Mountains).
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