Adventure Himalayan run

What does it take to do the

Himalayan Run and Trek, a 160.9km
(100 mile) stage race along the
India Nepal border? Pat Kinsella
discovers the stunning scenery
doesn't make it any easier.
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My first 42 KT

‘ve never run a competitive marathon before,
and a bttle partof me Jet's call t myhead) 1s
fretting that thism ight not be the best place ©
0 start:3,500mabovesea level in the midstofa
five-daystage race
I'm stamping around in the pre-dawn
. darkness, forcing spoonfuls of cold porr sdge
into myreluctant face,a nd attempting to shap
some drculation into the mumb and already knackered legs
that protrude parcelain-ltke from the bottomofmyshorts.

As soon asthe sun rises, though, Irapidlyrealsse there's no
better place on Earth to break my marathon cherry than here,
in the Sothillsof the Himalayas.

In Sanskrt, Himalayes means ‘house of snow’, and ¢his
maming, in Sandakphn, a remote mountain village in the
Darjedling region of West Bengal, #t's1tving up toits name.
Walking © a viewpoint behind the hut where I slept. my
running shoescrunch through a fresh crust of white water If's
only a ight dusting, but Mseningto ﬂtlmmdllutlm h

the cold, dean, oxywen-light atr, it feeks unfath

that just days ago, ] was strug gling through Delhes fume-filled
fugand dinging heat, amsd a cacophony of car homs.

The sersous snow hangs on the rooftops of this lmge house,
the gable ends of which dom inate the sky line to my north -
with Kangchenjunga stabbing through clouds - and east,
where Mt Everest, Lhotse and Makalu form a pantheon of
peaks, still semi-s houetted against the horizon.

As the moming ripens, the sun suddenly setsthe spike of
Kangchenjunga aflame, and dght floods down #ts flanks lke
lava. Afew minutes later, Everest and its 3000m negghbours
mﬁmmluymhmnmymonmdmmlymn

tof my th W, % daybreak across four of
luwu’ldlﬂwhlm mmlmhﬂwwmmdlbmﬂm
can leave you dumbstruck.

A shout shatters the scene, summoning runners to the start
line. Thasis 3t My first 42km race. But the route profile
promises more down than up, and with such views for
company, how hard can #tbe? I'm ready todive in at the steep
end. I've just got to be careful not trip over my own feet while
leering at the voluptuous vistas.
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down. More up. Mostly along :
a cruel cobblestone trak .
built fory
stomach

EARLY DAYS

The Everest Cha llenge Marathon is day three of the five day
Himalayan Run and Trek (HRT) stage race. one of the workd's
oldest contirmously running tratlevents. I'm taking partinthe
27th rendition of the race, which sees runners, hikers and
sometimes even mourntain bikers & ithough no one 1scycling
this year) negotiate a160km (100 mile) route alongsections of
the Singalila Ridge on the Inda-Nepal border.

The first day was brutal. From the own of Maneybhanjang -
after betng serenaded by Indian bagpipe players and recetving
ceremonial scarves from local children - we began running
uphill And that's how i continued, for the next 38 6km. Up,
up, up. Lattle bat of down. Mare up. Mostly along a aruel
cobblestone track buslt for yaks and strong-stomached Jeep
drivers.

Butlenjoyed it - especially gabbing between gasps © fdlow
runners. The 60 strong fldd features a couple of Aussies amsd
an eclectic mix of adventurers from Germany, Sweden, Spain,
HongKong, Austria, Canada, Argentina, the US, and a big
posse of Poms. The age range 1sa sionishing, from 15 year-old
Brett a Brat running with his mum, toMax, a2 maninhis 70s,
back for his ninth HRT. Ninth? “Wast t1ll you get onto the
ridge” he sagely responds © anyone who asks.

Bands of cheering children lined the sides of the serpentine
track as #tshthered upwards through villages, and for a long
while] was accompanied by three happy looking hounds. At
each asd station we guzzled water and ate salted bananas - an
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acquired taste, but & dder that fended off unger flats and

cramps.

Inthelast hour, the effects of altstude kicked in Stumbling
maore than running, aking greedy gulps of atrbut still feeling
breathless and dizzy, I was thankful to reach Sandakphm in
daylight Several runners and walkers arrtved well after dark
- all utterly exhausted, some in tears.

On day two my enjoyment evaporated and I descended into 2
nightmare, mostly of my own making Lured into a falsesense
of optimismby a sensational sunrise, 1 ugged alarge camera
frthe full 32 1km out-and-back course along the spine of
Singalfla Natsonal Park, only for the bashful landscape to hide
behind a sarimade of mist for the entireday And to make my
mood muddier, one of my trekking polesjammed.

There was swearing And lots of lost ground. But then, just
whenlhit alow, three locals oomed out of the clouds: a young
woman carrying ababy. fallowed by two compansons both
shouldering epic boads. This quickly beat my bell yaching back
to where it belonged. Here people scrasch a precariousltvingby
performing datly feats of endurance and strength thatare
thrice ashard asa race we enter r enjoyment. And they doit
while effor dessly rocking golden welly boots. Respect.

NMOUNTAIN MARATHON

The marathon route repeats the first 10 miles of the tratl wed
run the previous day, but minus the mist #t'stotally
transbrmed. Some of the climbs and descents feed famdliar
underfot, but now I'm bo aking well beyond the rugged

rock-strewn track to the mmwm
“ m‘ ‘l"L—A Mr abloeh J
TI've jettisoned my 2 pulttoo. lndwhltthc

devation still steaks mybreath mdum&nsvmdbuh -
e pecially during the savage ascent to Phalut - 1 feel ke I'm
flying compared © yesterday.

While I've never raced a competitive marathon before, I've
done the distance and more during various wild -running
adventures in the past, but this is panning out © be the
maddest day I've everspenton trafls.

From Phalut we ko op back to Maolle, where the route forks
eastand dramatically drops off the Singalfla Ridge. flowing
through forests along tight and technical sing letrack for
several kilometres, before meeting the mountatn village of
Shirtkola, where things get properly gnarly.

Marker armows send us tearing down sets of suicdal steep
statrs, with every step irmegulara nd slightly off-camber,
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2xpecting Nike to come .4nor‘k ng : avirg TOP GEAR

mcdntd‘n marathoner, I'm hapy
Fineignt, Ham or Tegscipy
W "Y\!ﬂ
passing through the front yards of beauttful flower covered f P‘l‘oﬁ’ﬂ A )
cottages cling ing to the precipitous hillssde kt's lunchttme. and _ foncte ;1\5 ones) are my e rIqurtrud
tm maculately dressed scho ol kads stream out of class and onto e s o Bks avay of I ——
the paths Some ghegle shyly at the sight of sweaty westerners o ks @ pay of i rimning Snoes and 0

wobbling through thetr midst, while others confidently retum
my breathless “namaste! with wide-eved enthusiasm
Two local lads flash past at Mghtening speed, showing me
exactly how 1t should be done, but ] can’t convince mybrain © let
#0. and 1 keep my centre of gravity low. A forward fll here would
be fatal - atthe very least to my hopes of finishing the race.
At the bottam of the long village a marshal directs us overa
wall kt's an unlikely booking tum, untdl | realise the road behind
him has disappeared into a masstve landshde So over Igo, to
scramble down anea r-vertical moddy bank to a bridge spanning
the rushing River Ramman, which we follow © R tmbtk, where
the marathon ends.
1ts four kiometres © the finish, and my watch says I've been
running fr just oversix and a half hours. Having started with no
greater ambition than completion and survival suddenly P'm
consumed with desire toset asub-seven hour time. Fortunately,
the final stretch 15 along a relattvely smooth road, which
undulates rather than rears, and I sprint across the iine with 6
hours 59 minutes on the clock.
OK, 50 #t'snot something Kipchoge would probably put on his
CV, and I'mnot expecting Nike to come knocking, butas avirgin
mountain marathoner, 'm happy enough - espectally | S
consider ing we' ve climbed over 1100m and descended 2500m ; Rie ¢
duringtheday 4
And the next day brings my first ever competitive half Y P""H‘“"*“k
marathon Aneasy day - followed by a 27.3km stage tocomplete wiha streng Bugal Baer
the century and dose the Joop at Maneybhany jang bringing +
home a hundred miles of Himalayan memories. ‘ '
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