Arrowhead 135 Race Report
The Arrowhead 135 represents a race in the sense of competition, but a true adventure in spirit. The people involved (runners, skiers, bikers, volunteers, and all others) made up some of the best hearted and most fascinating people I have ever been around. I am proud to associate myself with such a group. 

About three years ago, my then new friend, Luke Finney and I were jogging on the beach in Monterey California. He asked me if I had ever considered running a marathon, but I immediately dismissed the idea. Little did I know that such an innocent conversation would launch me into a world, that today, I could not imagine being without. 26.2 miles was fun, 50 was better, 135 was… unknown. I had found out about this race in Northern Minnesota that looked like nothing I had ever seen before. For me, the only sensible thing to do was grab my buddy and try it out. I immediately told Luke about the race and he became just as enthusiastic as I. Unfortunately, as Luke kept running I kept getting hurt. I did not take the right steps (pun not intended) towards recovery and was slowly falling out of shape. Two months before Arrowhead 2009 Luke approached me and, as diplomatically as possible, told me not to run the race. I knew deep down he was right, yet initially reacted with anger and immaturity. How could he be telling me that I could not run my own race? Was this whole thing not my idea? Regardless, Luke and Blaine went on to do great things, and I could not be more proud of them. 

A few months after their successful race and fundraiser I knew I wanted to be part of it all as well. Starting in early August, running a few races here and there, I was feeling ready for the Arrowhead 2010. For most of my life I have been fortunate enough to spend a considerable amount of my winters in Northern Wisconsin. This year was no exception. The north woods atmosphere, bitter cold, and snowy terrain provided the ideal training grounds and opportunity to test out my equipment. People thought I was a little strange running this 17 mile loop in the middle of nowhere at dawn. A family friend almost went as far as calling the sheriff, figuring me for some homeless man trying to camp out in the woods with little more than a jacket and an oversized pack. 
Returning from Wisconsin to Annapolis, Maryland provided a slight setback in training. The silent, snow laden woods were replaced with 40 degree metropolitan clamor, but there was a plus side to all of this. The team was together for the first time, in any organized fashion, and we were ready. Luke had been a good friend of mine throughout my time at the Academy. We had lived on a 44 foot sailboat for two weeks, hijacked a 15 passenger van to explore Big Sur, traveled around Russia for a month, and ran a couple of marathons together for good measure. Garret Griffin was a relatively new acquaintance, but in our short time together had never seized to impress me. Our first encounter was at the starting line of the JFK 50 miler. The Navy guys were all bunched together for the start and Garret and I began a conversation that would last the next 15 miles. It turned out he had ridden his bike to the race. This struck me as odd because the night before it had taken me about 2 hours to drive there. In other words, he decided to ride over 100 miles before the actual race even began. Both Blaine and John I had never met before, but after knowing all the great things Luke had to say about them, I knew they were two individuals I would enjoy getting to know. 

As a team, we only had one training weekend together, but we certainly made the most of it. We decided to camp up in Pennsylvania (searching for snow), and cover around 75 miles of trail. This was the first time I fully realized the caliber of athlete I was surrounding myself with. Blaine charged up the hills (more like mountains in my opinion), and I thought he was going to kill me. I struggled to keep up but he would always wait before charging up the next hill with ease. The only thing that could slow him down was a gigantic block of cheese he felt would be a good idea for lunch. Not only was it great to run with Blaine, but when it came to food, he was the right guy to be with. The snacks he brought for the trip were top notch and hey, who doesn’t love sausage and cheese? 

John maintained a quiet confidence about him throughout the weekend. While relaxing before and after the Chicago Marathon, Luke told me about this sophomore in his company that he had gotten to know very well over the last two years. Before I even met John I had high expectations, which he proved to meet. Unfortunately, John would suffer from appendicitis only a week before the race and would be unable to participate. Although the race was not over for John at this point, as he traveled with us to Minnesota, allowed us to spend the night at his house in Illinois (special thanks to Mr. and Mrs. McDonough for their hospitality), and helped us at every checkpoint along the way. 


 Now for the actual race part… I had been to International Falls several times, but only as a passerby. We would sometimes stop to pick up a few last minute items before heading across the border for an annual fishing trip. This time, however, I would get to experience the flavor of the town. Everything from gear check in the old auditorium to the pre-race meeting and spaghetti dinner at the VFW brought back a very familiar feel. The morning before the race the four of us drove down to where the Arrowhead trail intersected route 53 and went for a brief run. The conditions were good, the trail was packed and crisp, and without the weight of a sled I felt very at ease running through the woods. I had a good feeling about the race. 


The next morning would prove to be slightly more hectic. After an evening of convincing my Dad I knew where the starting line would be, it was immediately apparent I hadn’t the slightest idea. A local gas station pointed me in the right direction and the sea of blinking red lights appeared in the distance. By the time seven o’clock rolled around I was sitting on the tailgate of the truck putting on my yaktrax, not overly concerned about the 2 minutes I was wasting. After all, sixty hours is a long time. The four of us walked for the first half an hour, allowing the field to thin out as our legs slowly adjusted to the -20 degree temperature. Luke and I decided the night before that I would set the pace under the muse that I was the most level-headed. In reality, I struggled to keep up in our last training weekend, and this method would most likely ensure group success. After the brief warm up, we would run for five minutes and then walk for the same duration. We would pass other racers and be passed ourselves, but overall we maintained the same pace. Noticing this slinky effect with the rest of the competitors, Blaine suggested we keep a steady, fast walking pace. The idea made sense but the little bit of jogging seemed to keep the legs loose and protected from the monotonous pounding of a rushed walk. Yes, running did feel better than walking. 


Eventually, Blaine would begin feeling dizzy, and symptoms that had prematurely ended a training run the weekend before were arising again. Being a veteran of the race, Blaine knew exactly what was to come and had to make a difficult decision. He decided to leave the race as a competitor, but remain as an important part of the team. Following his exit, we saw Blaine at every checkpoint, helping out with our gear, food and water, and when there was nothing to be done, it was always good to have a familiar face around. At the time of his decision I was slightly ahead of the group, off in my own running world. By nature, I am a very solitary runner, and it was not uncommon for me to fall back or ahead of the group at times to be alone with my thoughts. When Luke and Garret came running up behind me I was happy to see them, but the feeling faded quite fast. They informed me with what had happened to Blaine, and we trudged along fending off that sinking feeling. 



The three of us arrived at the Gateway Store just before dark, after what seemed like an endless array of twists and turns. I learned early when a sign said “5 miles,” be prepared for a little longer. My Dad was there to meet me, as well as John, Blaine, and Mr. Griffin. They bought us Gatorade, warm chili, hot chocolate, and anything else a racer could want. I was basically stripped down to nothing, in midst of a clothes change and searching for the bathroom, when I ran into Iso.  Whether or not he knew me, I knew the kind of racer Iso was. Having nothing but a small bowl of chili himself, he offered me some, and I politely declined. This small gesture really made me appreciate the quality of people in the race and the general spirit behind it. I felt a renewed sense of motivation, and despite the sun going down, I was ready to continue on. 


The night was deceptively warm, and we left Gateway hoping to make the next checkpoint before sunrise. The plan was to sleep for several hours and we did not want to waste too much daylight. Early into our trek I again noticed I was slowly separating from the group. I was maintaining the same pace, but it was apparent something was wrong. Garret was suffering from knee pain in the back of both legs. Every twenty minutes Luke would remind us to hydrate, and then the two of them would celebrate with 5 lines of “99 Bottles of Beer.” I chose not to participate, as I preferred the silence when I ran, but I feel the singing did lighten the mood for the other two guys. As the night grew later I slowly treaded off ahead of Luke and Garret, partly as I got lost in my thoughts and partly as I began feeling the cold settle in. I would stop and wait, and as a group, we would continue on, but this method did not work towards the end. After standing still for only a few minutes I made the decision to carry on ahead. I was fortunate enough to meet up with another racer and went the last few miles together. Craig and I made good conversation, despite my severely annoying walking stick. To aid with the hills I picked up a random branch from the trail and used it to propel my self up the slopes. It worked remarkably well, with the only caveat being this horrible squeaking noise every time I planted it in the snow. 


Soon, I found myself crossing the lake, and as I hoped, the sun was still down. There is something about traversing a frozen lake at night, and a feeling I had known before. The silence, endless sky, and open terrain combine to form this sense of awe. While it may sound desolate and lonely there is an overwhelming sense of comfort and peace along with it. In Wisconsin we used to ride our snowmobiles out to the middle of the flowage, cut the engine, take off the helmet, and lean back. This was very much the same. At Melgeorges I met up with John, Blaine, my Dad and Mr. Griffin once more. I downed a plate of lasagna, bowl of soup, endless amounts of Gatorade, and a protein shake before heading off to bed. By the time I was settled in, I heard Luke and Garret coming in for the night. I began to doze off knowing we had a very long day ahead.


Unfortunately, my body did not feel like sleeping. I woke up about two hours into the nap with my heart nearly pumping out of my chest. I did not know how long Luke planned on sleeping, so I began stretching out and trying to fall back asleep. After another hour or so, I decided to wake Luke up. He informed me that he wanted a full four hours of sleep, which made me nervous, but he had always been in charge of this “operation,” and I did not question his strategy. Like me, Garret was already awake and stretching out. After the amount of pain he was in last night, I was surprised Garret was up and ready to press on. I agreed with his decision and felt that after a few miles he would loosen up and things would be back to normal. I admired his perseverance and thought if he could keep on going then I’d be right there with him. Garret and Luke left Melgeorges and I stayed behind for a few quick pictures. I chased the two up the trail and eventually caught up. They were moving pretty good and it had appeared Garret’s knees were loosening up. The sun was out, my spirits were high, and I set the intersection at mile 86 as my new target. The three of us made very good time, catching up with some old friends from the night before. As reliable as always, my Dad, Mr. Griffin, John, and Blaine were there to greet us at the intersection. It had only been a few miles but it was great to see all of them again. However, this visit would prove to be extremely important. Upon arrival, we could finally see how bad Garret’s legs were. Once he stopped moving he was unable to support his own weight, and we stopped to think things through. I do not doubt that Garret would have finished the race, but with time being an issue, he decided to drop and let Luke and I press on. This was another blow to our team, and Luke took this as a personal failure. In my opinion, the anger fueled Luke and the next 28 miles flew by. We attacked the up hills and rode our sleds down the other sides. My ankles were so swollen I could barely point my toes forward while steering down the hills. As a result, I would get blanketed in snow quite often, and Luke remarked at the cartoonish nature of my escapades. We would race head-to-head on occasion and other times see who could simply go the farthest. Unfortunately for Luke, I am not the best travel partner. I tend to keep to myself, and it seemed like hours would go by without us saying much to one another. But when I was falling asleep Luke would talk me though it, and vice versa. The night before I had seen some things in the woods that turned out to be nothing but my imagination. There was the camera crew, the guy fixing his snowmobile, and Blaine at a vending machine. They were simply apparitions brought out by my fatigue and a lack of sleep. The second night, however, I was much more focused and tended to drift less. I was determined to make it to the teepee, and I knew I had to stay sharp for the both of us. Luke had warned me that he tends to zone out at night, but I doubt this claim was true. If nothing else, it forced me to maintain an extra sense of awareness just in case it happened. 



The hills were not as bad as I had expected. Perhaps I had built them up too high in my own head, or perhaps my memory is skewed, but we made it to the final checkpoint nearly 4 hours faster than initially planned. I saw the warm fire and parked myself right next to it, taking off my hat and gloves to melt their frozen form. I switched into a new balaclava, threw on my puffy coat and was ready to relax, but Luke would not have any of it. He wanted to keep moving and I agreed. The fire was a trap, and one that I could feel drawing me closer and closer in. So we set off for our last twenty miles, knowing we were about finish this race. Our friends John and Blaine met us at an intersection 16 miles out from the casino. It was 430 am and there they were wide awake and encouraging us on. We could visibly see how cold they were, and it was at this point we began realizing how badly the temperature had dropped. After leaving Melgeorges we were expecting a relatively warmer night than the previous. But this was not the case. Before dawn the temperature dropped to 22 below, and Luke and I could definitely feel it. We stopped to add the necessary layers and liners and continued on our way. 


Those last twenty miles were by far the worst. Up until this point I felt like I had been pushing the pace, but towards the end I was falling back. Luke began singing country music to keep his spirits up, much to my displeasure. He later asked me what genre I wanted him to sing, and in a fairly successful attempt to stop the music, I requested old school hip-hop. I had a good feeling Luke would not know any, and I was right. So he walked on ahead and I shuffled behind for a few more hours. The scenery never seemed to change. Recognizing my frustration, Luke told me about the course and where exactly we were going. It helped a lot having someone who knew the trail and I immediately began to feel better. By this point all our water was frozen and eating just did not feel like a good idea. We pressed along the endless row until the turnoff finally appeared. Ten miles previous to that point I had ditched my trusty walking stick into the woods, but now I was missing it. The last mile and a half to the casino had just enough elevation change to bother my already trashed feet and ankles. It felt like the trail would never end, but just like that, the banner appeared. John, Blaine, and my Dad ran out to greet us. We touched the banner, got our congratulatory hugs and handshakes, and that was it. The ending was beautiful and everything it should have been. A man got onto the patio from his hotel room, asked for our numbers, and recorded our times. There is no big timer, there are no crowds. For everyone the race is different. You train differently, you race differently, and you do it for your own reasons. I do it for the challenge and the love of adventure. When I un-buckled my sled and walked into the Casino I was proud of myself, grateful for all those who helped, encouraged by the human spirit, and eager for the next adventure to begin.  

