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The Marathon des Sables is a 150 mile, self sufficiency stage race through the Sahara Desert. 
Competitors are required to carry all that they will need for the six stage race in a pack on 
their back. Only water and emergency medical aid will be provided. Started 15 years ago by a 
Frenchman, Patrick Bauer, it has developed into the premier desert Ultrathon. In April 2000, 
673 hopeful competitors from 38 countries gathered on the start line in attempt to complete 
the toughest footrace on earth. John Tyszkiewicz was amongst them and this is his story:  
 
Gatwick Airpor t – 6th Apr il 2000 
 
The training is well and truly over – in fact, it has been for the last few weeks – nothing that 
one can do in the last fortnight will affect either stamina or fitness over a 150 mile ultrathon. 
Most of the competitors have been tapering their training as the departure date approaches, a 
few stopped altogether weeks ago, happy to have remained injury free through the long 
months of dedicated training. To have to withdraw now through a training injury would be 
cruel indeed. All but the most organised have spent the final weeks fine tuning their 
equipment, drinking systems and food. 
 
The competitors are easy to spot in the check in area – amongst the hundreds queuing with 
backpacks for the charter flights, there are a few that stand out. Keeping a watchful eye on 
precious backpacks, lean faces look nervously around, eyes scanning new arrivals in the 
queue for a familiar face or two. Some will be team mates, some will have met a couple of 
times at a local marathon or two, some will have discussed kit and food over the telephone or 
internet, but most will be strangers.  
 
I meet up with Christian Cullinane, with whom I have shared ideas about training, equipment 
and sponsorship over the past six months. Despite numerous attempts to organise training 
runs, busy family and business lives have meant that we have not had the opportunity to run 
together. We have, however, managed to meet fairly 
frequently over lunch to discuss the race, and as a 
result both carry similar equipment. We are both 
entered as individuals in the MdS, which means that 
we will both be carrying the full compliment of kit for 
the seven days in the desert. In addition to all of this, 
we have decided to carry a satellite telephone and 
palmtop computer between us to send emails from the 
desert – the equipment has been made available 
through Christians BT Syncordia sponsorship, and 
will add about 1.5kg each to our packs.  
 



The only other competitor that I have met for any length of time is Jackson Griffith, a 
talented road runner from Bishops Stortford – as lean as a racing snake, he makes me feel like 
the Michelin Man when I stand next to him. I just hope that he doesn’t represent the average 
MdS competitor, or I will be in big trouble. 
 
Our ever supportive and patient wives, Bibi and Rebecca also meet, getting the chance to 
compare notes on how ecstatic they will be once the race is over. Training, sourcing 
equipment and fundraising having all but taken over family life for the last few months, and 
the washing machine has had to work full time to reduce the sweaty training  kit mountain 
produced by months of training. Furthermore, both husbands have been more stressed out by 
the prospect of attempting to run 150 miles across the Sahara carrying a 13kg pack than they 
are prepared to admit. 
 
Fellow competitors are acknowledged with a barely perceptible 
nod of the head as though members of a secret club, as we mill 
around the departure lounge and after a short delay the flight is 
called. Christian and I, each with a sound lecture on not getting 
anymore stupid ideas about ultrathon races in far flung corners of 
the world ringing in our ears, find ourselves sitting next to Mark 
Smyth, in an airplane full of dangerously fit looking people. I 
doubt that Monarch Airlines have ever had an outward bound 
charter flight on which so little booze has been sold. Three hours 
later we are on the ground in Ourzazate, where immigration takes 
predictably long. I am surprised at how cool it is in the breeze standing on the tarmac. 
Confidence is at an all time high – I can do this race! 
 
Once in the Hotel, with its functional rooms belying the claimed 5 star status, kit is checked 
and repacked before the call of the poolside bar proves too much. Those who attempt to 
loosen muscles stiff from travel get a shock as they plunge into the pool – it is freezing cold, 
and all but the hardiest can only manage a couple of lengths before scrambling out again. 
 
Dinner that night is an odd affair, with mountains of delicious 
warm bread, but little to eat it with. No-one wants to be taken ill 
with a stomach bug, and some competitors have even brought 
their own food and bottled water from England to see them 
through to the start. Some tuck into the chicken or lamb (?) stew 
with gay abandon, entrusting their digestive tracts to God and the 
cooks. Christian and I eat fairly cautiously, but eat our fill – the 
cheese looks Ok, and there are plenty of potatoes. Most people 
leave the couscous well alone, on account of the fact that it may 
not have been made with boiling water, and there aren’t that many takers for the meat stew. 
We retire to the bar for a last beer and a couple of ‘when I’ stories, and hit the sac around 
midnight. 
 
After a good breakfast of croissant, pain au chocolat and fresh bread rolls with honey, we 



gather in front of the hotel to board buses for the ride out to the desert. As we board, we are 
issued with the famous ‘ road books’ , containing all the terrain, distance and navigational 
details of the course. Immediately the talk on the bus turns to day three – it doesn’t take long 
to discover that there is a 22.5km section of dunes to be traversed to finish the 37km stage – 
and that the bulk of the runners will reach the dunes section at around midday……… 
 
Some 200 km later, after a hair raising ride through the mountains, we leave the metalled road 
and the bus lurches another couple of kilometres down a rough track. We are issued with a 
surprisingly edible and filling packed lunch, which we eat in the open while waiting for some 
army lorries to take us the final 10 kms or so to Bivouac 1. 
 

 
 
The trucks disgorge their dusty cargo into what can best be described as a lunar landscape.  A 
vast expanse of rocky terrain stretches as far as the eye can see, and apart from a couple of 
areas of sparse shrubs and a few withered palm trees, there is no vegetation to be seen. The 
Berber tents, which consist of sacks roughly sewn together and dyed black held up with 
wooden poles, are set out in a vast semicircle.  

 
The 140 strong British and Irish contingent are to tent together, next door to the Japanese and 
Germans. The USA contingent, who have suffered delays on every leg of their outward 
journey and will arrive in the small hours of the morning, are to occupy an outer ring of tents. 
The French have been allocated a separate area along with assorted Spaniards, a Brazilian 
and a couple of Chinese competitors. 
 
As the competitors debus, they head for their allocated areas and are left to sort out who will 
sleep where – each tent holds up to nine competitors and most will be full. Christian 
Cullinane, Mark Smyth, Jackson Griffith and I end up in Tent 64. We are soon joined by Scott 
Graham a Glaswegian rather economical with his words, Nigel Cowell an engineer from 
Evesham with tattoos of rock ‘n’ roll stars adorning his legs and back, and Rex Whittle. 



Slightly built and white bearded, Rex has lived the last 32 years of his life in Hong Kong and 
has given himself a place in the race as his 60th birthday present. The last two to arrive to 
make up Tent 64 are Derek Jackman, a 38 year old telecommunications salesman from 
Bramley, and his teammate 28 year old Steven Mullan, from Staines, who works in IT. Derek 
has a physique more like Arnold Swartzeneger than Eamon Martin, and gives his reason for 
being in the desert as “ I used to be a fat bastard” .  
 
Since we are all still in possession of our suitcases, luxuries abound – Flags of every 
description fly from the tents, and books, magazines and personal stereos can be seen 
everywhere. The central feeding system has a long queue, but the food is good, and can be 
eaten with confidence. The bread in particular is delicious as well as plentiful, served warm 
from the oven. There is even a modest amount of wine or beer on offer with the meal, which 
comes as a pleasant surprise. The time in the camp prior to the kit scrutineering period is 
spent fine tuning kit, and already mountains of spare food and equipment is being jettisoned.  
 
A few keen souls have been spotted out running in the desert, some to loosen muscles prior to 
the start, and some for the photo opportunity (there are some wild camels a couple of miles 
away at an oasis). I decide to conserve my energy and I stay out of the sun for as long as 
possible. This does not prove too hard to do, since shortly after dawn on the second day, the 
skies cloud over – there will be a thunderstorm that evening, and the relatively cool 
conditions will deprive us of an opportunity to acclimatise before the fun begins. It was 
snowing in the UK the week we left, and not many of us have seen the sun since the end of 
the summer……….. 
 
The scrutineering begins with runners being called up to a huge tent a couple of hundred 
metres from the competitors area. Food is weighed separately from the rest of the equipment, 
and calorific values randomly checked. I have photocopied all packaging and have a 
spreadsheet showing intended daily calorific intake, 
but all for nothing. Having shown my compulsory 
items, I am suddenly in font of the race doctor, who 
casts an eye over my ECG report. He sees that my 
resting heart rate is 41 beats per minute, and I tell him 
that I feel strong. The doctor warns me not to set out 
too fast, since this is my first MdS. I translate for 
another competitor whom I nickname ‘Top Chef ’ – he has been an Army cook for years, and 
now works in IT – his resting heart rate is an impressive 36 bpm, but the doctor thinks that 
his ECG looks abnormal. After a couple of minutes, the doctor agrees that Top Chef is just a 
very fit man with a low heart rate, and waves him on. Having handed our suitcases over to the 
officials, we then both walk back to our tents carrying just our backpacks, which contain 
every thing that we need to survive in the desert for the next week. After the organisers have 
added a flare a survival blanket and salt tablets to my pack, it weighs 13 kg. I will have to add 
at least 3kg of water to this weight when I run on the first day.  
 
 
 Later that afternoon, a list of time penalties imposed by the race officials for those who did 



not comply with various documentary or kit requirements, is posted on the notice board. 
There is no ceremony – a handwritten note on a piece of A4 paper gives the numbers of the 
penalised runners, and there is no appeal. The same no nonsense system will be utilised to 
publish the names of those who fall by the wayside during the race. With little to do now until 
the start, the competitors mill around restlessly. Many have kept paperbacks that they will 
attempt to finish before the start or will ditch as an unnecessary luxury. If the book proves too 
good to put down however, only the unread pages will be retained in an effort to keep 
deadweight to a minimum. 
 
Dinner that night is well attended, as self sufficiency starts with breakfast on Sunday 
morning. Since that is the only meal we will not have to carry, most have brought along 
luxuries. I have a couple of cans of fruit, as well as some muesli bars bought at the last 
minute, supplemented by a bread roll that I have saved from the ‘ last supper’ . Christian, 
meanwhile, has opted for a carbo feast of Heinz ravioli, which he will later claim to have 
enjoyed immensely. Mark has an assortment of army rations, and Jackson has chosen some 
porridge mix. We will all, however, be mainlining carbo loading drinks as we enjoy our 
breakfast. 
 
We spend a couple of hours that night doing some carbo loading of a different sort. Having 
discovered that after all have been fed, the catering staff become less vigilant in their control 
of the rations, we pay a return visit. Christian, Mark and I manage to snaffle a couple of 
bottles of wine, a few bread rolls and an extra pudding or two. We sit out a brief rainstorm in 
the comfort of one of the dining tents, trying to put off for as long as possible the fact that 
tomorrow we will begin our attempt to run 150 miles across the Sahara desert.  
 
DAY ONE: El Kait Wadi - 28km (18 miles) 
Sunday 9th Apr il 2000 
 
The Berbers arrive promptly at 0600hrs to reclaim the tents. They sing and clap their hands as 
they collapse the rough and dusty hessian onto bleary eyed competitors still wrapped in their 
sleeping bags below. Thankfully they head for the German section first, much to the 
amusement of the British contingent, giving us time not only to get out of the way, but also to 
get our cameras out to record the event.  
 

The Berbers collapse tents as competitors have their breakfast 
 
While there have been a few television crews around the camp for the last couple of days, 
now they are out in force to record the suffering of 673 people for the benefit of television 
land.  



 
 

 
Media attention is focussed on our next door neighbours in tent 65, where not only is there a 
team of Royal Engineer ladies attempting to do the race, but there is also Team Desert Bats. 
The team contains Jamie Cuthbertson, who is totally blind as the result of a military training 
accident. Jamie will be led over the 150 treacherous miles by Roraigh Ainslie, a serving 
officer in the Royal Engineers, and a friend of Jamie’s since they were at Sandhurst together. 
One moment of media banality goes some way to relieving the prestart nerves. A sandstorm 
the previous evening had reduced the visibility to a few metres – ‘Does this worry you 
Jamie?’ asks the earnest American reporter. ‘Not at all’ replies a poker faced Cuthbertson 
‘ I’ve been working with zero visibility for 15 years.’  

Mark Smyth, John Tyszkiewicz, Jackson Gr iffith and Chr istian Cullinane 

 

Before the start of the day’s racing, Patrick Bauer takes the stage (or rather the roof a 
landrover) where he is given to lengthy speeches. These speeches cover anything from the 
beauty and danger of the desert, the difficulty of the course, to how touched he is that so 
many of us are there to share in his experience etc etc. All this is in French, which leaves at 
least 70% of those gathered none the wiser. Patrick’s utterances are selectively translated into 
English, and thankfully the majority of the flowery waffle is lost. I can’t help thinking that 
there must be hundreds of monolingual anglophones out there left wondering why it takes the 
French quite so long to say anything. 
 
START PIC HERE 
 
The race starts at 0930 hrs, by which time the haze that has protected us from the full effects 
of the sun has been burned off by a blistering heat. The run will take us roughly 10 kms uphill 
to the first checkpoint. The initial pace is quick, and despite my determination to go at my 
own pace, I am dragged along by quicker runners. Within the first couple of miles I begin to 
doubt whether I can last to C1, let alone to the end of the day’s stage. I am sucking my water 
down every couple of paces, and my pack is bouncing around on my back like a wild thing. 
Already the heat and dust are getting to me, and sweat soaks 
my shirt. It is time to retake control of the situation or I will 
become an early casualty. Just as I slow my pace to 
negotiate a stone filled wadi, I spy the familiar figure of 
Christian Cullinane just ahead of me. Christian has also 
decided that he will not let his pace be dictated by runners 
going for early glory, and has elected to go for a 15 minute 



run, 5 minute walk routine that he has practiced in training. I join him, and we chat as we 
make steady progress towards C1. 
 
We catch up with and then pass many of the glory hunters from the first couple of miles – 
some of them are already limping and will not make the end of the first stage. C1 is reached 
at the top of a hill, and on going through the checkpoint, nerves settle. Christian and I run on, 
passing yet more of those who had shown us a clean pair of heels earlier in the day. We are 
feeling strong, and relish the challenge of the heat and stony ground, but remind ourselves 
that despite being a 28 km run (18 miles) this day is but an easy taster for the stages to come. 

Chr istian, Jackson and John with the day one finish in the background. 

 

C2 appears right on schedule, and we decide to take it easy for the final 9km to the finish. We 
are soon joined by Jackson Griffith, and the three of us make steady progress together 
through our first Saharan afternoon to the 2kms of dunes that signal the end of the days stage.  
 
It is our first experience of running on the loose sand, and it serves up several warnings. 
Shoes fill with sand after only a couple of paces, but our Porelle Dry waterproof socks keep it 
away from the feet. What they do not do, however, is to stop the sand building up inside the 
shoes, compacting at the end of the shoe and compressing the toes. This will become a 
significant problem later on in the race for many runners. Despite the dunes, we reach 
Bivouac 2 in good shape, and collect our water ration for the evening before finding our tent. 
 
Immediately on arrival shoes are taken off and feet examined for signs of damage. I have 
been troubled by a couple of hotspots on my insteps. The shoes I have are the recommended 
one and a half sizes too big, to accommodate the swelling that will surely come, and do not fit 
correctly yet. I decide to tape the vulnerable parts of my feet the following morning before 
the start of the second stage. I have already developed small blisters on the ends of two 
middle toes on each foot, but have anticipated this since I tend to blister there even after a 
marathon. I produce all my bits and bobs and get Mark Smyth to play the foot doctor as he 
drains my blisters and dresses them. I am not concerned, and look forward to having a brew 
and my evening meal of desiccated chicken and rice. Since Christian and I have brought 
similar rations, we mix them together and share the hot water. The food is palatable and 
filling enough, eaten out of a cut down water bottle with a small plastic spoon, and has the 
added bonus of having over 700 calories in the double serving we will eat with ease every 
night. Each runner is required to carry at least 2000 calories per day, however I am worried 
about developing cramps, and know that I will work better on a relatively full stomach, so I 
am carrying nearly twice the minimum. Most of my calories are in fact contained in 
powdered form in the Science in Sport drink mixes I carry, with muesli for breakfast and a 



loose fistfull of trail snacks per day. I will be truly sick of most of this by the end of the race, 
but it will also serve to keep me going at my lowest point. 
 
For Christian and I, cooking is done over a block of hexamine fuel. To save weight we have 
no stove, but balance our kettle on stones and supplement our one block of fuel a day with 
sticks gathered from the desert and dried camel dung. Any extra fuel was discarded before the 
start, and we hope that each evening we will be able to source additional fuel for heating 
water. As it turns out, the desert is littered burnable debris, and despite feet that will soon be 
causing pain with each step, we always manage to collect enough fuel for a fire.  
 
Later that evening Christian, Mark and I convene at around a small fire for a final brew, 
joined by Roraigh Ainslie, to discuss the day’s event. Under the clear night sky with its bright 
blanket of stars, we pass around a cut off water bottle filled with sweet coffee and tell a few 
“when I”  stories. We are all feeling good, and are looking froward to day two. We retire to 
our tents to rest, but a combination of dehydration, the cold desert air and the rock hard 
ground makes it difficult. The desert air resounds to the snores of the 38 different nationalities 
as I struggle to get to sleep. 
 
 

Day Two: El Khait Wadi &  Lake I r iqui 34km (21.5 miles) 
Monday 10th Apr il 2000 
 
The Berbers waste no time in collapsing our tents this morning. Camp rumour has it that the 
Germans have paid the Berbers to leave them until last – on about £6 per day wages they are 
not difficult to tempt. The Brits of course would never stoop so low, but don’t mind moaning 
about it! The desert air is still cold after a cloudless night, and I am thankful that I kept my 
fleece jacket with me. I have cut off the sleeves to use as padding for my backpack straps (the 
Karrimor Run35 is designed to carry about 7kg, and I have nearly twice that weight on my 
back) but I wear the body against the chill. I also use scraps of the sleeves as a hip pad when 
sleeping – well done Patagonia for producing such a versatile garment! I will later fold the 
body double as padding for my spine against the bruising of the pack, which works very well, 
and eventually give the remains to one of the Berbers (with an apology about the smell….) at 
the end of the race.  
 
In common with many of the other British competitors, I am using a sun protection lotion 
supplied by P20. P20 is a clear liquid that needs to be applied at least 40 minutes before 
exposure to the sun to allow it to bind with the keratin in the skin. Having seen the condition 
of a few runners that did not wear adequate sun protection on the first stage, we are all 



anxious to follow the instructions to the letter. Christian has a sunburn on his neck where his 
shirt fell open, and Scott Graham has a bad burn on his forearm where it seems that his sleeve 
has rubbed the sun block off. We all shiver in the morning light as we apply the cold liquid, 
and then get on with the business of mixing carbo drinks and preparing packs for the day 
ahead. 
 
As soon as breakfast is eaten and the mornings water ration has been collected in person from 
the central supply point, our attention turns to our feet. Thanks to the sponsorship of 
Josephine Lawson Physiotherapy (I have been a 
good customer thanks to regular rugby injuries, a 
car crash and various running related ailments) I 
have a plentiful supply of zinc oxide tape. I tape 
the insteps of both feet against the rubbing of my 
oversize shoes (we are beginning to doubt that 
feet swell in the desert after all), and wrap each 
toe like a little package. My feet look mummified, 
but I am confident as I put on my shoes. Next on 
the agenda is the preparation of the drugs for the day: the usual cocktail involves a couple of 
anti inflammatories, painkillers, a couple of salt tablets and a vitamin pill or two. Whether 
any of this does any good at all is immaterial – we feel a lot better with that little lot rattling 
around inside us! 
 
Patrick Bauer calls the camp to the start using his loudhailer. We gather under the start banner 
for another self important speech, loosely translated into English. Most runners are drinking 
as much water as they can – the sun is already high in the sky, and we know that the day will 
end with a run in across the bone dry bed of Lake Iriqui. There will be no escape from the 
heat today, and the going will be fairly fast. Suddenly the television cameras are airborne in 
the helicopter, and we are all counting down from ten in French. The runners surge forwards, 
many going far faster than they should, as the helicopter makes pass after pass over the 
competitors at about 40 feet. After about a mile, I settle in to a steady pace with Christian, 
and enjoy the run. 
 
The first two checkpoints are ten km apart, C3 appears after another eight, and then it is a 
short 6km hop to the finish. At the checkpoints, the runners are directed through funnels 
bearing their numbers. As runner 470, I head for the third funnel, where the crew are starting 
to recognise runners. Under the guise of casual questioning, the officials ascertain a runners 
condition. Exhaustion, dehydration and heat stroke all affect people in different ways, but 
generally the first sign is that the brain becomes disconnected from reality as the body uses 
what fluids it has left for more ‘vital’ organs. Therefore a simple question such as ‘what is 
your tabbard number’ can give a lot away about the condition of the runner. As day three will 
show, the desert conditions are particularly unforgiving, and it is important that any 
symptoms of hypothermia are picked up early or the consequences can be severe. The race 
rules allow a runner to receive two intravenous drips for rehydration purposes. Runners 
requiring a third drip are immediately disqualified. Any runners that are unable to continue 
for whatever reason are classed as having ‘abandoned’ the race - their tabbard will 



unceremoniously be removed and their number posted on the dreaded scrap of paper.  
 
As the heat reaches 47 degrees Centigrade in the shade, Jackson joins us once more, and we 
finish the last five miles together in good spirits. All of tent 64 have made it through the day, 
but there have been numerous casualties. More than 20 people have already dropped out, as 
the rocky ground takes its toll on tired legs. That night we hear the cries of pain from Doc 
Trotters tent as antiseptic is applied directly onto blisters stripped bare of skin. Rumours of 
Doc Trotters brutal methods abound, and many will not even visit the first aid post, let alone 
the medical centre. What many do not realise is how quickly infection will set in under the 
desert conditions. Sand in between a punctured blister and raw flesh will not help anyone to 
run well, and Doc Trotters team have been treating MdS wounds for many years. Doc 
Trotter’s team will try their utmost to keep a runner on the road, but there comes a time that 
one just cannot go on.   
 
Tent 64 had so far managed to treat their own injuries, and all appeared to be in good shape. 
After our late night brew, this time joined also joined by Jamie Cuthbertson, we all get a fitful 
nights sleep in readiness for day three. 

 

Day three: I r iqui Lake - Dayet Chegaga 37km (23 miles) 
Tuesday 11th Apr il 2000 
 

Mark Smyth patches JohnTyszkiewicz’s feet on the morning of Day three 

 
At the beginning of the race, Patrick Bauer stood on the roof of his Landrover and welcomed 
us to the Marathon des Sables. In recognition of the 15th anniversary of the race, he was 
proud to present a MdS that would be longer than ever before, as well as one which would 
cross the harshest terrain. The MdS has not earned its reputation as the toughest footrace on 
earth for nothing – it has never been easy – but this year would have the longest section of 
continuous dunes ever, and we were to meet them on day three. 
 
The road book read innocently enough: 
0 km   – Start 
8.5 km  C1  – Small dunes 
15.5 km  C2  – Erg El Rhoual – head east 87degrees, no markings. 
34 km    – End of Erg El Rhoual. 
37 km    – bivouac 4 - Dayet Chegaga. 
 
To the uninitiated by the way, an Erg is a dune, only much, much, bigger. 



 
The day started with the usual blatherings from Patrick Bauer, but on this occasion the 
runners listened intently. Emergency action drills were gone through and runners warned to 
vigilant once in the dunes for their fellow competitors. The temperature was expected to 
exceed 50 degrees centigrade and there would be no wind. In order to mitigate for these 
circumstances, not only would the deadline for completing the course be extended by two 
hours, but runners would be issued with an extra half litre of water on exiting the dunes. A 
medical tent would also be set up at the end of the dunes section, and ironically it was to be 
this final detail that proved to be the undoing of so many runners. 
 
Christian and I decide that we needed to be in the best possible 
condition as we reach the dunes, and therefore we plan to conserve 
our energy by tabbing the distance to C2. We set off  at a 
determined but steady pace, leaving the majority of the runners to 
swarm past us across the cracked surface of Lake Iriqui. The heat 
builds up as we make steady progress towards C2, where we take 
some time to sit in the shade of a Berber tent to prepare for the 
sand dunes. We have decided that our Porelle dry socks will not be 
up to the job of keeping the scorching sands of Erg El Rhoual out 
of our shoes, and that it is time for the local manufacture of some 
gaiters. Thankfully we both have a trusted pair of Ron Hill tracksters in our kit, and they are 
about to be sacrificed after, in my case, about eight years of good service. We cut off three 
quarters of the leg length and put a knot in the end, drawing the open end over the entire 
running shoe and then fastening it around the calf with plenty of tape. We would look pretty 
odd anywhere else in the world, but here in the middle of the Sahara nobody spares us a 
second glance. After 15 minutes in the shade, we are about to set off when some American 
journalists approach.  They ask how we feel about heading off into the dunes under the 
midday sun for what we know will be the toughest 18 kilometres of our lives. 
 
Until then I haven’t really thought about it like that, looking at the task ahead as just another 
step in the ultimate goal of completing the Marathon des Sables. On reflection, however, I 
realise that the test immediately ahead is sterner than I had anticipated. It is 50 degrees 
centigrade on a windless day under a scorching sun. We have already run over 75km in two 
days, we are dehydrated, lack sleep, and have eaten nothing but dehydrated food for the last 
60 hours. Now we have just three litres of water to get through the 18km of 40 metre high 
dunes, in which we will sink up to our ankles with every step on the way up, and sink 
calfdeep on the way down. I decide that a Blairite soundbite is in order. I look the earnest 
reporter in the eye and give him something to chew on “Eight or eighteen kilometres, the 
distance is immaterial, we have three litres of water, and once that is gone it’s the end of the 
game”. The reporter scribbles in his pad and moves on to find another more ‘news’ for 
television land. 
 
As it happens, my sensationalist claptrap proves to be more accurate than I could have 
imagined. Christian and I have thought carefully about the dunes stage. After studying the 
stage map, we have decided that it will take us four hours to cross the dunes. This means that 



we must not consume our water at a rate faster than 75cl 
every thirty minutes. In the event, we stick to this 
religiously, and will exit the dunes with some to spare. After 
a couple of hours in the dunes, it becomes almost impossible 
to gauge the rate of progress, the map is not accurate, and 
there are no features that can be used for navigation. We rely 
on our compass alone, and stick doggedly to the bearing in an attempt to keep our route as 
straight, and therefore as short as possible. 
 
Over forty runners will not make it out of the dunes. The sand saps the strength of even the 
strongest runners, which combined with the navigational difficulties and the oppressive heat, 
means that soon flares are going off in all directions. The emergency helicopter works 
overtime  ferrying the fallen to the  medical tent, including the top female American runner 
Lisa Smith who is found almost delirious staggering around aimlessly. One of the Italian elite 
runners, himself exhausted, goes to the aid of a fallen competitor – he lets off one flare, but 
the helicopter overflies them, so he lets off his own. The heat and dehydration have muddled 
his brain, however, and he pulls the firing cord straight down instead of out, which means that 
his hand is directly beneath the sheet of flame as the rocket ignites. His hand is badly burned 
and he has to withdraw from the race. Another competitor will know nothing of his demise 
until he wakes up in the medical tent at the bivouac with a drip in his arm, he will have 
collapsed, been given first aid and then flown 10km in a helicopter and he can remember 
nothing. There are also leg injuries sustained in the sand. Torn ligaments caused by knees 
twisting as we descend the dunes are common, and the sand has an infuriating way of 
allowing you to sink up to your calf for a couple of steps before hardening up and jarring 
your limbs as you descend a dune. Christian and I march like men possessed – relatively 
fresh from our tab over to C2, we set a cracking pace and are soon passing other competitors 
regularly.  

John Tyszkiewicz feeling the 53C heat – the hat only came off for the photograph! 

 
For some reason I feel strong in the sand and take the lead, pushing on to try to select firmer 
sand to walk on, directing Christian with a wave of the arm. At one point we pass at least 
fifteen Italian runners by diverting around the ridge of a dune, leaving them floundering in 
the soft sand at the bottom. After three and a half hours, and nearing the end of our energy 
reserves, we suddenly spot the medical tent on a small plain. Arms are raised aloft in triumph 
– we have made it, runners all around us down their last few mouthfuls of water and call out 
to their friends. Only half a kilometer to go and we have cracked it – the toughest dunes day 



ever has been nothing to us! As we stumble out of the dunes elated, we discover that the tent 
belongs to a camel back touring party with their Berber guides – there will be no assistance 
here. Thankfully Christian and I have resisted the impulse to down the last of our water on 
spying the tent, and are able to continue. Many others will drop out at this point, too 
exhausted or demoralised to go on, or simply unable to do so because of lack of water. 
 
We push on past the tent over a kilometre stretch of baked earth and the dunes start again. We 
are not sure how far we have gone, and resist the temptation to believe that the dunes will 
soon give way to the relative comfort of a stony plain. We are both down to our last half 
bottle of water when we spot a cameraman on the horizon. Our hopes rise – we doubt that 
cameramen are willing to haul their equipment far from a vehicle, which MUST mean that 
we will soon exit the dunes. The group of Italian runners a mile or so in front of us are not as 
vigilant. They stray off the compass bearing that we have stuck religiously to and follow a 
small group to their front over a large dune to the right. It will take them over half an hour to 
get back on the right course. We exit the dunes and reach the checkpoint, gulping down our 
extra half litre of water in seconds. There are a couple of runners collapsed in the shade of a 
Berber tent receiving medical attention. One has been there for two hours and still cannot 
stand, but will display great courage in eventually recovering to finish the race. 
 
As we near the finish line, we are caught by Steve Bowron, another British competitor. 
Despite aching limbs and blistered feet, we break into a run and manage to pass four or five 
other competitors, and raise our arms in triumph as we cross the line. It has taken us almost 
seven hours to complete the dunes stage, and it is clear that the Marathon des Sables proper 
has begun. 
 
As flares illuminate the evening sky, and the emergency helicopter ferries yet more victims of 
the dunes to the medical tent, competitors continue to limp over the line. As night falls, and 
the twelve hour deadline for completing the stage passes, a lone figure is spotted a couple of 
miles away. It is another British competitor – his headtorch lighting his path, he shuffles 
determinedly towards the line – countless competitors come out of their tents to applaud him, 
and we are all humbled by his efforts as he calls out to the officials on the line while still 
several hundred metres out. He is pleading to be allowed to continue despite missing the 
deadline by minutes. To resounding applause they agree to let him keep his number on as he 
limps slowly towards Doc Trotters to have his feet seen to. 
 
Jackson Griffith will become a victim of the race that day. After three hours in the dunes 
under the relentless sun, in temperatures that reach 53 degrees centigrade, he runs out of 
water, and feeling himself going down with heat stroke, sensibly heads for the helicopter that 
has landed to evacuate someone else. The medics take one look at him, chuck out one of their 
own doctors, and haul him aboard. After a couple of hours in the medical tent undergoing 
rehydration, Jackson is well enough again to join us in the tent. He is bloodied but unbowed, 
and will live to fight again another day. Jackson elects to return to the UK on the next 
available flight, but not before he smuggles a tiny can of San Miguel lager into my backpack, 
which we share around our campfire that evening. This time the group is joined by the Tessa, 
Katie and Kathy. They form the Royal Engineers Ladies team, and are running well, followed 



most of the way by hordes of television reporters, who despite the constant attention, will 
manage to produce a wildly inaccurate report anyway. 
 
We count our blessings for still being in the race and retire for a fitful nights sleep. 
 
Day Four : Dayet Chegag to Jebel Megag. 76km (48 miles) 
Wednesday 12th Apr il 2000 

 
We awake to the sound of our Japanese friend leading what has now become a choir of 
people singing ‘Good morning Sahara’ to the tune of Happy Birthday. We rise and cook 
breakfast, but I have started to feel the effects of our exertions in the dunes. I am running a 
slight fever, and struggle to keep food down. I am unable to drink my carbo mix, and even a 
cup of coffee, usually a luxurious comfort, makes me queasy. I drink as much water as I can 
keep down, and hope for the best. 
 
My feet are a mess – the heat and swelling of the previous day have resulted in four huge 
blisters. Blood has encrusted my bandages, and it takes me over an hour and much discomfort 
to dress my feet again. A further twenty minutes is needed for me to get my shoes on, during 
which time a violent sandstorm blows up. It is to last for over three hours, and we will run 
directly into the wind at the start of the longest day, the 76km ultra stage. I lie on my back 
with my head in a cardboard box to try and escape the sand, but after too short a time we are 
summoned by Patrick Bauer to the start. 

 

 The top fifty runners will start three hours after us, and we are sent on our way at 0945hrs. 
There is no question of me running, my feet are too painful. I bite my bottom lip as I head off 
with Christian on the first bearing, heads down, faces covered by a headover against the 
stinging sand.  
 



After four kilometres, we encounter the first set of dunes. Instead of acres of soft sand, we are 
faced with mound after mound of tennis ball sized rocks which stretch as far as the eye can 
see. The wind drops, and the discomfort of the airborne sand is replaced by a suffocating heat 
as the heat radiates off the rocks underfoot. Each step is excrutiatingly painful for me, as I 
attempt to balance on my insteps – the only part of my feet that is relatively unblistered. I am 
no longer having fun. Christian is also suffering, and decides that he must pay a visit to Doc 
trotters at the first checkpoint. I tell him to go ahead, and stumble on, trying to blot out the 
pain. As I reach C1, Christian is just putting his shoes back on, having been professionally 
patched up by the Doc. I also require attention, but on seeing that there is no shade at all, I 
decide to press on regardless. I collect my water ration and limp on. The temperature has 
reached fifty degrees, and it is only just past midday - we are in for a hot one. Christian 
catches me up as we traverse a couple of miles of low dunes before tackling a dry lake bed. 
The lake bed is at least four miles wide, and the heat shimmer rising up from the cracked 
earth is amazing to see. A long line of runners stretches out before us as we settle into a 
‘survival shuffle’ . Soon there is scattered applause from behind us, and we turn around to 
witness one of the most amazing sights that I 
will ever see. The race leaders Lahcen Ahancal 
and his brother Mohammed bound past us. Their 
strides take them effortlessly over the rocky 
terrain, their faces expressionless as they 
concentrate on their footing. They neither 
acknowledge us nor break stride for the hill ahead as they steam past. They will complete the 
76km stage  - a double marathon through the heat of the desert carrying heavy packs, having 
already run 90km - in an astounding 6hrs 13mins. Many of the runners will take the full 40hrs 
allowed, and any more will fail en route. The Ahancal brothers total elapsed time for the race 
will be less than the time it will take over half the remaining field just to complete the fourth 
stage. 
 
Christian and I press on as the sun hovers directly overhead. I am unable to run more than a 
couple of paces, and I am acutely aware that I am holding Christian back. Despite our 
friendship and shared preparation, we have not entered this race as a team, and he would be 
perfectly within his rights to go on ahead. I fact, before the start, we have not even run one 
step together. I have my flare, I am on the right course, and we are only four kilometres from 
the next checkpoint, but it is becoming increasingly clear to both of us that I am in trouble. 
Over the past three days, the brain has somehow managed to ignore any aches and pains as 
the stage progresses and the adrenalin takes over. On day four, instead of diminishing, the 
pain worsens. I can feel my swollen feet rubbing the blisters raw against my encrusted socks, 
and my right knee has swollen after the dune stage. I have taken salt tablets, pain killers, 
vitamins and anti inflammatory pills, but my condition is worsening. In the dunes, we saw 
people collapse in the space of a few minutes. Runners woke in the medical tent with a drip 
in their arm not knowing how it was that they got there. I suck the tepid water down, and the 
sweet taste of the electrolyte powder makes me retch. I note with alarm that we have over 
three kilometres to go to the C2, but I have only a mouthful of water left. We have been 
travelling far to slowly for my usual rate of water consumption, and I have miscalculated.  
 



As I lurch off the crest of yet another of the interminable dunes, I see a runner fall a couple of 
hundred metres to our right. Thankfully a medical team is nearby, and they are quickly on the 
scene. Amazingly the landrover does not park so as to put the runner in the shade – he is left 
prone in the glare of the sun as the medics insert a drip. I am suddenly put off joining him. 
Soon his number has been removed and they are hauling him into the back of the vehicle. I 
do not want to go out of the race like that, and I look up towards C2. It has not got any closer, 
and I realise that I can’t make it. Christian turns in time to see me stumble down the loose 
sand on the face of the dune, and begin to weave my way up the next. I take the last gulp of 
my water, and struggle to replace the empty bottle in the holder. 
 
The next dune almost proves too much, and although I can hear Christian talking to me, and 
understand what he says, I struggle to answer. I mumble vaguely about him lying to me about 
the distance to go. There has been no shade within miles of the course for over 18 kilometres, 
and the sun is directly overhead. The heat is suffocating. Someone has put a vice over my 
head and is turning the screw. I have to get away from 
the heat, and my muddled brain tells me that things will 
be better without a hat on. As soon as I remove my hat, 
I struggle maniacally to replace it – without the 
protection of the fabric, the sun burns into the brain in 
an instant. I need water badly, we still have over one 
thousand metres to go. It may as well be one thousand 
miles. Christian offers me some of his water and I gulp 
it down, realising that I will make it to the checkpoint, but I can no longer speak. If the 
officials see me in this condition, they will quite rightly detain me in the medical tent and 
rehydrate me with a drip – even if I recover, I will have played my joker, and I will have no 
safety net left – two drips mean disqualification. There are still over 100kms to go, the race 
has only really just started, and I can feel myself slipping away. 
 
I approach the funnel with trepidation, there will be none of the usual banter with the 
volunteers about there being “a pub around the next corner” . I am something of an oddity to 
the French organisers: I carry the Union flag on my pack, have a name that is plainly not 
english, but speak french without the usual accent. I have spent the last three days developing 
the “pub”  theme with the checkpoint volunteers, and I have so far managed to retain a bit of 
energy for the banter. If they speak to me this time, I know that I will not pass muster. 
 
As Christian and I split up to enter the checkpoint funnels, I manage a weak smile for the 
official, and as I do so the helicopter lands in a cloud of dust metres away. A female 
competitor has collapsed on the route, and is severely dehydrated. Medics rush forward to 
pull her from the helicopter, as she writhes in their arms. She is hallucinating through her 
dehydration, and is trying to claw at her face. As the medics hold her down so that they can 
insert an intravenous drip, the only thing that will save her at this stage, I slide into the shade 
of the medical tent and collapse in a corner. 
 
Christian has refilled his water bottles and looks in on me. I indicate that I cannot continue by 
drawing my finger across my throat and wave him on. For me the race is over. Christian 



optimistically tells me that he will see me later, and heads off towards checkpoint three. I 
look up to see Derek Jackman, another tent 64 resident, sitting leaning against the medics 
landrover – he has no number on – he has had to withdraw after spraining both his ankles 
during day three and four. He reminds me that it is better to live to fight another day, that 
nothing is worth dying for, as I lie there in silence contemplating my position. I do not know 
what I want to do. I cannot get comfortable. I feel as though I have a raging fever, that I have 
the worst hangover on the world and every cell in my body aches. I do not know if I want to 
cry or be sick. Maybe I want to go to sleep. The girl has stopped writhing, and the medics are 
putting wet towels on her face. She will live.  
 
The medics need more room in the tent, which is in 
fact just a blue tarpaulin attached to the roofrack of a 
Rover, weighed down with rocks. It provides almost 
no shade, and the rocky floor is murder on the body. 
I take the opportunity to crawl out of the shelter, and 
over to another landrover.  There is no way that I can 
stand, and the sweltering horizon swims before my 
eyes. I spy a piece of cardboard  in front of the vehicle, and pull it over my legs as protection 
from the blistering sun. I manoeuvre my body under the chassis, hoping that the driver will 
check under the vehicle before driving off. I lie on my back and close my eyes, an open bottle 
of water propped up by stones trickles water down my throat – if I were to attempt to gulp it 
as my instinct tells me to do, I know that I will be sick. I am glad for the hours of first aid 
instruction that I gave as a troop leader in the 9th 12th Royal Lancers all those years ago. 
 
I see the first wave of casualties being assembled for evacuation to the bivouac. Derek comes 
over to me and tells me to continue if I can – there will be no cushy helicopter ride for him. 
The number of casualties is so high that there are no spare vehicles, and he is about to spend 
the next eight hours in the back of a landrover bouncing across the desert. I am still too weak 
to have a conversation, but I manage a pathetic nod. I lie there feeling miserable and try and 
to gather my thoughts. I have failed. 
 
Prior to the race, I have not been shy about self publicity – I have been featured in the local 
paper, the trade press in Lloyd’s of London, the Daily Telegraph. I have told countless people 
about my forthcoming adventure. Bibi has put up with early mornings as I train before 
arriving at the office, sometimes putting in 20 miles of roadwork or hours in the gym. I have 
returned home to fall asleep in front of the television bringing yet another bag full of sweaty 
clothes with me. I have spent hours planning the trip, fiddling with the kitchen scales and a 
calculator as I measured out rations, and engrossed in catalogues depicting compasses, 
headtorches, venom extractors and lightweight sleeping bags. With the help of Alison 
Hamilton at the NSPCC, we have sent out nearly one thousand letters asking for donations 
and my father has also written many letters on my behalf. Between all my business contacts, 
friends and family as well as the local community, there cannot be many people who do not 
know that I am doing the race.  
 
While I have been apprehensive about the trip, I have not once truly contemplated failure 



other than through catastrophic injury. Returning home with a leg in plaster would be easy, 
but to fail like this is a massive disappointment – not just for me, but for my family, my 
friends and sponsors. All the effort put into training, organising and fundraising for the race 
has been for nothing, and I am too tired to do anything about it other than stare blankly at the 
parched earth before me. 
 
I am reminded of a quote from my training schedule “words mean nothing unless you can 
back them up with action” . 
 
A miserable hour or more ticks away as I lie under the vehicle, I can hear people passing 
through the checkpoint, the helicopter ferries the sick and lame off to an unknown 
destination. My strength returns gradually and I start to think a bit more clearly. I realise that I 
have just run the best part of 120 kilometres through some of the most inhospitable terrain in 
the world, and that better athletes than I have already had to quit the race. They have, to a 
man, done so with dignity. Jackson Griffith, a true 
racing snake and exceptional road runner – capable of 
putting in a sub two hour 20 miler on the road, showed 
great moral courage, and saved himself from serious 
injury recognising that he was about to fall. I realise 
that there will be no loss of face in failing to complete 
the 15th Marathon des Sables.  The margin between 
success and failure in this, the toughest footrace on 
earth, is so slender that anyone who has had anything to do with the race will give a 
competitor credit just for entering the event. The desert will always be there and I will go 
home with my head held high. I’ ll just tell them all that I didn’t make it, and that is that. 
 
For the first time in hours I feel relaxed and at peace with myself. The water has stayed down, 
and while it is still baking hot, I am strangely secure in my cardboard coccoon staring up at 
the dusty chassis of a Landrover. I reach for some food and enjoy a handful of ‘Bombay 
Mix’ . Recommended to me by an entrant in a previous race, I have brought 100gms or so in 
each days ration pack. High in calorific value, it is not only salty, but contains some fats as 
well. After the sickly sugars of the drink mixes, and the bland flavour of the freeze dried 
foods we have been eating, the spicy flavours are a welcome change. 
 
I feel myself getting stronger as the sun goes down, and eventually sit up, leaning against the 
back of the vehicle. I drink more water, and start to think about my options. I have 20km to 
go to the cut off point at C4, we must reach there at 0200hrs in order to avoid 
disqualification. I have six hours to do it, and the sun is starting to dip below the horizon. 
Even if I walk, I can make it. I will give it a go. The option is to withdraw from the race and 
accept a lift in a Landrover, but since there are so many casualties, there are no vehicles spare 
to ferry runners directly back to the bivouac site. It will be a long ride. 
 
I call the doctor over and ask her if she will dress my feet – just as I do so, Derek Mc Carrick 
arrives at the checkpoint. He is clearly in distress. Dressed in a pair of baggy red cotton 
trousers, he has been attempting to complete the MdS wearing a furry rabbit outfit, but has 



failed on the second leg. The French have let him continue after he features on a news 
programme back in France and causes a flood interest in the race. A nightly spot is being run 
on TF1 entitled ‘Where is the rabbit?’ However, back in the Sahara, Patrick Bauers attempt at 
publicity has caused bad feeling amongst the competitors. Those who have had to withdraw 
resent the fact that the goon in the rabbit outfit has been allowed to continue after failing to 
finish the second day. Those still in the race resent the fact that the public perception of the 
race will be harmed forever if Mr. Average in television land is led to believe that a 63 year 
old woefully inadequately prepared cabby in a furry hat can complete the race. 
 
 Derek waddles over and collapses in a heap next to me. I helped him sort out his kit and 
translated for him at the pre race scrutineering, and 
there is flicker of recognition in his bloodshot eyes. 
The doctor abandons any attempt at looking at me 
and sets about fixing Derek. His feet are truly a 
mess, filthy and blistered, and he whimpers with pain 
as the medics peel off his socks. Flies swarm around 
as a television camera records every move. I clasp his hand against the pain and try and keep 
the flies off his sores as the doctor strips the blisters off and disinfects his feet with iodine. 
Once the dressings are redone, the Doctor asks Derek for some clean socks. He has none, and 
asks me to tell the Doctor to use some tubigrip instead. I reach in my pack for a spare pair of 
socks, they were to be my treat for the last day, but his need is greater than mine. 
 
I leave Derek trying to put his shoes back on, and I hop over to the medical tent to have my 
own feet looked at. My feet are so swollen that it is a struggle to get the Porelle Dry socks 
off. I decide that they have served their purpose, but do not throw them away – at £30 a pair I 
am sure that they can be cleaned somehow and used again……. The doctor gives me a bottle 
of water to clean my feet, and I notice that the seal is not broken. When she leaves the 
medical tent to speak on the radio, I gulp the best part of a litre straight down. Earlier I had 
asked the medics for a spare bottle of water since I have used one of mine up rehydrating at 
the checkpoint. They are apologetic and say that although I can have as much water as I want, 
they will have to disqualify me if they give me any more. They offer me a drip instead, and I 
try and trade it for the equivalent amount of fresh water arguing that if I can keep water 
down, I do not need a drip, but all in vain. A few runners coming through the checkpoint 
while I have been lying there have left bottles with a couple of sips in them. I go through the 
bin bags and scavenge about a litre, and then go over to Derek and ask him if he wants to 
continue. I help him to lift his pack on, and am surprised at how light it is. It weighs under 
four kilos, my own pack, stripped to the bare essentials, still weighs in at over 8kg. In 
contravention of the race rules (and compromising his own safety) it seems that Derek has 
managed to convince others to carry his food and equipment. 
 
Before I leave C2, I take a moment to commiserate with an Italian 
competitor who is slumped exhausted against the medics Landrover. 
He has withdrawn from the race, and the emotion of the occasion 
gets to him as we speak. I try and explain to him that he is a 
stronger man than I, for he has had the courage to know when he is 



beaten. He squeezes my hand and then waves me wordlessly on my way and I leave him 
crying silently as fat tears roll down his unshaven and filthy cheeks. With a lump in my 
throat, I set off with the setting sun on my back and Derek hobbling by my side, but it soon 
becomes apparent that I will need to make faster progress if I am to make the cutoff at C4.  
 
I am concerned for Derek’s safety since there are no other runners in sight either in front or 
behind, and so before I leave him, I ask him if he knows where he is - he does not. I then 
show him his position in his roadbook, and ask him if he can use a compass - he cannot. I set 
his compass bearing for the long straight to C3, and advise him NOT to stray off the path, and 
that if he feels that he is lost or can no longer continue he should sit down where he is and 
await assistance. In the (unlikely) event of him reaching C3, I advise him to seek further 
assistance there for the next leg. Finally I give him a few ©trail snacks© to keep him going and 
leave him to it. 
 
I push on at a steady walking pace, the doctor has done a good job on my feet, and the thinner 
socks cause me less pain. I make a mental note to thank Christian for pulling me through the 
last couple of kilometres leading to C2. As I crest a hill, I see another competitor a couple of 
miles away, and decide that my first goal will be to catch them. I break into a shuffling run, 
that strangely, doesn’t feel too bad. The rest under the Landrover has clearly done me some 
good, and I am looking forward to running in the relative cool of the evening. Sooner than 
expected I have the lone competitor in my sights – it is the girl from Quokka sports who is 
featured on their website, and I realise why I have caught her so quickly. She is leaning 
heavily on a stick, and her right foot is in a flip-flop, she will not finish the race. I run on, 
feeling stronger with every minute that passes, and soon see more runners on the horizon. I 
reach C3 as the sun dips below the distant hills, and do not stop. There are at least 40 runners 
at C3 resting and cooking their evening meal, and it feels good to leave them behind as I head 
out towards the cutoff point and C4. 
 
The terrain turns sandy, with miles of gently undulating dunes that are difficult to make out in 
the dark. My head torch provides enough light to check my map, but I do not rely on it to see 
the terrain ahead. It is a clear night and the moon and stars 
provide enough ambient light to see by once one’s night 
vision has developed. Runners have been issued with green 
light sticks, which must be attached to the back of the 
rucksack. Yellow lightstickss mark the course. Before me I 
can see dots moving towards the horizon, and it inspires 
me to try and pick them off one by one. I continue to run 
through the dunes, often stumbling as I mistake a shadow 
for a slope or vice versa, and over the next ten kilometres I 
pass many runners. Alone in the dark, and working hard to 
keep my pace up, I suddenly have a tune stuck in my head. Incongruously, it is ‘O 
tannenbaum’ , and I don’t even know any of the words beyond the first line. I end up singing 
out loud at the top of my voice – there is no one to hear me. I will not think of this minor 
incident in the race until almost a week later when I get home. I am lying on the sofa resting a 
still swollen knee – Daisy, my five year old daughter, is drawing at the kitchen table next 
door, when she suddenly starts singing ‘O tannenbaum’ – we have never heard her sing that 
song before the race, or since. Weird. 
 



I eventually reach C4 still feeling good, but know that I must be reaching the limits of my 
endurance. I decide to stop and brew up, and get a packet of soup out of my pack. While the 
kettle boils, I get into my sleeping bag, and as soon as the water is warm enough, I make the 
soup and drink it down in one. I set the alarm on my wristwatch for one hour, and lie down to 
sleep – unfortunately it seems as though the minute that I close my eyes, the damn thing is 
beeping in my ear. Time to set off again. 
 
Within minutes I am running once more, feeling stronger than before, it takes only a few 
miles for my brain to override the pain signals from my feet. I 
follow the course through palm groves and a few irrigated fields 
on the approach to the Mahmid Al Rozlane Casbah. The route is lit 
by candles as I trot silently and alone though the dusty streets of 
the hamlet. The streets are deserted apart from the occasional 
group of competitors sleeping against a wall, and I get a buzz from 
passing them. By the time they awake I will be long gone, and 
with 32 kilometres (20 miles) to go, I want to be finished before 
dawn. After my experiences earlier on the stage, the thought of 
running in the heat of the day horrifies me. I push on out of the 
village, there are no lightsticks on the course, probably because 
the local children have pinched them all. I rely on my map and my 
compass, and run out into the desert, leaving behind me the musky cool smells of the Casbah. 
 
After a mile or so I see a competitors lightstick bobbing along in the distance – Whoever it is 
is at least a couple of kilometres off course, and heading in completely the wrong direction. I 
deploy my extra loud two fingered whistle, and wave my own lightstick from side to side. 
The errant runner makes his way towards me, stooping under the weight of an oversize pack 
which bounces around on his back. It is Gerard?, a French runner. There is no sign of his 
compass nor his map, and he was heading towards the first set of ‘ lightsticks’ that he could 
see. I point out that not only are those lights on the wrong bearing, but they are also at least 
20kms away, no doubt on the top of a communications mast or similar. 
 
Gerard tags along behind me, marvelling at my ‘expert’ use of the compass, and despite my 
protestations to the contrary, thanking me almost every step of the way for saving his life. As 
we exit a small series of dunes, I hear him scrabbling around in his pack for something. 
Suddenly the desert is lit up by a bright light – Gerard has got his video camera out and is 
filming while giving a running commentary. He describes the moment that his saviour 
stepped out of he shadows to rescue him with his magical compass from a certain death. 
Gerard is beginning to irritate me, and I manage to up the pace to try and lose him. I tell him 
that there are about 25 kilometres to go, and that I intend to complete the section by 0400hrs. 
This will require me to run almost all the way, and he drops back as we pass another 
competitor. 
 
I reach C5 at around 0330hrs, collect my water ration and press on, leaving still more people 
sleeping as I do so. The full moon has dropped below the horizon, and the only light comes 
from the millions of stars above. After an hour or so I enter 
another dune section which stretches for over 8kms with 
dunes at least 20 metres high. Crossing these dunes would 
usually be an awesome task, but in the middle of the night the 
sand is cool to the touch, and the light of the stars creates 



gracefully curved shadows that accentuate the natural beauty of the terrain. I am completely 
alone in a dark sea of sand, and at the top of one particularly high dune I lie down on my back 
in the cool sand to stare at the stars. Despite my bleeding feet and exhausted body, it is a truly 
wonderful moment – I now know why I came to do this race. Eventually, resisting the 
temptation to get my kettle out to brew up, I haul myself to my feet to head for C6, and just 
7km beyond it, the stage finish. 
 
As I exit the dunes stage and enter an undulating rocky plain which proves to be murder on 
the feet, I see a bright yellow light in the distance marking C5. Pleased with my progress, I 
kick on, taking the yellow light to be a lantern on top of a 
landrover. After an hour of painful but steady progress, I 
realise with some dismay that the small lantern is in fact a 30 
metre long, 20 metre high, bright orange inflatable arch lit by 
three searchlights…..it is with some relief that I eventually 
reach it. Again I do not stop, just collect my water ration and 
set off once more, leaving other competitors asleep around a 
small fire. The girl on C6 tells me that there are about 400 
people in front of me, which means that I have pulled back about 250 places overnight, from 
being the very last competitor in the race, as I left C2 with Derek.  
 
It is getting lighter by the minute, and I want to be in before sunrise. I am determined to pass 
the one competitor I can see entering the dunes a kilometre away, and have no trouble 
catching him. He is an American, who has slept for a couple of hours at C6, and his legs are 
now seizing up. He will struggle in the final stretch which is over some monster dunes. 
Cresting the final dune, we see for the first time the big coloured balloons of the finish line a 
couple of kilometres away, and we know that we will make it. I bound down the final dune 
and set off with renewed vigour, looking forward to a fat boys breakfast as soon as I get into 
the bivouac area – well, a whole packet of freeze dried Chicken and rice, in any case! After a 
couple of hundred metres, I experience a searing pain in my left heel. I remove my shoe to 
discover that sand has got in between my bandages and the raw skin, making it act like coarse 
sandpaper on the open wound. There is no way that I can get my shoes back on again, so I 
gingerly remove my socks as well, and put flip flops on my bandaged feet. 
 
I waddle the remaining kilometre and a half holding my trainers in my hands, and, as the sun 
rises above the mountains beyond, cross the line to the cheers of the waiting crew and a 
number of fellow competitors. I have been on the move almost constantly for just over 13 
hours, and I am ready for some food and rest. I am also looking forward to seeing the rest of 
the crew from tent 64. I reach the tent and have great pleasure in dropping a dusty trainer on 
Mark and Christian, who have had about four and three hours sleep respectively. They are not 
surprised to see me, having heard through the camp jungle drums that the last anyone saw of 
me was having a vocal argument about trading a drip for a bottle of water at C2. 
 
I brew up a delicious meal of freeze dried chicken and rice, topped with a Pepperami sausage,  
brush my teeth and hit the sack for a well earned sleep, it has been a long day, but I am 
grateful for having survived a prolonged visit to a dark place. I am stronger for it, and I am 
here to fight another day. 
 
 
 



Day 5: Jebel Megag: Rest day 
Thursday 13th Apr il 2000 
 
The rest day is only that for those who have made it to the camp before the scorching sun 
rises once more to fry those below. Runners struggle in through the day, each one greeted by 
an ever changing group of competitors at the finish line, 
irrespective of their nationality. For ‘ rest day’ the 
roadbook should really read ‘ repair day’ . The queue for 
the doctors stretches out into the sun. I go to have my 
feet looked at – one of my toenails is floating on a sea 
of pus. The rest of the toe is grossly swollen with 
infection. The doctors drain the toe and prescribe 
antibiotics. The rest of the blisters have deteriorated badly on the long day. I am in the doctors 
tent for over two and a half hours as a patient medic uses yards of tape to try and patch my 
feet up. I walk around the bivouac in my flip flops with blue plastic bags on my feet to try 
and keep them clean. There is really only a marathon to go and the race is over. I am so 
pleased to be here after the C2 episode that I would gladly crawl the last 60 kilometres on 
hands and knees. 
 
Our neighbours in tent 65 have all brought a luxury item for the day off. Roraigh Ainslie has 
brought a miniature of whisky, which we pour into a cup of coffee to share around our 
evening campfire. I have not slept well at all during the race and desperately need to recharge 
my batteries. I scrounge a couple of herbal sleeping pills, which I wash down just before I hit 
the sack. The lads tell me the next morning that I could have captained the Northern 
Hemisphere Snoring Team, but the antibiotics have knocked my fever on the head and I have 
had a full eight hours sleep, so I am happy. 
 
Day Six: Marathon Day. Jebel Megag – Jebel Bou Debgane.  
42 K ilometres (26 miles 385 yds) 
Fr iday 14th Apr il 2000 
 
Before the London or New York marathons, fully rested runners pace nervously up and down 
as they prepare themselves mentally for the challenge ahead. For many of them it will be the 
longest distance that they will ever cover under their own steam, and they will have planned 
their training in order to taper off in the final ten days before the race. In both those cities, the 
course will basically be flat, there will be a million or so people to cheer them on, and 
medical assistance for blisters, cramp or whatever will be available all along the route. In 
addition to this, there will be unlimited supplies of water or sports drink and the runners will 
not only have the luxury of being able to withdraw from the race at almost any stage to take 
public transport to the finish, but will also not need to carry anything.  
 
In direct contrast to these two races, we find ourselves having already run 170km (110 miles) 
in exceptionally arduous conditions, carrying all that we need to survive on our backs. We 
will also see no more than ten people (other than runners) along the entire route, and our 
water will be strictly rationed. Instead of level tarmac under out feet, we face sand, gravel and 
rocks. Despite this, even the walking wounded are looking forward to running ‘ just’ 42km. 
We look upon the distance to be covered as merely three stages – not six like the day before.  
 
The surviving occupants of tent 64 gather around our kit to chat, waiting for the call up to the 



start line. As we chat, I notice that my hands are shaking, my shoulders are hunched forward 
and that I am still wearing my cutdown fleece although the sun is up. I am standing like a 
lame animal, resting my left leg as much as I can, putting all my weight on my swollen right 
knee. I glance around at the groups of runners, sharing any spare water and discussing the day 
ahead. At least 40% of the people around me are in the same condition, their minds oblivious 
to the condition of their body. We all want to finish. A journalist approaches, and remarks that 
we all seem to be glancing at our watches every few minutes – there is the best part of an 
hour to go before the off – why are we so nervous? We realise that it is soon ‘drug time’ . The 
consumption of the first dose of painkillers and anti inflammatory pills has to be timed to 
perfection to ensure that they are effective during the first stage of the race. 
 
Patrick Bauer calls us over to the start line and tells us that the course 
today will not be technically difficult. That is, there will not be much 
sand. The downside is that it will be boring, consisting of a 26 mile run 
in more or less a straight line, much of it over a flat plain. 
We set off at 0930hrs, and soon the runners are spread out over several 
kilometres. Lahsen Ahancal is leading the race, with his brother 
Mohammed just ten minutes off the pace. They will complete the 
marathon stage in just over three hours. I lose Christian in the mass of 
runners in the first few kilometres, although I am running, he is going 
quicker than I am, and it is probably better for both of us if each run at 
his own pace. The first checkpoint at ten kilometres is quick in coming, and my spirits are 
high. My feet don’t feel too bad, but I force myself to take it easy. Shortly after C1, I feel one 
of the bandages on my little toes slipping off, there is no skin at all left on the toe, and the raw 
flesh stings as it rubs against my shoe. I stop under a lone pine tree and strip the sock off – it 
will be Doc Trotters for me at C2, or things will get very uncomfortable. 
 
I reach C2 in surprisingly quick time, and am delighted to see that the dressing station has 
been set up under a Berber tent – not only is there no queue, but they have even moved the 
rocks from under the thin carpet! Luxury indeed – why they couldn’t have done that at C2 on 
the long day I don’t know, it would certainly have speeded up my recovery. The medic is 
business like and efficient, maybe that’s why there is no one waiting and she cheerfully 
wishes me luck as I leave, my toes newly wrapped in clean bandages. My oversize shoes 
barely fit. I can’t help but think of what the reaction of the St. John’s Ambulance volunteers 
who assist at the London Marathon would be to my feet. While the medic in the Sahara did 
not think them worthy of any special remarks, in London enforced withdrawal from the race 
would surely be the only option. 
 
C3 appears on the horizon, and I am still going strong, in fact, I can feel myself getting 
stronger with each passing kilometre. At C3 the course dog legs for the last 6km and I decide 
to push the pace – after all, this is the last real run in the race, and I am determined that I will 
cross the line in style. The afternoon sun shines directly in my face as I run on, making it 
difficult to select a good route over what has become very rocky terrain. Although I have 
been passing competitors steadily since C2, I have not seen any that I know well, so it is with 
some pleasure that I recognise a group of three running together ahead of me. I accelerate to 
pass the three girls from the Royal Engineers team, who are definitely having a bad day at the 
office. Soon the finish is in sight, and I cross the line, collect my water ration and go to join 
Christian and Mark in our tent. Christian has been there for about half an hour, and we are 
both pleased with our marathon times (considering the conditions!). 



 
I spend another couple of hours courtesy of Doc Trotter, who re bandage my feet from 
scratch. A french photographer is fascinated as I chat nonchalantly with the medic as he cuts 
the loose skin from my toes and applies iodine straight onto the flesh. I can’t even feel it 
stinging, and even I could, I wouldn’t have cared. I know that I will make it, and I am very 
happy.  
 
That evening we feast on what is left of our rations, and then work on reducing the weight in 
our packs for the final stage by dumping or giving away anything that is not on the 
compulsory kit list. We even manage to scavenge a couple of packets of freeze dried apple 
and custard that someone throws out, and enjoy our last cup of coffee that night with the 
usual crew over our small fire made from twigs and camel dung. It has been a good day, and 
we are all looking forward to the short trot (actually almost a half marathon) that will make 
up the final stage the next day. 
 
Day seven: Jebel Bou Debgane – Tagounite 18.5km (12 miles) 
Saturday 15th Apr il 2000 

Three wise men – Mark, John &  Chr istian with only 12 miles to go….. 
 
The final morning wake up call is unusually civilised. The Berbers leave us to lie in until 
0615hrs, and even then seem to be almost casual in their approach to dismantling the tents 
that they usually tear down regardless of the state of readiness of the occupants. We soon 
work out why – runners are discarding all sorts of kit that they do not want to carry further 
than they have to, and there are rich pickings to be had. Berbers grin from ear to ear as they 
are given gas cookers, clothing, batteries, lighters and snacks. I give my cutoff fleece to a 
young Berber boy who has been hovering around on the periphery of the camp for some time, 
not daring to approach, he puts it on and it goes down to his knees. I give what is left of my 
trail snacks to another group of children, they are all delighted. 
 
Patrick Bauer calls us forward for the final briefing and we all then gather in a heart shape in 
the desert so that they can take a photograph from the helicopter. All those who have failed to 
complete the race will be allowed to run the final stage, 
and the slower runners will be set off first in a staggered 
start. Jamie Cuthbertson, and his guide Roraigh Ainslie 
are delighted to make it into the faster group. We all set 
off for the final leg of the race along a dusty road that 
takes us through a series of villages on the approach to 
Tagounite, a small market town. We pass through just as 
the schoolchildren are finishing their morning lessons, 



and they line the street to applaud. Some of them reach out their hands for sweets, but any 
runner stopping to scrabble around in his bag will be mobbed. I have a handful of jelly beans 
left, and I give them to a silent five year old boy and his even younger brother who I see 
standing together some way from the crowds as their mother works in the fields. They clutch 
the little bag of sweets as they run over to her to show off their prize.  
 
Some of the older children are more streetwise, and hold out their hands to give the runners a 
‘high five’ – I feel a few of them tugging at my watch as I reach out to them. Some runners 
lose the odd water bottle to lightfingered urchins when they stop to take photographs. The 
helicopter thunders overhead as television crews hang out of the doors. I doubt that the 
villagers have seen sights like this before. The only checkpoint on the route is by a small ford. 
Thankfully there are some stepping stones we can hop over, as none of us wants risk 
immersing our already infected feet into the fetid water.  
 
The villages give way to open fields once more, and I know that there are only a few more 
kilometres to go. The odd vehicle bounces down the uneven dirt track, and we see houses 
made of brick for the first time. After almost two hours of running, I round the final bend and 
see the finish line ahead of me. The final two hundred metres are across a dustbowl of a field. 
I feel strangely unemotional about crossing the line. We have conditioned ourselves over the 
last week to view the finishing line as merely the end of another sage. It is hard to believe that 
tomorrow we will wake up in a hotel in Ourzazate. I cross the line and receive a hug and a 
slobbery kiss on both cheeks from Patrick Bauer. He greets each contestant as though they 
have won the race, and will stay on the line until the last one is in. Someone gives me a 
medal, and then I am being handed a packed lunch and a bottle of water along with 
congratulations. “But I haven’t done anything”  I reply. It is how most of us feel, and it will 
take me a good fortnight to realise what we have all achieved. Most of us are office based 
workers living in a temperate climate – it snowed in England the week we left. We have just 
run 220 kilometres across the desert carrying a heavy pack, survived miles of ankle deep sand 
in temperatures of 53 degrees centigrade, reduced our feet to a blistered lumps of bruised 
flesh, raised thousands for charity………. 

After 220 kilometres across the Sahara - the finish line 
 

A couple of hundred locals have turned out to watch the runners come in. They stare at the 
crazy foreigners who have just paid vast sums of money to run 220 kilometres across their 
desert. Some of the begging becomes more aggressive, with teenagers trying to pull water 
bottles out of holders, and large crowds gathering around any runner that even gives so much 
as a sweet away. We are protected by a lone policeman who cuffs the youngsters around the 
head if they come within reach. I find a small boy holding his fathers hand and give him my 
water bottles. The bottles will never lose the taste of the carbo mixes, and the thought of 
drinking any more of that ever again makes me feel queasy. 
 



Jamie and Roraigh come in to a huge cheer. They have made it look easy despite the fact that 
Jamie is blind, and a large British contingent has waited to clap them in. It is over. 

 
Back in Ouarzazate I spend the best part of Sunday having my feet cleaned and rebandaged, 
or eating any food put in front of me. I go shopping with Jamie and Roraigh for a few 
souvenirs, retaining the services of a taxi driver for the afternoon since I can’t really walk. We 
all enjoy a couple of beers or six as we compare notes on the week. The medics give me a 
couple of precautionary injections in my stomach in case my swollen right leg turns out to be 
a thrombosis (which it doesn’t), and then we all head back to the UK and reality.  
 
Bibi and Rebeccca are waiting at the airport for their respective husbands, and look proud and 
relieved as we limp through customs into their arms. It’s good to be home. 


