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Editors Report

This year race 320 runners started the race. 

Out of that 133 finished. That is 41.5% finished which is just above average but not as good as the 50% finishes we had last year.

In the British camp we had 12 starters, Me, Mark Woolley, Mark Cockbain, James Adams, Martin Illot, Stuart Shippley, John Tyszkiewicz, Robin Harvie, Nick Lewis, Karen Rowntree, James Harrisson and Jose Mico. Out of the 12 only 3 finished. This was not a good year for the British runners, and I me as I was one of those who did not finish. 
You can read my report.

Mark Woolley was the first British runner to cross the finish line in a time of 34h 30m. The first two times Mark started this race he never finished so this was very sweet for him. You can read Mark’s full report. 
The other two finishes were Mark Cockbain in 34h 54m and James Adams in 35h 01m; also you can read his report. 

I was disappointed that I was the only British runner to stay for the Monday night awards in Athens, so I joined the table with the runners from the American colony ;=). 
I have included two articles from the news letter that I did not do last year
What I have noted is that year on year the number of runners who have support crews has increased.

In the information about this race it says that we our running in the foot steps of Pheidipides, but did Pheidipides have a support crew when he ran to Sparta, I do not think so. 

He had to think for him self and look after him self.
Last year Stuart Gillett finished his first Spartathlon in a time of 31h 31m 13s, he had no support crew he just used the drop bag system to have the few bit he wanted put out on the route. 
Compared to when Pheidipides ran to Sparta we are pampered with c/p about every 3km to 5 km. Even compared to when John Foden and his friends first did this run in 1982 we are pampered. I have include an article that John did for the 1998 news letter  
Maybe we should go back to how it was Pheidipides, like only having c/p in villages and towns and places of habitations where Pheidipides would have got food and next to rivers and streams wear he would have filled his goat skin water bag. How many would tough enough to finish then? 
This year there was a race in the UK called The 250 mile Thames Ring. Support crews were banded. The runners had to be self supporting between the c/p that were about 26 miles apart. And the only help the runner could get was at the c/p and only from the people manning the check points.

Maybe this is the way the Spartathlon should be?   

Why is it that more and more runner says they can not run or train with out their mp3 player?

Is it they do not like their own company, that they need a constant distraction from what they are doing and what their body is doing and not think about what is happing about them? If running is such a chore why are they running?
The trouble is you could get out of practise of thinking. Our ancestor when they were running down an animal for food must have been thinking all the time, like how they are doing, which way the animal is going and what was ahead.  

I enjoy running so I can experience what I am doing and enjoy the sights and sound of all that is round me. If I had been wearing a MP3 the other month I would have missed the sound of Buzzard calling and also missed enjoying see the group 5 Buzzard soaring and gliding next the North Downs here in Kent.

Maybe we are too engrossed in the tech side of running. Maybe we should throw away our MP3’S, heart monitors, GPS’S, watches and running shoes and start running in sandals and by the seat of our pants. (i.e. by how we feel) And get back the basics like running for the sake of sake running and enjoying it.  
O my goodness I am starting to sound like John.

Sorry John
Spartathlon 2009
by Mark Steven Woolley


Failure is the golden opportunity to learn and grow. Without failure we can never know where our true limit is and never get to completely understand what we are really all about. This is precisely how it was with me for my first two attempts at Spartathlon, during which, for different reasons I failed to make it to the finish. In my first attempt I made it to the 115 km point, not even half way, where a race official pulled me out because I was outside the time barriers. I was running so slowly it couldn’t really be described as running, on an empty body, my energy having been spent completely on the road before and then fried up under the furnace of the Greek sun. From this experience I learned that I had to be much, much faster on the road and had to be in much better shape if I ever wanted to finish this incredibly difficult race. I also learned that I had to be completely adapted to the heat, and be prepared to run, run hard under a blistering sun without imploding. Me, a humble mountain runner was under the false impression that this road running stuff was easier than the mountains but I was very, very wrong, and under the intense heat of the Greek sun I received one of the most punishing but valuable lessons in my whole sporting life.

But from failure we learn, and I set about training on the road with a vengeance and participating in all of the classic ultra marathons in Spain that I possibly could. I started to run the 34 kms to and from work; almost on a daily basis but above all else I started to train regularly under the blisteringly hot afternoon Andalusian sun in the middle of summer. I followed an extremely demanding training plan of some 200 kms a week, week after week, month after month but I noted a significant improvement in my fitness and my ability to cope with the heat. People used to wish me luck before a race, and I would chirp back that luck starts at 5 in the morning. I wasn’t lying. Little by little I was actually becoming an ultra runner.

For my second attempt I was much better prepared and arrived at the half way point with about one hour to spare against the time barrier. But I made a huge blunder and failed to eat. The final consequence of this error was hypothermia leaving the Sangas Mountain at km 170. The race officials bundled me into a van with the heat on full until I came back to normal, but then it was too late; I was out of the race. However, it was not all lost, I fixed intensely on the athletes around me that actually finished and I left with just one important observation: they all had a support crew or a person that controlled and thought for them during the race.

So, for my third attempt I travelled to Greece with my close friend José Luis Rubio Gallego. José’s job was to control me in the race and make me follow the race plan that we had previously developed. It may seem bizarre, but after 24 hours of constant running, and running hard, your neurons become completely fried and even simple decisions like “I should eat something here” become impossible to think through. Having someone that can take control of these details is a huge advantage, but not just anybody will do. José is my racing partner for orienteering competitions. We have competed, climbed and mountaineering together for some 20 years. 2 years ago we ran most of the UTMB together and when José was at his best he came 4th in the world Adventure Racing Championships. Not only does he understand extreme sports competitions, but he understands me; and more importantly I trust his judgment completely.

At the start line, just underneath the ancient acropolis in Athens, at 7 in the morning on Friday the 25th of September 2009, we found ourselves among 330 other athletes all dreaming of touching the feet of the dead Spartan king Leonidas, each one dreaming that they would run like Pheidepides did some 2500 years ago when he ran from Athens to Sparti to ask for help from king Leonidas and his Spartan army, because the Athenians were under attack from the invading Persian forces. Pheidepedes is the oldest known ultra runner in our history and all of the athletes were dreaming of repeating his incredible feat, something truly spectacular. According to the ancient Greek historian, Herodotus, Pheidepedes set out from Athens with the first light of day and arrived in Sparti with the last light of the following day. In other words: 36 hours in modern terms. Therefore, the modern Spartathlon has exactly 36 hours to cover the 246 kms, including the crossing of 2 mountain ranges between Athens and Sparti. It is really demanding, not just because of the distance or the heat but also because of the strict time limits and cut offs. To give a rough idea, the first 100 kms must be passed in about 12 hours, 170 kms in 24 hours and the full 246 kms in 36 hours. Clearly there isn’t much time you can spend resting or walking. You have to run.

I started running and for the first 50 kms I ran alongside Vicente Vertiz from Mexico. I met Vicente in my first attempt 2 years ago and since then we have remained in touch. Running through Athens amidst the rush hour traffic was complete madness but I loved every second of it weaving our way between the traffic with the help of the Greek traffic police. Upon leaving the city the race enters an industrial area that cannot be described as particularly attractive and then enters a coastal section that is truly beautiful. On one side you have the Aegean Sea and the other a typically dry Mediterranean scenery of low growing dark green pine trees set against a back drop of white limestone hills. During this stage we were constantly looking at our heart rate monitors and slowing down. It was just too easy to go faster, and although our legs were crying out to be let off the leash we were constantly reining them in. This requires a lot of self discipline but I knew that controlling the pace at this early stage was crucial to having something left for later and subsequent success in the Spartathlon. I seem to remember crossing the marathon point in about 4 hours which was exactly the pace José and I had planned. I thoroughly enjoyed these kilometers with Vicente but when it started to get hot Vicente started to suffer and had to slow down. Fortunately for me I live, and have been training in a hot part of the world and although the mid afternoon temperatures hovered around 33/34 ºC I didn’t feel particularly uncomfortable and didn’t dehydrate at any moment.

Upon arrival at Hellas Can, the first of the major checkpoints, José was waiting with a cured ham and tomato sandwich. Yeah! This really was the good life and I ate it ravenously, following up with several drinks of water and fruit juice. A quick chat with José followed and then back to business and on with the race. The mid afternoon heat meant that I had to ease up even more on the pace and we were now almost half an hour behind in the race plan. It didn’t matter though; we readjusted the plan and carried on. The main idea was to arrive at this point with fresh legs and I could hardly believe that this indeed was the case. The rigorous disciple of controlling the pace, taking salt with every drink and eating well was actually working.
At this point in the race the journey takes us inland, amongst an endless array of vineyards and fig trees. The smell from the vineyards was particularly perfumed and rather strong and I became engrossed in the lost world of the ancient Greeks imagining Pheidepedes running amongst these very same plantations some 2500 years ago, carrying with him his important message to Leonidas. Arriving at km 100 I met up with José again and was met with a surprise. Luis Guererro from Mexico was laid out, flat on his back in the support car. Luis, besides being a truly likeable person, is a great runner, that at the moment is leaving his mark in the big 100 milers in the USA, but it appeared that he had underestimated the brutality of the Spartathlon and had crashed and burned. (Later on in the race, the organization had to pick him up in a very dangerous state. His pulse had dropped to 40 and they rushed him off to hospital where he had to spend the night and the following day.) I ate a little, had a quick chat with José and without losing much time left my friends behind and continued running.

I arrived at Nemea, the midpoint of the race at km 124 with approximately 1 hour to spare before the cut off. More importantly was the fact that I was completely intact. My energy levels were still high and my legs although a little tired were not the slightest bit over loaded and were completely free from any pain. But here I had another pleasant but sad surprise. Vicente, my good Mexican friend was in the support car with José. He had finally imploded under the intense heat of the afternoon sun and was eliminated by the race officials at km 90. Fortunately Jose had seen him on the “death bus” and had picked him up. Poor Vincente! He was completely destroyed as this was his 5th attempt. Vicente is a very strong athlete, he has done the 100 kms in 7:15 (Mexican record), but Spartathlon is brutal and does not forgive even the slightest weakness or the smallest mistake. Vicente joined José as part of my support team and at least appeared to be enjoying this more than being on the death bus. Now I simply couldn’t fail under any circumstance. I had two friends looking after me and all I had to do was run. After some soup and some pasta I got dressed with some warmer clothes, put a head torch on my head and set out running into the black of the Greek night. Half way through the race and I was still intact.

This is also where I started to talk to a few friends on my cell phone. I can’t remember exactly who (sorry) in that by the end of the race I had spoken to lots and lots of people. The support that I received was simply amazing and I actually felt quite humbled by it all, by having such good friends that they would call me in the middle of the race, in the middle of the night, when they themselves would normally be fast asleep just to give me moral support. With that kind of support it was impossible to fail. 

The remainder of the night passed without incident and at about 4 in the morning I found myself at the base of the climb that leads to the Sangas pass. José and Vicente gave me some soup and biscuits, and in spite of my protests made me take a fleece jacket with me. “Don’t be stupid” said José, “It was here that the hypothermia killed your race last year”. José was right of course, and I took the jacket. The route follows a goat track that twists and turns up the mountain to 1200M above sea level and then drops down the other side. Many of the other runners dread this part of the race as it is quite exposed and technical, and with 160 kms in your legs it is easy to stumble, fall and do yourself some serious harm. For me on the contrary, it is my favourite part of the whole race (I was a mountain ultra runner before coming to Spartathlon) and whilst climbing I passed quite a few other runners that weren’t quite as comfortable as I was in the mountains. Upon arriving at the summit, the wind was blowing strong and although it wasn’t 4ºC like last year it was still cold. I was nice and warm in the fleece jacket, thinking that it was a good job that my friends had insisted that I take it.

I came down from the mountain very carefully; it could even be described as rather slowly for me, but I had a good time margin and I was paranoid about slipping on the loose stones and causing an injury. I was conscious that I still had some 80 kms to cover until I reached Sparti. When I arrived at the track that leads to the Sangas village I started running again and didn’t stop until I had passed the spot where the hypothermia had finally dragged me down last year. In 2008, at km 160 I had started to shiver, at km 170 I no longer had any energy left to shiver and my vision started to close into a dark tunnel that was becoming ever and ever smaller. I couldn’t run, just stumble from side to side and I couldn’t talk. Fortunately the race officials were vigilant and they bundled me into a van with the heating on full, probably saving my life but finishing off my last attempt at Spartathlon. But this time was very, very different. I still felt full of energy, and thanks to my friends, I had a fleece jacket that kept out the cold.

Very soon I had arrived at Nestani, km 172 with the first light of day. José and Vicente were waiting for me with breakfast but my appetite had completely shut down. The thought of food just made me feel like throwing up and I said that I just couldn’t eat. José insisted and insisted. He said that he wasn’t going to let me leave the check point if I didn’t eat and in the end I managed to get some creamed rice and coffee down my neck. It wasn’t pleasant but it stayed down. The scene was like a parent with a baby child, but this was precisely what we had agreed before the race. I had left strict instructions to José that in spite of any protesting on my part he was to make me eat at all costs. This has always been a weak point of mine in ultra marathons.

This scene was repeated time after time during the following day. I ran faster than I could imagine and at each control point José would make me sit down for 5 minutes and eat, at times putting the food into my mouth. For every 10 or 15 kms I had gained 5 to 15 minutes on top of the one hour margin that I had and José would use this time to make me rest and eat. When the time margin fell to an hour again, Jose would tell me to run like a beast. I wasn’t in any condition to argue and I followed José’s instructions time after time all day long. During this time I received many text messages of support on my cell phone, just as much from my friends as my family and I couldn’t believe that I had so many good friends. I felt a truly fortunate person. I even became a bit emotional in the middle of a thunderstorm when I received a message from my friend Livan “No retreat, No surrender”. He had captured my mental state perfectly.

At 20 kms from the finish I already tasted victory. I could even smell Sparti. I saw José and Vicente and they both told me that they were no longer going to impose any more discipline and that if I wanted to I could even run faster. As it was, I felt full of energy, thanks to their care and I started to run a little faster. I felt great, and in spite of some minor pains from my legs I was running smoothly and without problems. Little by little I started overtaking people.

Some 5 kms before the finish I met up with Mark Cockbain, one of the more well known British runners, and I pulled up alongside and walked a little with him. He was completely shot and hobbled and stumbled along as though he had just escaped from a war zone, but he told me not to wait for him, that the glory was mine and that I should just keep on running. I said goodbye, wished him the best and carried on running, but then without warning a strange and powerful sensation overtook me, that I certainly haven’t felt at this late stage in an ultra marathon before and I started to run without any effort at all. The speed that I was running at was quite considerable but everything became so incredibly easy. It was as if every tissue in my body, every cell was completely synchronized for the sole act of running. All of the pain in my legs disappeared; the spring and bounce of the early part of the race returned and my mind became completely empty; there were no thoughts as such other than a heightened sense of what I was actually doing. I don’t really understand where all this came from but after running for 240 kms I was running at some 12 kms / hour and it was just so easy. I was completely in the zone and enjoying every second of it but the people around me were broken wrecks of former runners, mostly walking or stumbling along with great difficulty and some trying to run but in obvious pain. I felt like the dog Buck, from the Jack London Novel, The Call of the Wild. I was born for this moment and in some mysterious way I was completely in tune with my deep ancestral past. At last I knew what it meant to be a runner.

And that is how I arrived at the feet of king Leonidas. When I was running through the tunnel of people just before the finish, I heard one of the British runners, who had retired shout that I was the first Brit and thrust the Union Jack into my hand. I would have liked to have the Spanish Flag too but we hadn’t planned for this so I crossed the finish as the first Brit, proudly waiving the Union Jack. However, it was with mixed feelings as I feel just as much Spanish as English, my wife and children are Spanish, José, my solid rock of a friend is Spanish, almost all of the telephone calls and messages that I received during the race were from my Spanish ultra running friends, the rest from my family and I would have loved to waive the flag of my adopted country for them too.

“There is an ecstasy that marks the summit of life, and beyond which life cannot rise. And such is the paradox of living, this ecstasy comes when one is most alive, and it comes as a complete forgetfulness that one is alive. This ecstasy, this forgetfulness of living, comes to the artist, caught up and out of himself in a sheet of flame; it comes to the soldier, war-mad on a stricken field and refusing quarter; and it came to Buck, leading the pack, sounding the old wolf-cry, straining after the food that was alive and that fled swiftly before him through the moonlight. He was sounding the deeps of his nature, and of the parts of his nature that were deeper than he, going back into the womb of Time. He was mastered by the sheer surging of life, the tidal wave of being, the perfect joy of each separate muscle, joint, and sinew in that it was everything that was not death, that it was aglow and rampant, expressing itself in movement, flying exultantly under the stars and over the face of dead matter that did not move.”
Jack London Call of the wild.

                                                               Reflections
Spartathlon is without doubt the toughest and most demanding race that I have ever done in my life. In this day there are many races that claim to be the toughest in the world and all I can say is that Spartathlon could be it. Many hold the opinion that it actually is.
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In the end I did 34 hours and 30 minutes, and finished in 77th position from 330 athletes that started out from Athens. In total, 133 actually made it to the end.

It took two failed attempts before finding the formula that meant success in Spartathlon. I would have liked to say that I finished in pure Andalusian style; by just having big balls but that would be a lie. Success in Spartathlon was due to a very demanding preparation, followed by meticulous planning which was subsequently executed with military discipline. José Luis imposed the discipline and without him my last Spartathlon certainly wouldn’t have been the same. Maybe it would even have ended in failure. Thanks to him (and Vicente) I was able to finish, and I finished very strong. Arriving at Leonidas’s feet was pure delight and it was because my friends had looked after me so well during the previous 34 hours.

Spartathlon 2009

By Peter Foxall

The journey to Greece was uneventful other then have to get up at 02:45, leave the house at 03:15. and park the car and catch the 06:20 flight from Gatwick to Athens.

I was sharing a room with three other runners.

This race just gets bigger as their will be about a 100 supporter car following runners.

At the briefing we were told that we are going to have light rain on the first day and will have a storm on the morning of the seconded day with it hopefully will be dry in the afternoon...

At the start I met up with the other British runners and we exchange best wishes for the race I went off to mingle with the other runners finding others I knew.

Dawn broke over the Acropolis in Athens and we were off for the 153 mile race across Greece to Sparta.

330 runners set off all full of vim and vigour.  

We ran out of Athens with the police holding back the rush hour traffic (this would never happen in London).   

The day started overcast and mild. The race started well. But I do not like most of the first 12 miles with all the traffic and oil terminals that we have to run passed they do's not make a pleasant running. At mile 12, c/p 4 we turn on off the trunk road and for most of the next 38 mile we a great view of the sea. At c/p 5 disaster nearly strikes, I did not zip up my bum bag when leaving the c/p and my packet of Succeed tabs drop out my bag and as the day went on it hotter then the weather forecast and I was looking for salt at the c/p tables we did not get showers in the afternoon as well.

I went though c/p 10 just about the first marathon in 3h 32m that was faster than I and Mark did last year. 

I, Mark Cockbain and James Adams stayed in view of each other over 50 miles.

Close to the Corinthian Canal I started to get little twinges of cramp, but Mark gave me 3 Succeed tap which I took and they helped to clear my cramps.

Lisa Bliss came in to c/p 22 (50 miles) just after me (last year 5 days before the race she went for her last training run, and badly twisted her ankle but still ran 120 mile before she was timed out of the race. This year she was determined to finish) I got into c/p22 in 8 hours 8mins.

From here we turn into the Peloponnesus and running passed olive groves. 

At c/p 26 at Ancient Corinth I screwed up, due to the route we normally follow being blocked off we had to leave this c/p by another route, I got the first part right but then I was not paying attention and missed the next turning a went straight on and after a little while joined the old route but after about ¾ k I can to the underpass and guess what it was blocked by scaffolding. After a quick look around for arrows marking a way around it I started walking back up the way I had come just for a race official car to come down the hill, after telling them about the blocked underpass they got on the phone. After that they put me in the car and took me back to the last c/p and one of the people at the c/p showed me the way. I must have had a blind moment there was so many arrows on the road an posts that they were very hard to miss. I lost 22 mins due to my mistake. But I would not have come across Lisa Bliss after c/p32 the Village of Halkion. She must have passed though c/p 26 about 5 mins after me. 

As I started to pass her we exchange a few words and she said she was having problems holding food and I could tell she was in a low so decided to stay with her as I knew how important it was to her to finish this after last year. 

We ran together for about 25 miles chatting about this and that till we got about half way up the mountain. Going up the mountain we adopted and run walk routine, but my walk was faster than hers, but she could run up the mountain better than me, so the gap between us would open and close. At this point I pushed to the c/p in Kapareli where I was going to put some extra clothing on. (You would not like to retire to this village in your old age as some of the streets are hands on knees climbing) As I was getting in to my extra top and legging Lisa came in to the c/p grab some food off the table and left. After some soup 

I was on the road again we have to thought a set of steep hairpin bends ( I admire any person who can run this, all I could do is walk it) Going into the mountain base c/p I passed Lisa with her crew. Climbing the mountain by the goat track I was taking two three steps then two three steps than stop and before I knew it I was at the top of the mountain, I did not stop here I pushed on soon I passed James and then Lisa passed me. 

I got into c/p52 Nestani 106 miles which I coved in 22 hours 8 mins. Just after here I needed to answer a call of nature, the farmer will not be happy with what I left by his barn.

From here to c/p 60 Tegea I always find a struggle to keep my pace as we approach the dawn get a strong urge to lie down by the side of the road a sleep. And started catch the rain showers. At c/p 60 I change out of my night gear and got some food and Red Bull down my throat. 

I have just over 30 miles from here to the finish and all I have to do 3.5 to 4 miles an hour to get the finish in time so I set off, I did not hang around at c/p60a, and grab food off c/p61. From c/p 62 to 63 things were going wrong I was increasing going to the left and my shoulder was dropping.

So as I came into c/p63 I decided to drop from the race, I knew that even if I rested and to some extent recovered that I knew from expectance that the dropping shoulder and wandering to the left would retune and I was by my self and that I could land up falling off the road or wandering into the line of traffic and be hurt very badly. So maybe discretion IS the better part of valour.

After a little wile I put on the bus to Sparta (not the way I wanted enter Sparta) At the hotel I had a shower and sleep then I went to the finish where I met up with the other British runner who also dropped from the race and cheer the runner who did make it to the finish. 

At the prize awards in the main square I met up with Lisa who not only finished but who was third lady finisher, so she was well and truly chuffed.

When we talk about what happed about me Lisa who is a sports doctor said she notes be for the mountain about 30 mile before c/p63 that I was showing signs wandering to left then but she did not what to say any thing about it, maybe it would introduce doubt into my mind.      

When you look at the finishers in this race that on a rule of thumb just about 30% of the starter finish. I have started this 12 times and finish 9 times. That means I have 75% finishing rate that is well above the average.

Next year will be 2500 year since the massager Pheidppides was sent to Sparta and the race organisers said will do some thing special for this. 

I intend to go back to make it a even number of 10 finishes and then maybe call it a day for this race  

I will research as what causes drooping shoulders. 
But I may have the answer, It only happens to me when there is a 9 at the end of the year. 

First time it happened was 1999 and then again this year 2009. So I will not run in 2019!!!!       

And when there is 0 at the end of the year I do my best races. So it looks good for next year.
As close as I have ever come to "never again".

By James Adams

HI All. I'm back in the UK and feeling much better that I did a few days ago. I've never felt so broken from a race. 

Saturday night when I'd finished I really didn't see the point in what I had done, my legs were hurting so much, my brain was fried from 15 hours of making panic calculations about not finishing in time and I was pissing blood.

I was hoping that before now I'd have some sort of feeling of elation and satisfaction with finishing, instead I just feel battered, physically and mentally. It is hard to try and justify.

I knew it would be by far the hardest thing I'd ever done but did not expect it to be THAT hard. I had in my head a "plan" do break it 3 sections and do them in 8/10 and 12 hours. The first 50 went fine, passing in about 7.50 and feeling fine. The heat was intense but I was dealing with it well. I went on and headed towards the mountain at 100 miles.

One (of the many) difficult parts of this race is the constant slight up and downs. There are a few sizable hills and a mountain but other than that it is just rolling hills. There is no flat and no rest from having your quads and calves mashed with each incline. Towards 80 miles when it was dark I struggled to run downhill. There is a long descent before the mountain that smashed my quads and I got a nasty shin splint. The mountain itself was hard but I managed to get up it ok. 

The descent was awful though, my quads and shin killing me and I went from about 45th to 80th in the space of about 5k. The remaining 50 miles were the same slight ups and downs. I managed to get into a run again and could just about handle slight downhill and slight ups. Somehow I got some sort of bladder problem which meant I was pissing every 5 minutes. It started raining and I got some nasty blisters.

The hardest thing about this race is the constant battle against time. I had built up quite a lead in the first 100 but that was getting eroded every mile as I staggered towards the finish. There is a content mental trauma of trying to calculate how fast you are going and then deciding whether it is enough. Sometimes you work it out that is fine, then 5 minutes later you think that you are way off. I'd never found something so hard.

10 miles from the end my shin felt broken and I had to walk. Luckily I'd had enough time, but if the race was 3 miles longer or if I started walking 5 miles sooner I would not have finished.

I've never seen so many people crying in a race, vomiting or in some cases just collapsing. At the end you are whisked away to the medical tent where you are almost expected to lose consciousness. 

The finish however was pretty special. The best finish ever. I could go on about this at length; I'll save it for now.

Obviously I'm going to write about this one at length hopefully some of the good stuff will come flooding back as I do. Thanks for all your updates and comments guys. I really did enjoy reading them when I returned. 

Thanks to Gemma for following the race and putting the updates up there and thanks also to Nick for carrying me around Sparta and Athens after the race.

Right now I'm still wondering whether this ultra marathon lark is really my thing. I won't be back next year, maybe in a few years. I think that is too much to put yourself through every 12 months.
My big fat Greek failure 

Spartathlon 2009 

Nick Lewis


I first became aware of this race a couple of years ago, possibly just after my first and successful attempt at the GUCR. I thought it sounded intense back then, how right I was. In October 2008 I had decided that should everything go well the following year and GUCR go well, I would enter and give it a go. After all, 145 miles along the Grand Union wouldn't be a bad base for this.

GUCR 2009 went very well (3rd in 31:57), and I posted off my form for Sparta. I knew that I had to recover and get back to training ASAP. Things could have been better, but by the end of June I was starting to put in the hard miles. Things were going well. However, on a 35 mile off road-run with a friend, I turned my ankle badly, and had to bail on the run and have a friend collect me as I was about 20 miles from home. This was late July. I took almost a week off from running and then tested it. It hurt a little, but wasn't too bad. In the following 4 days I ran 27, 9, 55 and then 20 miles. This last run was my undoing. I aggravated the tendons in my foot and was getting ankle aches and pains. More time off from running. I gave it at first 4 days, then tested it again - and aborted after 10 minutes. In all I probably ran 3 times in two-and-a-half weeks - none of these were positive outcomes. Not the best preparation given that I had intended to be sticking in some high road miles now... I was, but it was on two wheels instead of two feet.

Eventually I got back to running without pain or tendon issue about 2-3 weeks before Sparta. The first time I went out my legs felt sluggish and heavy and hurt after some 5 miles, not exactly encouraging. Then I sprained my other ankle 8 days before the race...at least I was balanced now!

I say all of this not by way of an excuse, rather an explanation of how my race went. I am sure that those who do not finish this race look for reasons, and this I believe was mine. No 'unlucky' about it - in running it is all down to you - there are no short cuts. Many people said to me 'oh you have plenty in the tank after GUCR', whereas I was feeling very under prepared, and was very conscious that I had done very few miles in the last month.

After receiving much valuable advice from other runners - most notably Mark and Peter, I prepared my various drop bags for the race the day before, as I wondered 'what is the fucking point of doing most of these - I'm NEVER going to get that far'. Realising that was rather negative thinking, I kept thinking - well if you DO get that far you are going to need x, y and z. Drop bags were packed, with various bits and bobs, and I actually felt happy with everything in terms of organisation. The rest of the pre-race day was spent trying to relax, and for me not worry too much about what may or may not happen, as now all I could do was wake up tomorrow, and give it my best shot, and what would be would be.

Race morning came and we were all bussed off to the start at the Acropolis - which did look rather magnificent in the dawn light, but quite frankly I wasn't worried about that, I poodle off to go and find some facilities (bushes) - can't imagine you would get away with doing that in one of London's major tourist spots! The 10 or so British runners mingled at the start, some of whom had been here many times before, others such as Me, James (x2) and Karen were first timers. I wished everyone the best well before the race started, so that I could do my own race preparation, which simply involves trying to calm myself down and be as relaxed as possible. 

Placing myself well towards the back, we were off, down the steps from the Acropolis, and out into the early rush hour traffic, which was kindly being stopped by the Greek police. I ran very briefly with Karen Rowntree, however as we all settled into our respective paces, I was soon running on my own.

I was conscious that I needed to start drinking as soon as possible, and did so, although in hindsight I probably could have forced more down early on - ensuring I stayed hydrated as long as possible. The first few miles ticked away quite quickly, and I felt I had a sensible pace of about 9½ minute milling. I picked up my first drop bag (a bottle of SIS) at CP3, which was about 8 miles. 

I was feeling pretty good on the whole for the first 15-20 miles, the course wasn't overly picturesque - a mixture of dual carriageways and industrial areas of a typical large city, not what one would call inspiring, however the general atmosphere more than made up for it. At least I had made it to the start line and I wasn't experiencing any niggles, aches or pains that I had feared. 

Although the day had started cloudy, after a few hours the clouds thinned and the sun started to warm up by the time we went through the marathon distance. I was also starting to regret my choice of snacks that I had put into my drop bags (biscuits and flapjacks) as they were rather dry on the palate and made for difficult eating. I had to nibble small chunks moulds them into a sticky ball and then force it down with a mouthful of drink. Although less than ideal I made sure I kept putting fuel in the tank.
The course improved in terms of scenery as it wound its way along the coast - the sea looking particularly inviting now that the heat of the day was building. Although it was hot I never felt troubled by this, and made sure I drank as much as I felt I comfortably could. However, by about mile 30 or so I started to feel soreness in my quads - which isn't uncommon, given that I was going at a very steady pace and I had quite a way to go it was becoming something of a concern. At some point Mark Woolley passed me and we quickly chatted, I mentioned my quads and he insisted that I take one of his gels. Now I rarely use gels, and I was loathe to take someone else's supplies given that we have to look after ourselves in these events, but he wasn't taking no for an answer - one of my main reasons, aside from what I just mentioned, was that a gel wasn't going to sort out my quads, and I was sadly correct. Nonetheless I thanked him, wished him well and he bounced off looking really good.

The miles slowly ticked by and I kept forcing food down, endeavoured to stay cool and drink as much as I could. This last point was something I was probably failing a little on as a 'check' showed that I was very dehydrated - more like 'peat' rather than the ideal 'straw'. I reached the Corinth canal where I quickly put on a toe-cap as my 2nd toe was beginning to become sore, no major concern, however the process of sitting and reaching my feet proved to be much more difficult than I had anticipated, showing just what state I was already in. From here it was a short stretch to the Hellas Can C/P - the 1st major control point. 

I reached Hellas with a 45-minute buffer - more than I was expecting, so I felt quite pleased. This CP was quite a sight. There was a huge array of food (none of which I really wanted), were people lay in the shade having massages and a real 'picnic' sort of atmosphere. In the end I grabbed a yoghurt, ate it, and some other bits from my drop bag and left within a couple of minutes - firmly sticking with the 'don't faff around at the C/Ps' mantra that Mark Cockbain recommended. I walked out eating and thinking that if I give my legs a little rest then things should improve, as by now they were becoming uncomfortable and rather wooden. 

After having walked for 10 minutes or so, I started to try to run again. Not entirely comfortable or successful if I am honest, but eventually I sort of got back into the rhythm. The race now headed out into the countryside - olive groves, with occasional houses, and I really had a sense that the picturesque side of the course was becoming evident. However it became increasingly uncomfortable for me to run, which was incredibly frustrating as I felt as fine as one would expect to be, just my legs seemed to be unwilling to cooperate! Walking increased and people started to creep past me.

Reaching the various C/Ps I stupidly forgot to look at their respective closing times and it wasn't for a considerable while after Hellas Can that I became aware of my buffer ebbing away (inevitably) as I walked more frequently. By this time though the sun was heading towards the horizon and James and John had passed me looking much more composed than I was. After brief chats they went on their way and I tried to walk out the stiffness in my legs.

Eventually I reached ancient Corinth and walked into the CP – I ate another yoghurt and some fruit and left as quickly as I could so as not to waste time. The next couple of hours I walked as best I could although it gradually became difficult. There was one CP shortly after Corinth where there was quite a gathering in the town square, and quite an atmosphere - already there were numerous people who had dropped from the race on the buses cheering those as they ran (or walked) through the town. By this point it was starting to get dark and my drop bag with my head torch was still some way off. 

The CP before I dropped (CP 29 or 30) was due to close 5 minutes after I had arrived, and it said that the next was just over 2km. This '2km' took me close to half an hour, it was generally accepted that this was wrong as even at the pace I was going it was it shouldn't have taken as long as it did. By the time I got to the 105km CP I had 15 minutes to get to the next one, about 4 km away. At this point I thought there is little point in me carrying on, as I am unlikely to be allowed to go beyond the next CP, let alone the remaining 140 km. So with a real sense of frustration I gave them my number and signed the form to confirm that I was retiring from the race. I felt fine in my head, my stomach wasn't causing concern, and I wasn't 'tired' nor were my feet hurting. My legs had simply fallen to pieces and I could barely walk. So I got on the 'bus of failure'.

Sadly the bus was an empty one, and it only heads to Sparta when it has sufficient people on it. I got on around 8pm I think, and the bus slowly filled with people in varying states of coherence. James, John and Martyn were the other Brits that joined me on the bus. However, Stuart seemed determined not to join us as we kept seeing him trucking on through the C/Ps; much to our delight and we all gave him as much encouragement as we could. If you have been on the bus, then I am sure you are aware of what occurs on it. There were several people having to be helped off as they threw up or passed out...or both. Eventually it left for Sparta as there were enough retirees and as I recall we got in shortly after 2am. 

The next day was cloudy, damp and cool. It was ideal conditions for the race. 

I made my way to the finish and was immediately overcome with a real sense of emotion - somewhat irrationally I felt. I knew that the few people I saw finish in that hour or so had pushed themselves immensely, yet I had no personal attachment to them. I guess an appreciation of what they are going through and the sense of relief perhaps? Whatever it was I watched a few people come in then spent the rest of the day milling around Sparta.

By late afternoon, the first Brit was due to arrive, and it was Mark Woolley who finished looking incredibly strong on his 3rd attempt at the race. Within 10 minutes of finishing he had a beer in his hand and was being congratulated by his friends and support crew.

Mark Cockbain followed, and looked strong but tired at the end. As a man of experience of this race he avoided he iodine slippers at the medical tent. Finally James Adams, who had walked the last 10 miles or so and was able to come up with a few witty comments in the last few yards (which he may not remember), Three finishers out of about 9 or 10 starters - typical of this race I believe.

Now that I have had several weeks to reflect on the race, I can see how I could have improved upon my preparation - mainly by not being injured, and how my race plan could have been better (drinking more and choosing different foodstuffs) the latter being minor points really. I have learned a great deal from this DNF as you would, and I do think that all being well (injuries/fitness and motivation) next year I would probably make another attempt, as these points and the knowledge gained would be invaluable.

This is from the Newsletter of the

Spartathlon Club of the British Isles, 1998/1999 
By John Foden 


Athens, Greece - Assembling this newsletter's different subjects has brought home to me how the Spartathlon has changed since five Royal Air Force runners (we did not aspire to the grand title of athletes) set out from the Athens Agora in 1982. I thought it might interest them and earlier competitors to learn how things have changed, and for current competitors to know what earlier runners had to overcome. 

It was realising that refreshment points are now almost in sight of each other that really brought home to me that, what had been an adventure expedition to a country whose language none of us spoke, has slowly become an internationally renowned road race. It is now similar in style to the marathon, but many times more challenging. Like the marathon it is based on Greek history, but it is the brain child of foreigners. 

In 1982 we started from the Agora, ancient market place where Athens was governed. In the early races competitors started out from the magnificent marble stadium of the first modern Olympics, and brought Athens rush hour traffic to a horn blaring halt. Now the start is the entrance to the Akropolis and misses the worst of the traffic. 

For several years afterwards the course was along shepherd's footpaths and stony farm tracks, not so very different to those Pheidippides probably used. Even parts of the road along the coast to Korinthos were so bad it was little better than a farm track. Well over half the course was what the British and Americans would call a trail. Now only the actual pass before Sangas is a trail. Most of the way from Lyrkia to the tunnel is now a well engineered road. The improvement in the road system in Greece during the last decade has been dramatic. 

Course debate 

Indeed it has caused such a change in the ethos of the Spartathlon that several years ago I discussed with Angelos Papas, then President of the ISA, whether we should not abandon the route the RAF had pioneered. I thought we should seek a fresh one similar under foot to that of 1982, and closer to the trail conditions Pheidippides experienced 2,500 years ago. I had not forgotten that I had not had enough time in Greece to select trails for the whole way. So I used the road from Tegea to Sparti and could not search any more for the ancient military way from Megara to Korinthos. 
The sense of adventure has also been reduced in two other ways. 

All the RAF runners got lost. John Scholtens took a wrong turning in every town as far as Zeviogation. It is difficult to imagine it these days with all the notices put out by the race's organisers. But Y-junctions were the bane of our lives as we had only the vaguest idea of Greece's geography, and notices pointing to different destinations meant nothing to us. Moreover we only had an air navigation map, because accurate ground maps had been declared secret as a result of the recent Turkish invasion of Cyprus. 

At night I mistook a dried up river bed leading down the valley for the track to Maladrenion. It took a long while for me to work out what had gone wrong. John McCarthy also got lost hereabouts. By then the three of us still running were spread over about twenty miles and when we reached the pass had to individually find our way over it without any aids except the moonlight shining on stones polished by shepherd's boots over the centuries. It was very eerie to be high up a mountain at night in a foreign country and far from certain that we were on the correct path. 


Foreigners got lost 

I think every foreign visitor got lost on the first Spartathlon. Certainly about 1988 I remember Rune Larsson and Ronald Teunisse mistaking the foundations of the motorway then being built, for the way to Nestani. They ran miles out into the centre of the Plain of Arkadia, followed by several other competitors. Navigational problems are now inconceivable due to the thorough sign posting, except that possibly at night a tired competitor might not seen a sign and go wrong. 

Refreshments are another change. In 1982 Ted Marsh had no food all the way to the Canal and tried to buy some in a shop. In those days there was none of the tourist restaurants at the bridge that there is now. John McCarthy was so thirsty at Zevgolation he tried to drink from the tap at a petrol station. But the owner set his dogs on John to chase him away. 

I ran from Sangas to Tegea for about five hours on the second morning in considerable heat without a drink, because our support vehicle could not find me. I was reduced to a slow walk. In those days the only road to Tripoli and Sparti was via Argos. So our support vehicle had to make a 100 kms detour, during which it lost all contact with the other three surviving runners, who were already causing the support vehicle trouble by being so spread out. 

Dogs 

Thinking of dogs. They were a dame nuisance in all the country villages. So we armed ourselves with stones to throw at the mongrels and skirted the villages to avoid them. This meant stumbling across fields in the dark as the tracks went straight into the villages. These days’ children run out to guide competitors to refreshment points usually situated in taverns. 

Food and drink has also changed over time. The RAF had compo, or military iron rations, we brought with us. Very sustaining perhaps, but not the best food for a ultra distance race. 

The first time I watched the Spartathlon about 1988 a refrigerated lorry was patrolling the course to make quite sure drink and food meant to be cool was cold, no matter how much the sun was burning. Regretfully that sponsor no longer supports the race. 

On the other hand that year the Spartathlon was still something of a novelty. At some mountain villages in the evening I saw a farmer sitting in the tavern’s offering runner’s kebabs off their own plates and the brandy or wine that they were drinking! That hospitable custom has died out. 

What puzzled me in recent years was difference in the refreshments at different "water holes", to revert to Mike Callaghan' s name. It is caused by the race organisers distributing the basic refreshments and some of the helpers kindly enhancing what is on offer from their own pockets. Hence the five course feast that is available in generous and friendly Nestani. 


Changing presidency 

Some of the changes have been the result of changes in the presidency of the ISA. Each president  has made own contribution to the development of the race, so the race has continually improved and so grown. 

Mike Callaghan under Greek law was not allowed to be the actual president but he was the first race organiser. My idea to have a race would never have taken off if were not for his energy, enthusiasm and talents as a salesman. At the start he might not have known much about running and relied on the advice I gave him during visits to Greece, but he soon became very knowledgeable. 

The problem was that in Mike's reign the Spartathlon was controlled by British people living in Greece, with the Greece in a supporting role. For the Spartathlon to become permanent race the Greeks had to control the race. This happened when Velios Mantzaris, a Greek Navy commodore, and Toni Kikas, a lawyer, took over full control. They secured the future of the race by making the ISA a powerful supporting organization; though like Mike they started by knowing little about ultra distance running. 


Velios and Toni were followed by Angalos Papas, a man with as much ambition as Mike. He had the great advantage of years of interest in running, having himself been an elite athlete who represented Greece in the European Championships reaching the 400 metre finals. He knew the hierarchy of the Greek athletic world (SEGAS), the President of the Greek Olympic Committee and was friends with members of government. 

Olympic connection 

With these contacts the Spartathlon received official support. Juan Samaranch gave an Olympic flag to the ISA and Olympic certificates to finishers the year he visited Greece. A tenth year celebration was held that involved the ISA's prize presentation ceremony being in the Zapion palace in central Athens. 

In Sparti the civic prize ceremony first moved from a muddy football pitch, where competitors sat on rickety seats, to an ancient Greek temple where a laser light demonstration and Greek dancing entertained the runners. The problem was they had to sit for two hours on stone seats, having just run 245 kms!! 

Since then the civic ceremony has been in Sparti's main square in front of the city hall. It has grown more impressive every year and is now an hour long in comfortable seats. Thousands of people watch and make the athletes feel really good. 

Now fresh elections have placed Paniotis Tsiarkiris in the presidency. A bank manager by profession he has improved the level of basic administration, evidence of which is the detailed report of times at refreshment points - extracts of which are in the newsletter - and the leader chart. It is he, with Dimosthenis Mattalas, the Mayor of Sparta, who is leading the campaign to have the Spartathlon in the 2004 Athens Olympiad. (This never did take place; maybe they did not what a bunch part time athlete stealing the thunder from the full time marathon runners by running six times the distances. Added by P.Foxall) 

Traditions maintained 

From the start of the Spartathlon two things have remained the same. Sparti is still as far from Athens as it was for the RAF, or indeed Pheidippides. And Mike Callaghan's imaginative idea of crowning every finisher with an olive wreath like was done to the victors at Olympia. King Leonidhas' statue is now surrounded by the national flags of the contestants and three girls in ancient Greek clothing offer the runners a drink of River Eurotas water, but the essence of Mike's idea that so surprised the RAF runners is still used. 

What other race is so long and offers the finishers three award ceremonies? 
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 Spartathlon 2008
                  By Darin Bentley a Canadian Runner

I guess it only makes sense that the longer the race, the longer the race report, right? Suffice to say that no amount of words will ever be able to convey all that we went through before, during, and after the race. How do I describe every detail of emotion that someone and their crew go through over almost 28 hours? I'll try and not make it too epic. I have to first of all say one more big thanks to someone I neglected to mention in an email I wrote before we left. That someone is Colin McKay, my Active Release Therapist from Precision Health in White Rock. He was instrumental in getting my IT band back to a somewhat normal state which enabled me to make it to the start line with more confidence than I would have had. 

Let me say that I never really knew what was going to happen in this race - there are so many factors that can come into play like weather, distance, stomach issues, foot problems, shin splints, IT band tightness, and just simply would I have what it takes to continue when it got tough. Before and after the race I had so many emails from people saying that they knew I could do it and that I'd do well, but deep down I wasn't sure if things would fall into place or if I'd crash and burn. Luckily it worked out but with the amount of training in the three weeks before the race, I was sceptical.

We arrived at the Athens airport Wednesday and picked up our rental car. Armed with no map, only instructions to "follow this road" (pointing away from the airport) from the rental guy to get to our hotel, overtired and overconfident, we set out. We made a bunch of wrong turns on the highways which led to four unnecessary trips through toll-booths (3 euros each), sometimes twice, until we finally grabbed a map and realized we were going north instead of south. Once that was settled we got closer to the hotel and asked one last person at a store for directions but by that time we needed to turn around to pick up Ian at the airport. We drove around for two hours trying to get to the hotel and in the end once we figured things out, it was only a twenty-five minute drive. All this done while navigating the roads with no signs and the crazy Greek drivers fly up behind us, horns honking, scooters and motorcycles whipping in between cars through traffic. You didn't want to be doing 90 in a 50 zone in the left lane because there were still cars wanting to go faster than that and they let you know it!!

At the London Hotel in the area of Glyfada we picked up the race package and checked in only to find that there weren't any more rooms at this hotel and we were to try one down the road. Off we went to the Emmartina across the street but they only had a triple room with one spot in it so that's where Ian stayed. 

I believe he got the better deal as we were sent next door to the Lost in the Sixties Hotel Mirada. I haven't mentioned the fact that nearly every Greek citizen smokes and being twenty years behind our regulations, they can smoke pretty much anywhere. "No Smoking Rooms"? 

There have never heard of them. You could smell the stale cigarettes in this place - in the lobby, halls, room, sheets. It was everywhere. As a side note I'm down to only one pack a day now from the two a day habit I picked up there. Anyways, it was only for two nights at this place as we were off to Sparta on Friday. We only had Thursday to sleep in and then after a pre-race meeting it was up early on Friday. 

There were buses to take the athlete's to the start and even though we had the car I thought it a safe bet to be on the bus in case everything went south and we couldn't find the start. The Acropolis is a big place and a fair ways away so it wouldn't do to not be able to get to the starting line on time. Carrie and Ian and a bunch of other support cars started following the buses but I knew after thirty seconds they could be in trouble. We were doing 70km/h after one block and speeding up. The bus was running yellow lights and I could only imagine the chaos going on behind us. As it turned out, a bunch of the cars ended up running a few red lights to stay with us. When I finally met up with Ian and Carrie, Ian described the trip as something out of The French Connection. Well done, Carrie!!

What a sight at the start line with the Acropolis lit up in the background. You could really feel the history coming from everywhere, not just the race. With very little fanfare we started at 7am. It was mostly downhill for a mile or so and we started spreading out along the course. I chatted with Stacey Bunton, from Oregon, the eventual second woman to finish. I have to say that the first two hours of this race were unlike anything you'd ever see in North America. Most of our races, road or trail, are done on a Sunday morning where if roads need to be closed down it's for a short time and doesn't interfere with the all-important daily commute. Here we were running in and amongst traffic on Friday morning with not all the drivers being very fond of it at all. There were plenty of police but at times cars were pulling out in front of us, almost brushing us with their mirrors, and generally making it a little scary at times. There was plenty of horn-honking going on that's for sure. We ran in the same direction as traffic for this time which I don't like because too many cars never gave us any room. The Greeks don't like pedestrians to begin with so this must drive them crazy. 

After a while we veered off the main highway and onto a less busy but still quite well-used road. Every one of the 73 checkpoints had a sign that listed the distance travelled, distance to the next point, distance to Sparta, the closing time of this and the next checkpoint. I loved this because you could really keep track of your fluids and what you would need until the next one. It also was a mental help when the race wore on because I could figure out how long it would be until I saw the crew again. I can't imagine doing this race unsupported. So many times I changed my needs and shoes and clothes. If you miscalculated something or needed to eat differently you had no choice if you dropped things off at certain aid stations. I can't remember at which point it actually was but I saw the cut-off for it and I don't think I was seeing things but it said that it closed in twenty minutes!! I thought holy crap I'm cutting this pretty close!! How are all the other people behind me going to make this point in time?!?! I actually sped up at this point because I wanted a bit of a buffer once I got to the first crewed checkpoint. Running fast through the next little town was just nuts. Like I said, it would never happen over here. Try and imagine a narrow roadway with cars parked on each side. Then imagine a semi-truck trying to manoeuvre through them, all this while trying to run between it and the parked cars. I was bouncing off mirrors and barely avoiding going under vehicles. And amidst all this, townspeople were clapping and cheering for the runners too. Only in Greece. 

I had planted my one and only drop bag at the 40km mark and had planned to change shoes and refill my CarboPro 1200 container. My socks felt pretty good so I figured I'd go until 81km when I saw the crew and do it there. What to do with my socks then? I stuffed them into my waistband and didn't give them much thought until I got to where Ian and Carrie were waiting at checkpoint 22, Hellas Can. Just before this point we crossed a bridge and I looked left and right and saw the canal which had been carved out of the land to allow ships to pass through. I slowed down and have a look at this marvellous creation. At the station I changed socks, did a bit more taping to the toes, re-fuelled and was off. I had passed the marathon point in about 3:30 and the double at around 7:15. 

From here the weather was heating up. I saw on one electronic sign for a bank that it was 32 degrees. Did the sauna training help me? I hope it did after all those weeks of going there plus wearing extra clothes during training runs. This whole time I was drinking only a bottle with CarboPro powder in it and getting a big drink of water at every aid station, around 3-4km. I was sipping the 1200 every twenty minutes but for some reason my stomach did not like it. I think I wasn't getting enough water. I had to take a whole cup at the aid station which I'm not used to doing and it took a while to digest. Usually I carry two bottles, one being water, and take turns sipping both. Anyways, long story short, I switched to a solution of just CarboPro powder, still drinking water at the aid stations and having a Thermolyte electrolyte tablet every thirty minutes. All this must have been effective because I never had any leg cramping issues the whole race, not even a hint that they would seize up on me. Could have been the excessively slow speed in which I was moving. The only thing was that I was CRAVING a huge gulp of something cold. There was never any ice at the stations until around 100km when I just happened to ask at this one and low and behold they had some. Oh it felt good. I arrived at aid station, 26, Ancient Corinth where I interrupted the crew's lunch at a small restaurant. They hustled over, offered fries (which I declined) and filled the bottles. They asked if there was ice anywhere and someone from the aid station ran over to a store and came back with a bag of ice for us. This was a cool spot that we stopped at on the way home from Sparta because there were lots of souvenir places. The ruins were okay too :)

I changed into my newer shoes around the twelve hour mark, hoping they would offer a bit more cushion until the finish. The small blisters I had been feeling were getting worse so at station number 35 (124km) I was looking for medical staff but there weren't any there and would have to wait until number 40 (140km). They didn't feel too bad, just getting big. I met with the doctor and sat down on a mat. The guy, along with probably twenty onlookers, promptly drained them and covered them with some gauze. I wasn't thinking straight or I would have put some second skin on them because all that the gauze does is make more friction. Anyways, after a fifteen minute hiatus I changed shoes and continued painfully on. It got bearable a few kms down the road. This was around 9:30pm.

The next stop I'd see the crew, Ian said, was at the base of the mountain we were to climb - a rustic, narrow goat path that climbs to around 3000 ft. Funny enough, as I was running along I could see these lights way up this mountain and cars going along switchbacks. I wasn't sure we would be going up these but then I started climbing. These things went on and on and although I was running them, they took forever. When I finally met up with Carrie and Ian, I said, "I thought I'd see you at the BASE of the mountain?!?!" This was like a halfway point with the most rugged part to come. On with my long sleeved shirt and a change back into my older slightly larger shoes and up I went. It was pretty cool with all the glow sticks and flashing lights leading the way up. I was surprised when the walk to the top was over because I was expecting a much more difficult and longer endeavour. Coming down the other side was fun with my blisters and knees crying out in protest. At the bottom was a tiny little village with no one around because of course it was after midnight now and cold out. It didn't feel that cold but the crew said it was only 4 degrees at the top of the mountain. I think this was where I put on my jacket at a tiny little aid station in the tiny little village. I was so messed up that I initially put it on over my tank top (which had my numbers on it) and so had to remove the jacket, take off the tank top, then put the jacket on with the tank over top. Whew. It was tough fumbling with the zipper and cold hands. Soup was a blessing and I had some at every station that offered it. Running at this point was a bit eerie. There was no one around and at every intersection I would stop and look for arrows painted on the ground to make sure I wasn't going the wrong way. The markings weren't abundant, but they were there when you needed them. 

The next time I saw the crew was at CP 52 (172km) and I needed to get rid of my orthotics I'd been using. I had run in them for up to four hours in training and had no problems. For whatever reasons the arch of my right foot was getting aggravated by it big time. I felt like I was running on a golf ball. Anyways I ditched them but the damage was done. Even as I write this it's still pretty tender and after the race it was literally swollen like there WAS a golf ball inside my foot. 

Carrie wrote some notes about when I arrived at certain stations and they show me going from 172 km to 186 km in about 1.5 hours. There must have been a lot of hills. From 186 to 195 had taken an hour and a quarter and the notes from 195 km read, "arch of foot very sore". That was the truth. It's funny how fast the night went. I guess I was focussing only on the next aid station by 
calculating doing six minute kilometres. It helped because I could figure out if I needed to refill my bottle or if I'd make it to the crew before I ran out. I remember during the day around 1pm thinking that there were only four or five more hours of heat then it would cool down when the sun went down. Then at 10pm I was thinking that I had nine hours to run in the dark but that didn't phase me for some reason. Even at 2am it didn't seem like the end of world. When I did the Bighorn back in June I couldn't wait for the sun to come up. Here though the hallucinations weren't so bad when the sun finally came up. Was it because I was better fuelled or just not that much to look at other than the road? In the dark I kept thinking I was hearing something rustling behind me in the bushes and it took hours to figure out that it was the brim of my hat that I was wearing backwards rubbing on the back of my nylon jacket. 

At CP 65 (211km) I knew I would make it. The 200km mark was a big mental breakthrough. My longest run was 160km but I didn't seem to notice breaking that mark. At 200 it seemed so manageable - only slightly more than a marathon to go, wha-hoo!!! I also started calculating how long it would take me to walk the rest of the way. I don't know why I was thinking this because in the back of my head I had no intention of doing that. It worked out that I'd still be under thirty hours doing fifteen minutes per mile but I wanted to be done sooner than that. Not just finishing in a certain time but just to be DONE!! Carrie wrote at CP 65 that I had said, upon seeing more hills coming, "What else could they possibly do to us?" This was at the 24 hour point and she observed that my hands and lips looked swollen. Maybe SHE was hallucinating because all I felt was cold. 

When the sun started coming up I got a burst of energy. I don't even remember turning off my headlamp because sunrise came on so fast with no clouds in the sky. I neglected to mention how brilliant the sky was at night and how many stars could be seen. I'm glad there was no moon or we would have missed out on an amazing show. We just don't see that around here with all the city lights. My energy burst must have been short-lived because Carrie wrote at 222km that I was feeling, "exhausted and defeated". At about 230km the road took a big turn for the better in terms of elevation. There was so much downhill I forgot about the pain from the ups. They felt good and the quads weren't protesting like I thought they would have. I remember thinking that I could easily break twenty-eight hours and started increasing my pace. When I saw Ian again I told him I was trying to go under 28 but then said why am I bothering? I really don't care; it's all about finishing now. 

With a few kms to go I picked up a police escort on the downhill. I felt obligated to go fast as a fair amount of traffic was being held up seeing as I was on the right side of the road. After about fifteen minutes, though, I looked back and he was gone! Over to the left side I went. When the ground levelled out just outside of Sparta, I was paced by another car and then by a police motorcycle and several kids on bicycles. The last checkpoint read 1.2 km to Sparta but the way I saw our crew car head off in the distance I didn't think this could be right. It went as far as I could see through town and turned right. I asked the officer beside me how far it was and he said two kilometres. I love when things don't add up. We turned right and again I just barely saw the crew car off in the distance turning right again. I was getting a bit defeated here. It must have taken me thirty minutes to run the final two kms. 

One final turn and the trip down to the end of the street and I could see the statue of King Leonidis in the distance. There were a ton of people lining the street and a bunch of kids still following me on their bikes. I took my Canada hat Carrie had given me and wore it for the last few blocks. Then it was up the steps to kiss the foot of the King and I was done. 27:51 for 246km, that was an average of 11 minute miles. See, anyone could run that!

They led me to the med tent which I didn't think was all that necessary, I actually felt pretty good. They took my shoes off and tended (painfully) to my blisters. I took my IT band strap off and saw a few blisters under there also. I never even thought to put anything under there to prevent them. Once my big toes were bandaged up we were off to the Sparta Inn in a free taxi courtesy of the Greek medical system. I had a shower and lay down on the bed at around 1pm and woke up at 7:30 when Ian announced it was dinner time. We (I) hobbled down to eat something then made our way over to the awards. 

With my knee so swollen it was tough to walk and curbs seemed like mountains. The awards were well done. The names of every finisher were read out and the top three men and women received flowers and plaques.

The following day was back to Athens where we dropped Ian off at the airport and returned to get a WAY better hotel room at the Emmartina. On Monday we walked for miles around the Acropolis and several other historical sites. I actually had tears in my eyes when I looked up at the Acropolis for the first time just thinking about how magnificent it looked from down there. We continued with our morning tradition by getting chocolate croissants for breakfast and loading up on local cookies to last throughout the day. 

At the main awards night on Monday in Athens we were treated to a great dinner and received our medals and finisher's certificates. Then it was all done. We checked out Tuesday morning and Carrie and I spent the next three days touring around the coast, getting lost countless times, checking out some great ruins and sampling the local cuisine. All in all it was a great experience, definitely going into the books as one of the best of all times. I know there is are so many details I left out but after almost twenty-eight hours things got a little blurry to say the least. 




In the footsteps of Pheidippides...

Andy McMenemy Spartathlon Challenge 2008.
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Well... it's Spartathlon 1, Andy 0, but as you can see from the photo (taken as I retired from the race just short of the 50mile checkpoint) I am holding my head high, I have learned an immense amount about the race strategy from the organizers point of view, the race itself, the pace required, and the all important do's and don'ts for my return next year, "So where did it all go wrong?" I hear you ask. 

We arrived in Athens late on Wednesday evening, and having met up with Mark Cockbain on the flight from Luton, we all decided to garb a taxi to the Hotel. Mark was a great help with very useful insights from his four previous successful races.

Thursday was registration day, and apart from a walk along the beach and a great many laughs with Rory & Caz, I just rested and relaxed. The London hotel was the HQ for the Spartathalon, and outside of the Olympics, I have never seen a fitter, leaner of meaner set of athletes in my life, all nationalities, all shapes and sizes, all brimming with smiles and good humour. The veterans of the race were just a different breed all together, these stood out immediately, and I found myself questioning myself seriously about whether I was qualified to take this race on. 

I caught Rory's eye across the room where he was standing with Caz, and we both raised an eyebrow, and nodded, these were the "Big boys" and I was about to try and play on their playing field! Now don't mistake that comment as negative self talk, because when you looked at some of these guys, you just knew that they had earned their physiques the hard way. They were very lean, very strong, and with muscle definition in the lower half of their bodies that had been developed over years of endurance conditioning and training, then there was me! 

In January 2006 I couldn't run 5 miles around Wetherby with my local running club without stopping, and although I had subsequently trained hard by my standards and succeeded in competeing the 150 mile multi-stage Marathon des Sables in 2007 and Namibian Desert 75 mile single stage Ultra in April 2008, I was entering a different league. Rory had already said to me that he wouldn't even attempt this race, and further lifted my spirits by reading a text that Mimi Anderson (Mimi recently set a new record over Lands End to John O'Groates) had sent saying "Hat's off and good luck to anyone who even attempts Spartathlon" as it was too tough for her! 

So registration completed, medical check concluded, and it was off to spend the rest of the day trying to find a car hire company that had fuel and would hire us a car for Caz & Rory to drive. There was a customs strike and no fuel was being delivered. In a bizare experience, on wednesday evening as we went in search of food, we walked past 50 cars queuing at a filling station, and Rory stopped to ask a driver what was going on, he managed to pick one that spoke perfect English, who explained there was no idea how long the strike would last, we quietly started panicking! Anyway, luckily we found one and chilled out for the rest of the day. We woke at 04:45 and began packing the crew car and joined the rest of the competitors and the bus convoy to the foot of the Acropolis where Rory made sure I loosened up and stretched, before meeting some of the other UK contingent. 

The race started at 07:00 sharp, and I adapted my approach to the first 50 miles after having listened to Mark's advice, so I tagged into the last 30 runners and sat in the middle of the pack with the aim of just reaching the checkpoints inside the cut offs. After the descent from the Acropolis, there was a steady couple of miles through the dense rush hour traffic, choking fumes and heat were already making things interesting, and after a 5mile climb we reached the main arterial route where we ran along the hard shoulder as the sun began to heat the day. I was maintaining a steady pace just under 10 min/ miles as we climbed, and I reached the Marathon stage in 4h 24min, feeling strong and comfortable, probably the last time I can say that was the case. This picture was taken just prior to the CP which I ran straight through, looking to maintain the buffer of time I had developed. 


I can safely say that had I known that at the time I would have forced myself to eat and take energy at each checkpoint from here on, but the Sparatathlon strategy is to make the first 50 miles as difficult as possible for the runners. No runners are allowed any assistance from their support crew, if they have one, until after the 50 mile checkpoint at Corinth. Rory and Caz were giving me fantastic verbal support, and I smiled and laughed every time I saw at the side of the road. Caz was having great fun interviewing Rory on the video recorded him commenting on my progress so far. 



This is a deliberate strategy of the Spartathalon, which means that you can only take on board energy in the form of what is available at the check points. To this point I had tried eating the unripe green bananas, dried apple, dry biscuits, and even worse, dry Jacobs crackers with honey drizzled over them! I can't think of anything more difficult to swallow whilst running in 30c heat, they just clog up your mouth. So I had stuck to NUUN tablets to replace salts and minerals, and just taken water on board. 

When I hit it, I knew I had left energy replacement too late! I hit the wall hard at 31 miles! Rory commented to Caz, that I was loosing pace as I passed the race pace setter who had succumbed at the side of the road.

I added a Go Electrolyte powder to my water at the next checkpoint, and I'm not sure if it was the green bananas, or the sweet taste of the carbohydrate loaded powder that started it but I knew by 33 miles that I was going to be sick, and sure enough any valuable fluids that I had taken on were deposited forcefully at the 34 mile mark. 
I only had electrolyte in the bottle so I rinsed my mouth out and spat it out. I sipped the stuff until the next checkpoint, where I emptied it out, refilled my bottle with water, drank some warm coke that was on offer at the checkpoint and pushed on, only to be violently sick again at 38 miles and reduced to a walk for a bit. 
I witnessed another runner from Switzerland, with similar symptoms and patted him on the shoulder as he stood up after retching at the road side, we smiled and said "Corinth", in recognition of our resolve to reach the 50 mile cut off in time, but the heat, terrain and pace was taking its toll, and I for one was starting to leave the checkpoints with no buffer of time, and the deadline looming to reach the next one in time. 

It was here that I noticed the "Bus" for the first time, and 10 disqualified or retired runners sitting dejectedly along side it as it waited to collect more ex-Spartathletes as they failed to make the cut-off times. There were tears, there were faces full of disbelief that months of training and dreams of reaching Sparta had ended there at the side of the road, and for some there was a consoling hug from a crew member as they finally relaxed their pride and conceded a tearful defeat. 

I accepted this wake up call, and tried to increase my pace, my stomach was cramping, and I tried to ignore it and pushed on, but you know how that goes in life don't you!. 

Rory and Caz were delivery plenty of encouragement and urging me on. Unknown to me Rory had commented to Caz that he felt my pace was dropping too far for me to pick it up he was about to be proven right. 
After the wake up call I lifted the pace but as I rounded a bend in the road I saw the climb ahead, and I knew I had spoken too soon. This was where the failure monsters raised their heads. 

I saw a runner in front of me reach a junction and what was obviously one of her crew members passed he a bottle from the window of their vehicle as they passed, within seconds there was a race official in a car that had been following the runners, pulling their car to the side of the road, and gesticulating animatedly as only the Greeks can, and pointing to the runner and with a level hand, making a cutting action indicating "out" or "disqualified" I ran on leaving them with raised voices, the rules are the rules! 

The heat of the day was in full on mode by now, and after climbing for ever there was a brief respite as I coasted downhill on very tired quadriceps, Rory shouted encouragement and took this picture, and Caz waited nearby soaking up the atmosphere of the race as she waited to cheer me on. They never missed an opportunity to lift me, and the others that they recognized, they were a fantastic support crew and I couldn't imagine what it would have been like without them.

I was pushing hard to make up time I had lost on the climbs, and trying to bring my heart rate back down to conserve energy, but no matter how deep I breathed to re-oxygenate my blood, and lower my pulse on the downhill sections, as soon as I hit the straights and began the climbs again, my heart rate was back into the high 150's. 

The checkpoints were every 4km or so now, and as I scrapped into checkpoint 20 I was informed that I was past the cutoff time, I argued that I could still make Corinth ( 2 checkpoints away) before it closed and basically didn't wait for a response, I just grabbed a cup of water and kept running. I caught a smile from Rory and Caz, at the bare faced cheek I had displayed, but I took very little comfort from the fact that I was still in but now facing no margin for error, and at Corinth they would ruthless! 

The near miss galvanized me once more,and I resolved to reach Corinth in time. But as I said before, when we make a decision, sometimes life with throw in a challenge, almost as if to test you are serious, and as I cut through an underpass, and up what appeared to be a slip road, I found myself facing a bitch of a climb upwards for about a 1.5 miles, and I knew in my heart my race was over. I gave it one last valiant effort, only to watch my pulse rise to 172, unsustainable over the distance and I knew that even if I forced myself I would need so much time to recover at Corinth, that I would again be behind the timed cut-offs.

Out of time, and 1km before the CP21 I phoned Rory and Caz from my mobile to let them know I was withdrawing. I needed a couple of minutes to get my thoughts together before I reached them.

You know... I learned some valuable lessons in endurance running and in life during this challenge to run the Spartathalon in footsteps of Pheidipides.

I've learned that it is important to have a dream that stirs your soul.
I have learned that you need to be able to balance the important aspects of your life, your vocation, your family, your relationships and time with your friends, your training and your rest, and not to be too focused on any one part, whilst you chase your dream.

Most importantly you must respect the opinions of those who mean the most to you in life, and when they ask you to balance your time... do it!.

You need to share your dream with those closest to you, who will not judge you, but will support you... even if they can't understand your reasons for chasing your dream, and don't be afraid to ask for their help, if you show them respect and care for their opinions they will help you to succeed because they in turn will respect you.

As the final steps of my race were taking me into the checkpoint where I met Caz and Rory, I put the biggest smile on my face and thanked them for being there for me. They were concerned that I would be like a bear with a sore arse! Disappointed, annoyed, even angry that I had fallen so short of my goal... that was the old Andy!

I told them that I was done... I was withdrawing... my challenge had ended, but it wasn't over, what I learned will ensure I return better prepared next year. I was holding my head up high, and proud of our team effort that got me this far.

I want to leave you all with one final thought... 
In our journeys through life as we chase our dreams, whatever those dreams are, we will all face difficulties. 
We will make choices that lead us down the wrong paths; we will make mistakes that will take us years to rectify, in our careers, in our relationships, and in our health. 
We will learn lessons, and improve, and we will fail to learn the lessons that life tries to teach us and we will pay the penalties, and then be forced later in life to re-learn those lessons again. But you can do it... you can learn those lessons... and you can reap the rewards and achieve the dreams you are chasing for yourself.
The force that drives you forward through adversity in all it's forms will be the power of your dream, the vision you hold for what ever it is that you want to achieve with your life. 

I have my dream to succeed in arriving on foot in Sparta still intact... to run in the footsteps of Pheidipides, it will just have to be after I learn and practice the lessons this attempt has taught me.
Rory my friend and endurance mentor has his dreams, Caz my wife and best friend has her dreams, and we will all help each other to achieve them where ever we can, but remember this when you are deep in the struggle to achieve your dreams... it's what I told Rory & Caz as I approached them in the final steps I took...

There is no tragedy in having failed to achieve your dream.


There is only tragedy in having no dream to reach for in the first place...

Failure is never important; unless it's the last time you are ever going to try!

It is only life teaching you a lesson that needs to be learned.
