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By the time our ship was underway to Antarctica, we had already visited Buenos Aires and Ushuaia, the southernmost city in the world.  Both adventures in themselves, but now the real expedition was to begin.  The Drake Passage lay ahead of us, 600 miles of stormy, deep water where the Atlantic, Pacific and the Antarctic Circumpolar Current all join up.  Long known as one of the most treacherous ocean stretches on the planet, the Drake Passage was acting up on this day, so we would have to wait for our turn to brave the passage.  Instead, our ship, the 341-foot Ocean Victory spent a day and a night hiding between two small islands waiting for the worst of the weather and waves to clear out.  Twenty-four hours later, we were on our way.
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Further delays caused our Wednesday marathon to be changed to a split group, with half marathoners and speedier marathoners landing on King George Island, Antarctica on Thursday, with the mere-mortal marathoners, like yours truly, hitting the island the following day, Friday.
As the Thursday marathoners started trickling back onto the boat, the reports of difficulties and mayhem were ubiquitous.  “That’s the hardest thing I’ve ever done, including military training.”  “That’s the hardest thing I’ve ever done, including childbirth!”  Thirty mph winds gusting to 50 mph, steep hills, ice, mud, more mud, and as a natural result, very, very slow times!  People with “normal” marathon times in the mid 3-hour range were reporting 6-hour slogs, easily adding 2+ hours.  The ultimate winner of the marathon was a 2-hour 30-minute marathoner.  He ran 3 hours 45 minutes.  This was a hard course!
So, here’s the problem.  I just ran 5 hours 8 minutes in Tokyo two weeks earlier, adding 2 hours or more to my marathon time puts me well past the cutoff time of 6 hours 30 minutes.  Now, the Marathon Tours people are very nice.  They want everyone to finish, and the two-day running schedule gave them some room to relax.  So they said they would probably not pull people off the course at 6 hours 30 minutes.  But they were clear, after 6 hours 30 minutes you will not get an official time.  You get a “FNT” designation, which is “finished, no time.”  An FNT still counts for having run a marathon on the continent, but without an official time, it doesn’t seem entirely legitimate.  I didn’t want an “FNT.”  I didn’t want an asterisk by my name, but given then experiences that I had been hearing about from the returning first-day runners, I thought that an “FNT” would likely be my fate.
Race morning comes, and there is an announcement over the PA to get yourself down to the “mud room” with your layers.  Weather report for my racing day, 34 deg F and sustained winds at 22 mph with gusts to 30 mph … not so bad actually, at least for Antarctica.  You still need base layer, mid layer, warm layer and a waterproof layer for the Zodiac ride to shore, which gets pretty wet!
The Zodiac drops us off on King George Island, Antarctica.  Antarctica can be a very pretty place with snow and ice and icebergs.  King George Island is not this place.  At least not where they put us, in the only part of Antarctica not covered in impassable mountains and glaciers.  We start at the Chilean base, and there are some glaciers around which are nice, but mostly it’s a lot of dirt, which soon will become mud!  There are a few penguins around who seemed to have missed the invitation to go someplace nicer.
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Anyway, you’ve got about 10 minutes to get your waterproof gear off, get your water bottles to the water-bottle tarp.  No messing around, no one singing the national anthem, just 5-4-3-2-1 and you’re off!
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You start on smooth dirt the angles upwards almost immediately.  Some places are rocky like running on a stream bed.  A half mile ahead of you, you see a small mountain.  You’re not going around the mountain like a reasonable person would, you’re going up and over it.  You get up to the top of that mountain, and there’s another larger mountain.  You see little dots on top of the mountain, and you realize those are the runners in front of you that had wound their way to the top.  The angle is so steep enough that almost everybody walks the steepest parts.  But what goes up, of course, must come down, so there are equally steep downhills in your near future.  The entire course is just 2.2 miles long one way from the Chilean base to the Uruguayan base.  A 2.2-mile trek that you will run 12 times before the day is over.  After 2.2 miles, you turn on your heels and run back, high fiving the runners coming up behind you.  Early on, you have the energy for such things!
Each lap is just under 4.4 miles.  Six laps, and a 6-hour 30-minute cutoff.  That’s 1 hour and 5 minutes per lap, or a 14:50 mile.  Sounds like a piece of cake really.  I couldn’t imagine running so slow.  But I had heard the stories.  The Antarctica Gods weren’t going to give this away.  They were coming for you, and they demand a hefty price!
First lap, pretty good.  I ran most of the way, only walking on the steepest of the inclines.  I came in at 53 minutes 30 seconds.  Wow!  I just banked 11 minutes and 30 seconds.  Maybe a “FNT” was not a certain thing after all.  Maybe I could actually get an official time!  Next lap, less running, more walking, mud bogs getting bigger.  Shoes are heavier now with accumulated mud.  Still, a 55-minute lap, another 10 minutes banked.  This was looking even more like a sure thing!  I’m 8 miles in, I had 21 minutes and 30 seconds in the bag, ready to give back to the Antarctica Gods later in the race.
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Third lap, things start to happen.  Not good things.  More walking, and the times where you were actually running, you were running slower.  The mud bogs were now over 100 meters long and there’s no way to avoid them.  You try and pick your way through and the driest bits you can find, but inevitably, you find yourself sinking into the mud.  Once my heel lifted out of my shoe and I thought I might lose a shoe!  If I lost a show in that bog, I don’t think I’d ever get it back.  Still moving though, and the end of this lap is 13.1 miles, a half marathon completed.  My time: 1 hour 5 minutes.  Uh oh!  I banked no additional time, and I still had half of this race to go.  My third lap was 10 minutes slower than my second, and trend that could not continue if I was going to avoid a “FNT.”
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Fourth lap, the twinges in my left leg warning of impending cramps became actual cramps.  Your calf cramps, you try and straighten your toe, then your thigh cramps.  It’s your choice, but there was no leg position that got rid of both.  I discovered running with high knees lessoned the cramps.  The cramps wouldn’t go away, but they were manageable.  I knew this was the most important lap.  Seeing the mile markers go by, Mile 14, Mile 15, and Mile 16, you realize how far you’ve come, and how far you have to go.  If I was going to walk, I had better walk fast!  Shuffle run where you can, power walk where you can’t run.  Keep going forward.  The mud became less of an issue now.  Not because there was less mud, you just stopped caring.  All the careful picking around the deepest, wettest mud during the first three laps was for the birds.  Too tired.  Now I just plunged right through the middle.  Take the shortest route, and to hell with your muddy shoes and wet feet!  The fourth lap, even with all of its extra challenges, was 1 hour and 7 minutes.  Only two minutes slower, and most importantly, I only ate up 2 minutes of my bank.  I still had 19 minutes 30 seconds in reserve with only two laps to go!  But this is my 27th marathon.  I know what can happen in the last miles of such a long race.  19 minutes can be gone in a heartbeat if I don’t keep moving and moving and moving well!
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Fifth lap, both left and right legs are cramping now.  The high knees mitigate the cramps somewhat in my left leg, but the same technique makes the right leg worse!  The only way to mitigate the right leg is to swing it out wide, almost in an arc parallel to the ground.  High knees on the left, a swinging arc on the right.  It occurs to me I may look like a crippled penguin, not that I’ve ever seen such a thing.   But with everything going wrong, I was still oddly confident.  I may actually be able to pull this off!  Now it’s just head down and plow forward, and forget about the pains that would have derailed any other marathon I’ve ever participated in.
A mile to go in the fifth lap and I went through an odd dizzy spell.  This was one of two times that I was actually worried about not being able to finish.  Pain you can deal with, but it’s really hard to run when you’re dizzy.  With any luck, keep staggering along and hopefully it will pass in a few minutes.  It did pass.  I’m now heading down the last steep hill into the finish area, with only one lap to go after this one!  Time … 1 hour 10 minutes.  I lost another 5 minutes of buffer, now having 14 minutes 30 seconds left to give to the Gods.  Feeling very confident now.  I’m still a crippled penguin with pounds of extra weight in mud on each shoe, but I’m alive, and moving, and thinking I have a good chance to get an official time, a feat I thought was impossible only 20 hours before!
Last lap!  A half-mile out is the steepest hill.  I tried my power walk that had carried me up this crazy hill 5 other times over the last 5 hours.  Something went wrong!  Both legs seized up in a way I’ve never felt.  High knees, leg swing, nothing working.  This one stopped me in my tracks and was the second time that I thought I may not be able to finish.  I had to find some way to mitigate this cramp short of lying down in the mud, a position from which I was sure I would never arise without help.  I remembered someone I had heard about walking backwards up a hill to relieve cramps.  I’ve got nothing to lose, I turned around and tried to walk backwards up a steep incline.  Cramps or no cramps, this is not easy.  Your legs are not designed for this, the whole knee only bends one way kind of thing.  But it seemed to lessen the stress of my cramping muscles.  After 30 seconds, I was able to turn back forwards.  And the cramps, while not entire gone, were less of an issue.  More like they had been in lap 4 … painful … sometimes making me gasp out loud, but not debilitating.  I’m still doing my impersonation of a crippled penguin, but forward progress is being made.
I’m at the turn-around at the Uruguayan base, just over two miles to go.  Cramps in control, crippled penguin shuffle run, check, and time to spare, at least, I think.  At this point in a race, your ability to do math basically goes away.  Had I calculated this correctly?  Was I still OK?  This much seemed clear, I’d already been through every curve ball that any marathon had ever thrown at me, plus several I never would have contemplated.  I had 2.2 miles to go.  My watch said 5 hours 46 minutes.  That’s 44 minutes to go.  Oh, baby, we’re going to do this thing!
Crossed the line at 6 hours 22 minutes.  Like the guy who disables the nuclear bomb with 8 seconds to go … hardly even exciting.  I was met with a swarm of volunteers who proceeded to strip of my muddy gear, get my boots and a life jacket on, throw me in a Zodiac and get me back to the ship before I froze to death!
Prior to this, I’ve done 26 marathons on 3 continents including all six majors and two half Ironman’s.  This was the hardest thing I’ve ever done.  And as we sail northwards towards home, approaching our second crossing of the Drake passage, I’m in the company of nearly 100 intrepid marathoners who whole-heartedly agree!
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Now back on warm, dry land, where my bed no longer threatens to toss me onto the floor which each 30-foot swell, it’s reflection time!  The question I’ve been asked more than any other is “would you do it again?”  The answer, as you might expect, is nuanced.  Would I personally do it again, no.  But of course, I don’t need to.
What I think folks are really asking is … “should I do this” or “would you recommend this race?”  If you are an adventurous sort and/or if you need “the continent,” then of course, you should do this race.  It was an adventure like no other and a race like no other.  I will remember it fondly and forever.  Of course, the mud has long since washed away, and I escaped having an asterisk by name with 8 minutes to spare.  Once is special, once is an experience well worth having, once will never be forgotten, but once is most-certainly enough!
Robert Kelso
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