
Marathon des Sables 
28th March – 7th April 2008 
 
 
Thurs 27th March 
 
Having stayed at the Premier Inn at Gatwick the night before with my friend from 2006, James, a farmer from 
Cheshire we went for an early buffet breakfast in the hotel restaurant and proceeded to try and eat our bodyweights 
in calories ready for our journey. It was a superb breakfast but once we had stuffed our faces it was time to catch the 
shuttle bus to the terminal for the flight. We expected to have seen many other MDS entrants in the hotel but had 
only bumped into one or two in the last 24 hours. However all that changed when we got to the terminal building 
when there seemed to be loads, all sporting similar back packs and short haircuts. 
 
The airline (Monarch) had excelled themselves and there were 5 desks open early for check in when we got there so 
it was into the main building fairly swi ftly to start mingling with the others. Most talk seemed to centre around 
previous exploits, training and equipment. Having been there before a lot of the trivial worries were non-existent for 
me although I was probably just as nervous as others but for different reasons.  
 
I met up with several people from 2006 as well as a lot of new friends who I had become acquainted with in recent 
months at other events. James and I met up with Molly from Cardi ff who was to be sharing a tent with us. She too 
had not finished in 2006 and was back to attend to unfinished business. 
 
We boarded the plane and had an unevent ful flight into Ouarzazate in Southern Morocco which would be our base 
outside of the desert. We transferred by coach to the Berbere Palace Hotel and checked in for the one night. James 
and I shared a room again and then went to try and find the other tent mates we had arranged in the days prior to the 
journey. Some had not yet arrived but we caught up with Andrew from Somerset who was here for the first time. 
 
Following a huge buffet meal in the evening we all retired to sleep before going out to the desert tomorrow. 
 
 
Fri 28th March  
 
Following our last comfortable nights sleep we again gorged ourselves at the breakfast buffet. This would be our last 
chance to load up on calories before the serious business. 
We then boarded coaches for the 6+ hours journey to the first bivouac. In between we met up with Dave from South 
Africa, Diana from Ireland and Alan from Ireland who would complete our 7 person tent for the week. 
 
During the journey we received the “ roadbook” which shows us the route, terrain and distances for the 7 day event. 
There was a 20 minute silence following the issue, punctuated by exclamations and the odd swear word. Basically it 
showed us that this year would be the longest ever in terms of distance but would also include all the elements of 
previous years to make it the hardest ever. We would have more mountains, dunes, hills and distance to cope with 
than previously. Personally I just hoped that the weather conditions would be kind. 
 
Following a stop for a packed lunch in the middle of nowhere and a long journey through the mountains we reached 
the foot of the Merzouga dunes. These are the largest dunes in Morocco and would form the route for the first day of 
the event. The scenery was spectacular and we would be camping here for the next two nights before the event. 



 
 
Once we arrived we were issued with a water ration and told to find a tent. We chose Tent 84 as it was fairly close to 
the camp entrance and away from the edge of the camp where the toilet areas would be. 
We settled in to our new home as we got to know each other. We were then given a meal by the organisers before 
bedding down at about 9pm. Most of us were tired from the travelling for 2 days and wanted to rest as much as 
possible before the event. 
 

 
 
Sat 29th March 
 
We all surfaced at about 6am when it got light and went to queue for our French-supplied breakfast which was 
surprisingly nice. Today was about getting ready for the event and deciding which equipment to take and which to 
leave. To be honest I was fairly well organised as my food was sorted, it was just a matter of what clothing to take. 
The night had not been that cold so all my fleeces went back in my suitcase. 
 
Our check in time was 2pm so we had time to kill. James, Alan and I decided to have a training run/walk over to the 
dunes to see what we were letting ourselves in for. As expected they were very high and seemed to go on for ever. 
We all agreed that the next week would be a tough one especially if the look of the first day is anything to go by. 
We wandered back to the camp and then went to check ourselves signed off for the race. 
 
First of all we hand back our suitcases with any unwanted equipment. Then we weighed our packs (mine came in at 
just under 12kg without water) before showing the organisers our equipments lists. We then had to show them our 
food lists and if necessary they would check it. We had to carry a minimum of 2000 calories per day (mine averaged 
at just over 3000). I had prepared a full list which they were satisfied with. Next they check my medical certi ficate 
and ECG which I had done prior to leaving. These were both fine as expected. Lastly they issued us with an 
emergency flare, salt tablets, a medical card, our running numbers (mine was 734) a water ration card and for the 
first time an electronic timer which we had to get scanned at every checkpoint and bivouac.  
 
Following all this we were now self suffi cient except for the final evening meal. It was nice to get rid of the 
suitcases and excess stuff and we could now concentrate on the matter in hand. 



 
At about 5pm we gathered in the centre of the camp for the pre-race briefing. This took about an hour during which 
we were given all the stats for the 23rd running of this event. There would be 802 starters from 32 countries, the 
youngest was 18 and the oldest 71. There would be a famous Japanese comedian taking part as well as Luis Enrique, 
the famous Spanish footballer. Lahcen Ahansal, who had won it for the last 10 years was not running due to his new 
family but his brother Mohamed was expected to take his title again. We were also told that the 4th stage (the long 
one) would be dedicated to the French runner who had died at the event last year. 
We were also given 3 demonstrations of how to set off your flare, 3 because the first two failed which gave us a 
slight cause for concern. 
 
After the formalities we had our last meal before retiring for the evening and another early night. This was our last 
chance to relax before the event and we all got to bed early. 
 
Sun 30th March – Race Day One 
 
At 5.30am we all started to stir. The Berber tribesmen responsible for dismantling the tatty bit of canvas and poles 
masquerading as our tents were already out and about. Luckily they left us till one of the last but still managed to 
catch Diana still in the tent while they took it down. As she was preparing to unleash Irish hell on them for 
disturbing her she saw the rest of us laughing and thankfully joined in. 
Then we had our breakfasts and attended to any personal details before collecting our water ration and packing up 
all our stuff for the day ahead. 
 
At 8.30am we walked over to the start area ready for the 9am start. We had a long briefing including reiterating 
taking extra water when possible and salt tablets (they had upped both since I came in 2006).  One runner had pulled 
out already since yesterday with an injury and several others had some stomach bug. We also had to endure the 
“ Happy Birthdays” to all those who had them today. 
 

 
 
Then as the time approached the helicopters went up and excitement mounted. The music got louder and the 
countdown began. It was very inspirational with ACDC blasting out as the time approached. Then we were off, 
everyone ran forward and the Eurosport helicopter started its low level sideways fly pasts. I did not feel nervous at 
all, just very focussed, I had planned for an extra two years for this moment and knew exactly how I was going to 
tackle it—nice and slowly. Whichever way you looked at it though, it is one of the most spectacular starts to any 
race anywhere. 
 
The first day of the MDS is usually used as an acclimatisation stage, used to get people used to the heat, the 
conditions and is not normally too long or arduous. This year was longer than normal (31.6km) and included many 
kilometres of dunes (usually reserved for later in the week).  We already knew from the roadbook that we had to go 
over the largest dunes in Morocco for about 13km aswell as some more dunes later in the day.  
I jogged slowly forward and proceeded to settle into a slow run towards the dunes. I saw Alan and James go off in 
front, I knew they would be faster than me so was not worried.  
 
The weather this morning seemed to be not too hot, a bit cloudy and a slight breeze so it may help us a bit through 
the dunes. 
It was about 1.5km to the edge of the dunes which got me sweating and puffing a bit but nothing unexpected. We 



were accompanied by some Moroccan Camel riders from a local town to the dunes. As soon as we got onto sand I 
proceeded to settle into a fast walk, I did not want to waste energy trying to run up large dunes and regret it later in 
the week, especially as I was still carrying a full pack. The big mistake of the week was soon upon me in my choice 
of gaiters. I was wearing different ones from last time (ones which I could remove if necessary) and they let a lot of 
sand in the front. As a result within a few hundred yards my shoes were full of sand causing my feet to have no 
room inside my shoes. This caused bruising at the back and front of the foot which was to cause me problems all 
week. 
 
The dunes were awesome, just as you see in the pictures. They were however very difficult to run across. Different 
dunes warranted a different method. With some it was best to find an untrodden route as it was firmer, on others it 
may be better to reuse a previous runners prints which were firmer. Either way the sand sapped your strength at 
every step. Some of the dunes were unbelievably huge and so steep to climb it warranted using both arms to get a 
grip. There didn’t seem to be a standard route across them although we had been given a compass bearing. People 
were selecting their own routes at times but we all ended up in the same place. I walked up and across them and 
tried to run down where I could. 
 

 
 
They also seemed to go on forever, although we knew that they would end at the first checkpoint at about 14km it 
seemed to take ages to get there. As soon as we reached what looked like the last big dune we would be faced with 
another large drop and miles more of them in the distance.  
Eventually though the end arrived along with the first checkpoint after about 2 hours 30 minutes. Although the 
weather wasn’t too hot today by Saharan standards it was still getting towards the hottest part of the day and it was 
positively roasting. Following my experiences two years ago I had vowed not to spend too long at the checkpoints. 
However when I arrived there was a queue to get through and I was waiting nearly 10 minutes to check in, I hoped 
this wouldn’t be repeated. I gathered my water ration, emptied my shoes of sand and filled my bottles (which were 
empty) and ate one of the two gels I had reserved for the first two days. I then carried on, leaving the checkpoint 
within 15 minutes just behind James from the next door tent. 
 
The next section was across about 10km of stony plateau. Although I could have run this section I had decided again 
to conserve my energy and saved mysel f for later in the week so I settled into a fast walk. It wasn’t a particularly 
easy part, the plain undulated and was full of sharp rocks designed speci fi cally to stub your toe onto or when not 
concentrating to step on and twist your ankle. 
However despite this James and I kept up a steady pace and arrived at the next checkpoint (cunningly hidden behind 
a small hill) together and in good shape. It was still very warm and had taken another hour and a half to get there. 
Again I did not want to hang around so only took 5 minutes to fill up, eat some food and go again. James stayed to 
take more time with his feet so I went on alone.  
 
The last section was only 8km or so and was fairly flat but involved more dunes so I wanted to get it over as soon as 
possible as my feet were feeling sore. It passed relatively unevent fully although the dunes were quite tough again as 
my shoes filled again. However I knew it was nearly the end and was looking forward to a rest. 
Just as I was coming down the last dune I felt a snap and a bump behind me. One of the straps holding my bed mat 
to my pack had snapped and my mat was lying in the sand, I picked it up and walked in. I arrived back at the 
bivouac after about 5 hours 45 minutes total, gathered my water ration for the night and went to look for my tent.  
 



For some reason they had re-arranged the layout of the tents so our tent was much further round the camp. 
Eventually I tracked it down and was surprised to see three packs already there. Two were from next door though 
who were using our tent until theirs had been re-erected following a collapse. I was surprised to see that I was 
second one back in our tent behind Alan who had had a stonking run and already been in half an hour. James came 
in 5 minutes after me so I must have overtaken him at some point, followed by the rest of our tent all in good order. 
All home and we all agreed to try and keep it that way for the week.  
 
The next few hours were spent eating, drinking and attending to feet. I finished off all my snacks that I hadn’t eaten 
during the day as well as my evening meal (and still felt hungry). I also made sure I was taking in my salt tablets and 
drinking all the water I could. I knew I was well hydrated so felt pretty good after the first day. I had also been 
surprised that I had finished so high in the rankings (361st) so decided to take it even easier tomorrow. 
 
I looked at my feet, I had a huge bruise on my right heel (it had turned black) and a few small blisters all over the 
place—mainly on my toes. It was quite painful but I was prepared to accept that so I taped up all the sore spots. 
As soon as it got dark we all prepared for bed, we were all tired and knew that each day would challenge us even 
more so were anxious to get as much rest as possible.  
Tonight was also the first night where we got e-mails from home, I was pleased to get about 7 which was more than 
the rest in the tent so I was doubly chuffed, it was good to know that others were following me out here and there 
were some nice thoughts. 
 
 
Mon 31st March – Race Day Two 
 
The second day started with the usual routines. The Berbers would come and take our tent down (we were one of the 
early ones today), everyone would get food and drink down them, get some water and pack up ready for the day 
ahead. Our tent was in good spirits and everyone seemed ready to go. 
 
Todays stage was longer (38km) but generally flatter with very few dunes and only a couple of big climbs and I 
guessed (correctly) that many people would try and speed up today in view of the terrain and get some faster times 
in. Personally I had decided to take it steady, my pack didn’t feel any lighter despite the days food that had gone and 
I was still focussed on finishing the race at the end of the week. 
 
We were told to get to the start early as they wanted us to form a “ 23” for the helicopter cameramen in view of the 
fact that this was the 23rd running of the event. There was also a sponsors hot air balloon at the start to add to the 
carnival atmosphere. 
 

 
 
We had our pre-race briefing when we were told that there had been 6 people drop out yesterday but all were OK. 
We were warned again about taking the full quota of water and salt tablets (I already was). 
The weather this morning felt a lot, lot warmer. Already the temperature at 9am was stifling compared to yesterday 
and was rising fast. 
 
Yet again the music started blaring out—a mixture of rock and some kind of Europop which insulted our ears. We 
had the countdown, a blast of ACDC and we were off again with both helicopters circling us and performing 



flypasts. 
 
I started the day with a run. I was running alongside James from our tent for about 15 minutes until he decided to 
walk for a bit. I ran for only about 20 minutes, the terrain was flat and not too stony so was easy to run. After 20 
minutes or so I carried on with a fast walk to conserve energy and not burn myself out. Dave and Diana from our 
tent went past me within a few minutes and I wished them well. I would like to have carried on with them but my 
focus was still the end of the week, mindful of my previous experiences. 
 
The route to the first checkpoint was just over 12km and generally flat with a few small dunes and small obstacles 
thrown in. I reached the checkpoint in 2 hours and proceeded to fill up with water and eat food as quickly as I could 
so that I could carry on. The weather was very hot and I didn’t want to spend too much time in the sun. As I was 
sorting myself out I was being filmed by a Japanese film crew who were also filming one of their top comedians 
who was running in the race. As I was preparing to leave in a very speedy 5 minutes, I heard a shout behind me. It 
was James again from our tent and we decided to plod on together at a fast walking pace. 
 
We started out again on the next section which was to be about 12km again but the terrain would be a bit more 
lively. The first part was relatively flat and stony but then we entered a section with a salt flat and a dried up river. 
The salt flat was not too bad, just very long and monotonous but the river bed was about 2km wide and was hard 
work. The river had obviously dried up a long time ago leaving huge cracks, large bumps, deep crevasses and rock 
hard ground to work our way through. We found it difficult to keep a fast pace. Then about half a kilometre from the 
checkpoint we found ourselves in the midst of a herd of camels, grazing in the limited vegetation. We stopped to get 
some photos—as you do! 
 

 
 
Following our impromptu photo session and a climb through a small crevasse we proceeded into the checkpoint for 
another quick pit-stop. We had been going for a little over 4 hours and managed to get through the checkpoint in 
about 5 minutes. Each checkpoint followed the same procedure—you get your chip scanned, they take your number 
down manually and issue you with your water ration which they mark with your number (if your bottle is found as 
litter, you are penalised).  You then fill up your bottles, drink and eat what you can and move on (or rest for a bit if 
needed). 
 
The next checkpoint was about 8km away but would be through the hottest part of the day and would precede a 
large climb. We started off at a fair old clip but slowly James pulled ahead. I could have tried to keep up with him 
but my feet were very sore, still bruised from yesterday the previous section had caused a few blisters and I did not 
want to aggravate them any more than I could.  
 
I let him disappear into the distance and kept going at my own pace. After a few kilometres we wound our way 
around some houses and there were several Moroccan women and children cheering us on. This was a centre funded 
by an MDS charity for children and health and we were deliberately sent this way. We had been told that we could 
stop and look around but to be honest I was too tired to even think about it. 
The checkpoint was situated just beyond this and actually half way up the big climb we were expecting. I stopped at 
the checkpoint for only 5 minutes again as I knew that after this hill there was only about 4-5km to the camp and I 
wanted to rest.  
 



The rest of the day took me about 50 minutes. The hill was not as bad as I was expecting and the rest of the leg was 
rocky and hard but short. I crossed the line in about 6 hours 50 minutes, roughly the same speed as yesterday but 
during a considerably hotter day. 
 
Most of my tent were back when I arrived (Andrew arrived 5 minutes later and Molly after a short while). My feet 
however were complaining loudly. I took off my shoes and the tape and plasters and winced at the blisters. While 
the soles of my feet were generally OK, my toes and heels were not happy. I washed my feet and put lots of tape 
around them. I knew tomorrow was going to be a tough day with even more dunes so I wanted to protect them as 
much as possible. 
 
 
 
The rest of the day repeated itsel f, I finished off all my food for that day followed by the evening meal after which 
we all settled down for the night as soon as it got dark. I received another 14 e-mails tonight which was wonderful, 
including a few from people who I would not have expected to have been even interested in my exploits let alone 
take the time and trouble to send me a message. Yet again it was not too cold at night and I managed a fairly good 
sleep. 
 
 
 Tue 1st April – Race Day Three 
 
I knew as soon as I got up that something wasn’t right. I was still well hydrated but was struggling to get my 
breakfast down me or even to swallow some water. I managed about half a dozen mouthfuls until at about 7am I 
could hold on no longer and was very sick behind the tent.  
 
This was not good news and I frankly felt awful. I was struggling to stand up and when I was my legs were shaking. 
Luckily most of my kit was ready so I didn’t have much else to do before the race. Andrew helped me roll up my 
mat and Alan accompanied me across to the medical tent to see if they could help. After a brief chat with a doctor he 
gave me some anti-sickness tablets and some sachets of powder which were the French equivalent of Dioralyte. I 
took a tablet and after a battle with my stomach I downed some of the powder in water which tasted awful. After 
that I spent the rest of the time pacing up and down or sitting down trying to get rid of the sickness feeling and hold 
onto what little was still in my stomach. Unfortunately it didn’t go and I wobbled across to the start line with 
Andrew. 
 
We listened to the speeches again, music and birthdays before starting the countdown again. Apparently the 
temperature the day before had actually hit 50 degrees and there had been a few more people drop out for various 
reasons. The heat was expected to be just as bad today. 
 
I had had plenty of time to think about my situation and had decided to try to carry on. I was very close to pulling 
out as I could hardly stand. I was too weak to run or even fast walk but I could plod on and see what happens. As 
James told me—it would be like a walk around the shops! We had been told there was an 11 hour cut off today 
which ordinarily wouldn’t have worried me but it cast doubts in my mind if I couldn’t keep up the pace. 
The leg today was to be 40.5km with a large climb in the middle and lots more dunes, a real challenge under any 
circumstances.  
 
We started off again, I hung around near the back at the start with Andrew. He gave me some encouraging words 
and we all set off. The first 9km were over undulating ground and managed to get into a steady walking pace. Every 
step I felt as if I were going to be sick. The electrolyte drink and salt tablets were making me feel worse so I reverted 
to water only. I tried to eat a few macadamia nuts to get some energy which normally I love but they seemed to have 
no effect. 
 
Nevertheless I plodded on, I walked with Rory Coleman for a bit who was being filmed for an ITV documentary. It 
was good to talk about home and other matters for a bit to take my mind off my stomach. 
Eventually after 9km we reached more dunes, not as big as Day 1 but still fairly challenging. They lasted for another 
4km and the variation again kept my mind elsewhere. I was however still feeling very rough and just tried to focus 
on keeping a steady pace.  
 
At the first checkpoint at 13km I sat down for 15 minutes feeling very weak. I was only managing to get some water 
down me and had had no calories to speak of. I exchanged brief words with Molly who went on with some more 
encouraging words. I emptied my shoes of sand and somehow got to my feet and plodded on. 



 
The section was in and out of dunes again before approaching a large climb which would last about 1km. The climb 
was up through a steep rocky gorge and was hard work. It was the hottest part of the day and there was no shade. 
Every step was an effort but I had decided to take it slowly so did.  I let Rory past me (it was single track) after a 
short while as he was travelling faster. As we climbed I kept stopping to catch my breath and try and allow my 
temperature to drop. It didn’t work and as I approached the summit I could feel my body overheating fast. I reached 
the top and bent double, coughing and retching until eventually the contents of my stomach left me. Strangely the 
immediate feeling was one of relief, I had obviously needed to do that for a while. I felt my temperature stabilise as I 
sat down for 5 minutes. Rory tried to get me to let off my flare to see if they could land a helicopter on the sharp 
ridge on which we were. I told him that I wasn’t going to give them the satisfaction and got up and proceeded to 
stumble down the other side through a difficult sandy and rocky descent. 
 
I could see most of the next section to the checkpoint and most of it involved dunes again. I wasn’t on top form 
though and was feeling sick again but not as bad as before. Nevertheless I was still only able to take down water. I 
did get through this part though with the help of some music from my MP3 player. 
 
When I reached the checkpoint I must have looked dodgy because one of the marshals stopped me to ask how I was. 
When I told her I had been sick she directed me to the medical tent to get my blood pressure taken. I wandered over 
and sat down at the rear of the tent. There were a few people there and I saw Molly again getting some shade. 
Eventually I attracted the attention of a doctor who told me to lie down—so I did. He took my blood pressure, 
checked my hydration and told me I was OK, this lifted my spirits, although I felt very bad it was nice to know that 
my body was responding well behind the scenes. He gave me another sickness tablet and I downed it with some 
Dioralyte. Molly went on and was replaced in the tent by a British guy who needed an IV drip. This brought back 
too many memories from 2 years ago for me so even though it was still very hot, I got up, got rid of my empties and 
litter and carried on. I had no wish to get involved in IV drips again, even though I knew it would probably sort me 
out. 
 
It was straight back into dunes again with my MP3 player. I was feeling very weak and I could feel my body crying 
out for food but I felt I couldn’t eat anything—only drink water. I tried to focus and keep up a steady pace even 
though I felt like stopping at every step. My feet were screaming at me—I was unable to take any painkillers—so I 
had to try and ignore the pain of the bruised and blistered feet. I thought long and hard about the e-mails I had 
received and did not want to be getting some in two days again telling me that they were sorry again that I hadn’t 
finished.  
 
After another 8km or so I reached the third checkpoint. I was on my chinstrap, totally exhausted but proceeded to go 
through my checkpoint routine as fast as possible to finish the day. I did sit down for 10 minutes to gather my 
thoughts and empty my shoes though. I still had plenty of time before the cut off but not enough to waste as it was 
starting to get dark. I struggled to my feet again, my pack seemingly getting heavier each time I stood up. 
There was only 6km or so to the finish, most of it through yet more small dunes and in semi-darkness. About 2km 
from the end I could see the finish and after winding my way through the dunes it was nice to finish on a relative 
flat, even though it was covered with rocks designed to hinder progress. 
 
As I approached the end after just over 10 hours in total I could hear some of my tent mates and others cheering me 
in. Dave and Diana had come back to the finish and Alan was there too and he helpfully carried my pack and water 
back to the tent. I staggered along with him and threw myself into the tent in the first space I saw. Everyone was 
very complimentary about my efforts but I felt really bad. My feet were totally trashed with blisters and bruises so I 
was too scared to take off my socks and examine them so I left them and resolved to attend to them when I got an 
opportunity. I felt very sick and weak, I had just done over 10 hours on my feet with virtually no calorie intake and 
although I had kept going, I had no idea how or how I was going to start again tomorrow morning. 
 
I needed nutrition badly but couldn’t eat. I emptied my pack of all my food and found all the “ liquid” food I could, 
this was basically a couple of liquid recovery meals and a couple of Rego recovery drinks. I had been saving these 
for the longer days. I proceeded to drink these throughout the evening and as well as starting to rehydrate me they 
also helped put some calories inside me. However all I had left in my pack now was “solid” food and snacks for the 
rest of the week. I still felt ravenous but it was better than nothing. I also managed to down a couple of painkillers to 
take the edge off my feet. I also ditched my uneaten rations for the day to the tent fund. 
 
I was so tired I just crawled into my sleeping bag to sleep. Unfortunately fate conspired to give us the windiest, 
dustiest and coldest night yet. About 1am the wind started up carrying with it a lot of sand which we breathed in 
constantly. The tent on my side collapsed 4 times in the wind over the next 4 hours, 3 times I got up to re-erect it, 



once I didn’t bother. I hardly slept at all during the whole night but my legs still felt relatively rested despite my 
ailments.  
 
 
Wed 2nd April– Race Day Four 
 
However 6am came far too quickly and I was still feeling unwell. Fortunately I was not actually sick but was as 
wobbly and tired as the day before. However I had the knowledge that I had finished yesterday and would at least 
start today. I struggled again to try and eat some breakfast and managed a few mouthfuls with a battle. I also 
managed some painkillers but was unable to take any salt tablets or electrolytes. This gave me greatest cause for 
concern as I knew that the heat was my biggest enemy and they would have helped. 
 
Todays stage was the long one, 75.5km and over some of the biggest mountains of the week. I did have the luxury of 
fairly generous cut offs though so I knew that as long as I kept going it was possible to finish. 
 
We lined up again at the start and went through the usual routine with speeches, music and birthdays. The “Happy 
Birthdays” were getting a bit jaded but our tent managed to up the volume level a bit in view of the fact that it was 
Diana’s birthday (21 again?). Although we had told her off for being so inconsiderate for having a birthday this 
week, therefore delaying our start, we all wished her well. 
 
The temperature the day before had been 47 degrees, simply roasting and there had been another 19 withdrawals. 
Most I guess was a result of the heat, sickness or both. 
 
We started off again, myself a bit apprehensive as I could not comprehend how I could get through this without 
some miracle. The first 7.5km were over a long rocky plain with the occasional small dune (again!). This gradually 
climbed until it reached the foot of Jebel El Oftal, the big one which we had been anticipating all week. I kept a 
steady pace across the plain and even managed to down a few Tooty Frooties to try and up my energy levels. At the 
foot of the mountain was a long queue to climb as it was generally single track and very hard to climb. 
The first part was fairly sandy with a few rocks thrown in but about halfway up we were only on rocks. The going 
was slow due to the queue but this suited me. Some of the climbing was quite tough but manageable. There was one 
point where I had to push the English girl in front up a small rock face and the Canadian girl behind had to do the 
same for me. 
 

 
 
Personally I suffer from vertigo so the climb had its own problems for me, all I did was only look at my hands or 
feet or the rock face in front. Apparently the views were spectacular but I felt far too close to it to look. 
There was a wall of sand up against the mountain which some people tried to climb to avoid the queue but they were 
obviously using up a lot more energy as it was so steep. 
 
About three quarters of the way up some people tried to take some “shortcuts” over some higher rocks but they were 
brought back into line when they were causing rockfalls. Apparently they received heavy time penalties. I heard but 
didn’t see that a particularly large rock had fallen but thankfully and amazingly missed everyone, another had 
broken someones leg. Everyone followed the same route after that. 
 
Towards the top was a particularly steep section which involved climbing up more rock and sand, they had rigged a 



rope around and over this section to avoid any nasty incidents as we were right over the longest drop. Thankfully 
this bit was uneventful, although I just held on and looked at my hands as I went. 
 
We arrived at the top and then proceeded to start a descent. The way down was a lot longer and through a very 
diffi cult and rocky gorge, possibly more difficult than the ascent. At least it wasn’t as steep and I managed to get 
down relatively unscathed. 
 
As we came down we could see some more dunes at the bottom but we could also see the first checkpoint just after 
them which was a welcome sight. The dunes were fairly small (by this weeks standards) and I got to the checkpoint 
OK although I noted that it had taken me 3.5 hours to cover the 12.5km to get there. 
 
I went through the checkpoint with the usual routine as I wanted to try and keep going. I was moving slowly but 
knew that the next section was relatively flat and I could probably keep a steady pace over it. I saw Molly again 
briefly at the checkpoint until she went ahead looking very determined. 
 
Although flat the next part was 11km and very stony and care was needed. About half way across whilst I was 
locked into my MP3 and trying to switch off from the pain and lack of energy I started to be overtaken by the lead 
runners. The first 50 runners as at the end of Day 3 were held back by 3 hours after we had started earlier, this was 
so that they also had the enjoyment of experiencing running in darkness later on. 
 
It was awesome to see these runners in action so close up and all I could do was applaud as they went past over the 
next few miles. They would be back in their tents and tucked up long before any of us despite the 3 hour delay. 
I carried on over the rest of the section and reached the second checkpoint which was situated in an oasis in a gorge. 
It looked exactly as you would imagine an oasis to look, a couple of buildings surrounded by a few palm trees. To 
me it looked very familiar as it was in the same place as the checkpoint I had been trying to reach from the other 
direction 2 years ago when I had failed to finish. 
 
I got my water ration and found some shade under a tree. I had just been through the hottest part of the day and was 
feeling very hot and tired. The lack of calories were taking its toll and I needed to rest but didn’t really have the time 
to stop too long. 
 
After about 10 minutes I put my pack back on and started out again through the gorge. This soon led onto the salt 
plain where I had stopped in 2006. I tried to see if I could pinpoint where that had been but couldn’t. After crossing 
the plain we had two small mountains to cross which I had mentally prepared for as I had done them before. They 
were still hard work but fortunately the temperature was starting to fall slightly which made it slightly easier. This 
then led into a long sandy passage through a valley and another smaller plain to checkpoint 3 which I could see from 
a long way away and seemed to take an eternity to get there. This section had taken me quite a while but was made 
easier as I had found myself walking and talking with several others—Emmanuel from France running for one of the 
sponsors (his 2nd MDS) and also Elizabeth from New York who overtook me on the last section , closely followed 
by her twin sister. 
 
I took my water ration again and a glow stick for nightime and sat down for a rest. The sun was low in the sky now 
and it was getting dark slowly. I scrabbled around and found another Rego to drink. Whilst I was sat there and trying 
to motivate myself to get up and go I heard some familiar voices. Alan Silcock (another friend from 2006) and 
Martin had just arrived in and after a chat we decided to plod on together for a bit which seemed to suit all of us. We 
all put on long sleeve tops to protect against the cold during the night. We rested a while and then got going. We 
were all very tired but knew that if we could get to the next checkpoint we could rest a bit more if needed as the 
mid-stage cut off was there and at every checkpoint after that competitors are able to sleep if required. 
 
The next section was up a mountain (again one I had done before), over the long ridge at the top and steeply down 
the other side followed by several kilometres of sand and then salt flat to the next checkpoint.  
It was pitch black now with no moon or ambient light. All we could see was the light from our head torches and 
every so often (about 500m) the organisers had put a glowstick out to mark the route. The climb up the mountain 
was a mixture of sand and loose rock which was slow going and Martin particularly was suffering with low energy 
and was struggling. Somehow I didn’t feel too bad at this stage, I was very tired but managed to keep up a steady 
pace during the climb and over the top despite all the loose rock. 
 
The descent on the other side was steep and sandy and again my shoes filled with sand making progress slow. As we 
came down we could see a green laser light shining out across the desert which I assumed came from the next 
checkpoint (it was actually from checkpoint 5). After the drop we started to cross another sandy area. At the bottom 



there was a Land Rover and we were surprised to see Patrick Bauer, the race director there. After some hearty 
handshakes we carried on with the assurance that it was only 6 kilometres to the next checkpoint. 
 
We crossed the sandy plain with several stops to empty shoes (Alan had the same problem) and eventually reached 
solid ground in the form of the salt flat. About half way across we could make out the checkpoint. Alan and Martin 
were travelling better on the flat stuff than I was as the hard surface was making my feet scream in pain so I slowed 
slightly and they went ahead with the assurance that we would see each other at the checkpoint again. 
 
About 2 kilometres from the checkpoint I came across a lady literally on her knees and looking like she was about to 
jack it in. I stopped to talk to her and managed to talk her into standing up and slowly walking on by telling her the 
checkpoint was only 500 metres away and she could rest there. I walked (slowly with several stops) with her as I felt 
it would have been harsh to leave her struggling as bad as she was. Zohour was from Morocco and we managed a 
conversation of sorts with my basic French and her basic English. It took us about an hour to cover the last 2 
kilometres and she was pleased to get to the checkpoint and thanked me for my help. I was glad to see her get there 
and to be of help in the same way that Alan and Martin had helped me through. I was a touch miffed to see one of 
her running partners there waiting for her, I had not known that she was part of a three person team. 
 
I staggered into the checkpoint and found Alan and Martin again who were resting on the ground. I sat down with 
them for a bit, it was about 11pm and this checkpoint was the first cutoff point and we were a good couple of hours 
inside it. We all had a bit to drink and sorted ourselves out. There were several tents here which were full of runners 
resting or even sleeping for a few hours safe in the knowledge that they had several hours inside the cutoffs. 
After a few minutes the others decided to start a brew for some hot food. I was not able to eat and was still 
struggling to down water (I had had no food since the half bag of sweets this morning) so I decided to plod on, 
knowing that Alan and Martin would catch me up a I was slower than them.  
 
So at about 11.30 I set off alone into the dark expecting them to pick me up later on before the next checkpoint. 
For a start I could not see which way to go until my eyes adjusted and I could make out the odd glowstick in the 
distance. The next section was about 13km long and mostly hard ground but in places very uneven with the odd 
small dune or even vegetation. Mentally this was the hardest section of the week for me and I have no idea what 
kept me going. I seemed to switch off from the whole world and just concentrated on the next glowstick. My world 
centred around the circle of light from my torch which was mostly filled with dust and sand in the air. I was unable 
to judge the height of the ground at my feet and the going was slow, even more so as every so often I would stub my 
already bruised toes on an elevated bit of hard earth or rock and more than once I stopped and screamed out loud in 
pain. I seemed to be on automatic pilot and just kept plodding on with the knowledge that I was not going to stop at 
all. The important thing was to keep going and get to the next checkpoint. The whole way I could see the laser 
shining out as if it were 10 yards away and I was expecting Alan and Martin to catch up with me at any point. 
Occasionally another competitor would pass but no-one I knew. Also every so often a Land Rover would go past as 
they checked all those people currently on the course. I just gave each one a thumbs up every time and they moved 
on satisfied. 
 
After what seemed an eternity I saw the checkpoint in the distance and staggered in, absolutely exhausted. I grabbed 
my water and threw myself onto the floor on a mound of earth and lay there for 10 minutes without moving. It was 
about 3am. 
 
Eventually my brain cleared and I slowly got my thoughts together. Alan and Martin had still not arrived but I 
decided to wait a bit longer for them anyway, it gave me a good excuse not to move. This checkpoint also had 
several tents full of resting and sleeping runners. I could not allow myself that luxury, I was not confident about 
restarting again and needed to get the day finished ASAP somehow. 
 
I sorted out my water, I had still not had anything else to eat and despite feeling ravenous could not face food or 
even elect rolytes as it was even a struggle to keep every mouthful of water down. After another 10-15 minutes I got 
to my feet again. I could not wait any longer for the others as I had no way of knowing how long they could be and 
if I stayed longer there was a danger of not carrying on. 
 
I left the checkpoint in a daze, just existing on sheer subconscious willpower. The first section was more uneven 
ground which tested my resolve even more. After a couple of kilometres this led into a large wadi (dried river bed) 
which was full of deep sand. This was very hard work. I would follow this wadi to the next checkpoint.  
This was very slow going and I just plodded on alone. The checkpoint seemed to take ages, there were no lights at it 
so that I could judge how far I had to go so just focussed on the next glowstick. I don’t think I saw or spoke to 
anyone at all during this part and apart from seeing the odd Landrover I was totally alone. I looked out for some well 



shafts marked in the roadbook which I never found. 
 
Towards the end of the section it started to get light and I came upon the checkpoint at about 6am in first light. It 
was very quiet there and there were only one or two marshals. There were very few runners out at the moment as 
most were either finished or sleeping. I just took my water and carried on without stopping. I waved at some runners 
who were getting up in the tents ready to finish their stage but I just wanted my day to end as soon as possible. 
There were no more checkpoints, just the finish to look forward to. The last part carried on in the sandy wadi for 
another 5km or so until we crossed a couple of small dunes and climbed up onto a very stony plain from where we 
could see the finish 3km or so away. 
 
Several runners passed me during this section, presumably those who had slept at one of the checkpoints. The last 
3km seemed to take an age. It was now light and the sun was up, the heat was rising fast and it was going to be a hot 
day again. I stopped several times as I crossed the plain to catch my breath and when I was moving it was slowly, I 
had no energy and every step seemed to sap even more strength. The plain was littered with rocks and stones making 
it even more difficult on my trashed feet. 
 
However I arrived to a rousing reception from some other runners and a lot of marshals who had come to watch the 
stragglers. I felt no emotion, just exhaustion. It had taken me just over 23 hours to cover this stage and I could now 
rest for a few hours before starting out again on a marathon. 
 
 
Thu 3rd April – Race Day Five 
 
I collected my water and found my tent, all were in except Molly who had stopped to sleep at a checkpoint. They all 
gave me a superb welcome, they had all come in during darkness. I found a space on the floor, slowly removed my 
shoes, laid out my sleeping mat and just flopped out on top of it. My feet were in agony so I managed to swallow a 
couple of painkillers and just lay there in an exhausted daze. After a while I fell asleep despite all the noise around. I 
kept getting woken up but just turned over and went back to sleep again. I was aware of the odd runner finishing 
from the applause from around the camp.  
 

 
 
About 3 or 4 hours later I was aware of Molly returning and managed to wake up to congratulate her, she was 
looking happy. All our tent was now in again, which was good. I had also found out that Alan and Martin had come 
in safely aswell not long after me this morning. 
 
I started to rouse myself as I knew I had some work to do before resting again. Basically I needed to sort my feet out 
somehow and try and get some food and some more water down me. I managed to scrounge a Rego again from 
Andrew which I mixed in a litre of water which was like nectar. I made up some rehydrated pasta and over the next 
two or three hours managed to eat half  a dozen mouthfuls which was a real achievement for me. I did notice that it 
was very hot, even in the shade and there were a lot of comments flying around about how anyone would be mad to 
be out in that heat! 
 
Then I started to look at my throbbing feet. I couldn’t remove my socks as my feet had swollen too much so I cut 
them off with my knife. I then spent a happy half hour or so slowly removing the plasters and tape from around my 
feet. It was not good news. Where I had allowed my feet to rest they had swollen and the blisters had grown too. My 



feet were basically filthy with dirt, pus and sand, my toes and heels were severely bruised, several toenails had lifted 
away from their parent toes (some by an inch or so) and there were blisters on toes and heels which looked nasty, 
full of sand and possibly infected. The soles of my feet were mostly OK but the rest of my feet were in dire need of 
medical help, there seemed to be skin hanging all over the place. 
 
Being the wimp I am, I decided not to go to the medical tent but to attend to them myself. This involved putting each 
foot in a plastic bag of water and washing them several times as best I could. I then lanced all the unburst blisters 
and tidied the skin up as best I could. I then slowly worked on covering all the wounds with tape, plasters and 
padding where requi red. Diana was most helpful as she brought some supplies back from the medical tent for me as 
well as donating some of her huge plaster collection to me. 
 
While all this was going on there was an announcement that the last runners were coming in—at 3pm! I was unable 
to walk over to watch but many people did and the last two runners came in to an amazing reception. 
After a while I managed to get my feet taped up, washed and inside the cleaner of my spare socks, I felt a lot 
happier. I also managed to eat a bag of macadamia nuts without incident. 
 
Later in the afternoon we were told to report to a hastily constructed checkpoint in the centre of the camp where they 
would issue us with new running numbers to freshen things up and keep the sponsors happy. We dutifully queued up 
and received our new numbers along with a (small) tin of Pepsi. The tin was reasonably cold and was most 
welcome. 
 
The camp atmosphere was becoming more relaxed as now the long day was out of the way and the faster runners 
were looking forward to the marathon tomorrow and the “ fun run” on the last day. I was still unsure whether I could 
keep up the pace as I was even more tired, not due to running or walking but because I had simply not taken in 
enough calories. 
 
Later in the evening a large screen was erected in the camp and we went out to watch TV footage of the first 3 days 
of the race. The coverage looked even more stunning on a big screen even though we had actually been there, when 
the dune footage was shown everyone gasped in awe. I was struggling to stand up though as my feet were agony and 
I had little strength. I went to sit down and had a particularly bad nosebleed, this was due to the dust and sand that I 
had been inhaling constantly for 5 days. 
 
I made myself a meal but could not eat any of it so it went to waste. I managed to keep taking down some water 
though and even managed to scrounge a sachet of coffee to make it more palatable. Eventually we all bedded down, 
some other tents were a bit noisy into the night (mostly the Spanish) but I managed to get a reasonable nights sleep, 
probably the best of the week so far even i f it was induced by exhaustion.  
 
 
Fri 4 th April – Race Day Six 
 
Today was to be marathon day, a measured 42.2km and a real test for those still able to run at pace. For me it would 
be a day of trying to beat cutoffs and keep on my feet. 
 
We all got up at about 5.30-6.00am and started to get ready. For the first time in a few days I did not feel too sick 
but was incredibly weak. I had been told by everyone that I looked particularly gaunt and thin and knew that my 
body was metabolising itself in the absence of any input of calori fic value. I had not even bothered to make 
breakfast as I knew that I couldn’t take it, my stomach had shrunk but I kept drinking anything I could. I had not had 
any electrolytes or salt for 3 days but the thought and taste of these made me feel worse. 
 
Dave had discarded his walking poles so I picked them up in the hope they may help me get through the day. I had 
never used walking poles before but was desperate to try anything to help. They felt awkward but I was prepared to 
go with it. 
 
At the usual time everyone made their way to the start, it was going to be another hot one today. It was like a load of 
zombies hobbling over to the start. We had the usual speeches, birthdays and found out that yet another 19 had 
dropped out which made about 50 or so, so far. We were given the cut off times for the day, 9 hours to checkpoint 3 
and 12 hours to the finish. Sounds fine in Britain but out there under the circumstances I had severe doubts. My pace 
was now very slow, I only hoped that I could make use of the poles. 
 



Most runners were in particularly good spirits as the end of the week was getting near. The fast ones were preparing 
to let go over a measured marathon distance and my plan before the week that with a lightened pack I would be able 
to put some more speed in over the last few days. However my plans had obviously changed and I was just intent on 
finishing. 
 
We started on time and it would be very hot again today. It was stifling already. I concentrated on getting my rhythm 
going with the poles which seemed OK and I appeared to get into a steady pace. I had started near the back again 
today and stayed there across the first 11.5km to the first checkpoint. Most of it was fairly flat although there were a 
few small dunes and rocks around. The only other drawback was that carrying the poles meant it was more diffi cult 
to drink on the move. I reverted to using the frontpack to hold the 1.5 litre bottle and emptied my other bottles—the 
water was getting warm on my shoulder and tasted of plastic. I did manage to drink an electrolyte drink over the first 
section for the first time since Day 2 as the water had been cooler. 
 
Checkpoint one was unevent ful, I just wanted to get the day over and done with and was watching the clock. I was 
well inside my time to meet the cut offs and wanted to keep it there so did my water changes and moved on. 
The next part took us over two rocky hills which made my temperature go up in the already hot day. I slowed a lot 
going over them as the poles seemed to be a hindrance here. However after that the route took us into, through and 
along a very sandy wadi where the poles proved more useful. I was conscious of the fact that my pace had slowed 
again in the heat but was still confident of meeting the deadlines. 
 
I reached the second checkpoint and collapsed into a tent to rest in the shade for a few minutes. The temperature was 
amazing and I was dreading going back out into it again. I looked at my arms and they were bleached white with salt 
from my evaporated sweat, I needed to get some liquid quantity into me. I had enough water but was struggling to 
swallow any, I needed something to flavour it. I managed to scrounge a coffee sachet from a Swiss man resting 
behind me and mixed it into a litre of water. It improved it but not enough for me to want to swallow much. I then 
had a miracle, an Austrian had some powdered milk which he offered me and I mixed it in. That did the trick and I 
was then struggling not to drink my new drink too fast. It lifted my spirits and I knew then that I could get up again. 
It was with a real effort that I got to my feet, dumped my litter and went back out. My feet were screaming at me and 
my calves were rock hard, no flexibility at all. 
 
The next section felt like the longest of the whole week. When I started the days heat was at it highest although it 
slowly started to ease as I went on. Once more I was alternating between wading through sand to crossing stony 
plains. Every step was an effort . One or two bits of shade appeared from rocky hills or scattered vegetation as the 
sun dipped in the sky and I went from one to the other trying to make as much use of it as possible. I noticed a few 
Moroccans scattered about and then passed a small village on my left. 
 
We then crossed another wadi and crossed a palm grove which seemed to go on for ever to checkpoint 3. The cut off 
had been 9 hours and I got there in just over 8 so I had some leeway at last. 
I rested for nearly half an hour in a tent, there were very few people around now. One or two getting medical 
attention and most were leaving to go.  I made full use of my time, sorted out my bottles, tied on another glowstick 
for the dark and mentally prepared myself for the last section. 
 
With 15 minutes to spare I left the checkpoint, it was starting to get dark. At first I was confused as I could not see 
which way to go. I eventually worked it out as we had to go round some small crop fields. Nearly all of the final 
section was over an undulating stony plain, just over 11km. I thought that I would see the bivouac from a long way 
away but the final part took us past a hill which obscured the view. 
 
Once again I was out in the pitch black with no other light except my head torch which seemed inadequate. Again I 
went into automatic pilot. I tried to follow the roadbook and spot the hills mentioned but it was too dark. After a 
while I passed a runner sat down at the side of the track. I hesitantly approached him to see if he was OK (hesitantly 
because he could be attending to private business). He said he was OK but very tired, I offered to walk with him but 
he declined. 
 
Later on I was caught up by another competitor and he walked with me. He was Didier from Belgium who had been 
one of the last two in at 3pm after the long day. We agreed to finish the leg together. It was easier to plod on with 
company and I got back into a sensible pace. He was good company and my aches and pains were forgotten whilst 
we talked. 
 
About a mile or so from the end (we could see it now), I heard a familiar voice calling. It was James from Cheshire, 
he had come out to find me and make sure I finished as he had feared the worst knowing the cut off was near. He 



needn't have worried as we had some time to spare but it was great to see him. He walked with us to the end. As we 
approached the finish we caught up two English girls but we let them go ahead to get the full applause from their 
friends. Next Didier went ahead and got his recognition and heros welcome. 
 
Then I hobbled towards the line. Dave came out to meet me and congratulate me, Diana was also there cheering and 
quite a few others had gathered. It was a superb reception and even better as I still had half an hour to spare. Dave 
took my pack off me after I crossed the line, James took my water and Alan came out to help too. We all walked off 
to the tent together, the three of them together, me hobbling behind with my walking poles. 
 

 
 
They kept waiting for me to catch up. The amusing thing was that every time we passed a tent a small round of 
applause would come out to congratulate a returning runner after a hard day. However they were clapping Dave as 
he was carrying my pack. 
 
When I got back to the tent, James had managed to scrounge a Rego drink for me from Simon in the next doors tent 
for which I shall be eternally grateful. I mixed it up and lay down and drank it slowly. I doubt I have ever been so 
tired in all my life. My feet were in agony, my calves were like rock, the whole of my body was aching and without 
any energy. Everyone in the tent was wonderful, very supportive and were in good spirits as they took the mickey 
out of me, they had all done well themselves too. 
 
The organisers had arranged a musical concert in the camp tonight but unfortunately I had missed it due to my 
lateness but heard it was good. 
 
One quote stayed with me that night as I struggled to climb into my sleeping bag, Molly came back into the tent, 
looked at me and asked “ Did you find it hard Andy?” As the rest of the tent collapsed into giggles, I fell asleep, very 
tired but relieved having just completed my personal worst time ever for a marathon. 
  
 
Sat 5th April – Race Day Seven 
 
Another day, another leg of this incredible journey. The only difference was that today is the last leg, the shortest 
one of the week and we could all look forward to cold drinks, a shower and a bed tonight. 
 
As the camp was not moving anywhere today the tents were not touched and we were able to get ready in the shade 
for once. However the Berber workers came round just before we left to collect any free stuff being left or any gifts. 
The most popular items were pans, cups and utensils which would obviously have some use. However some were 
collecting food such as gels, electrolyte powder and energy bars, I wonder what their families thought of those. 
At the allotted time everyone made their way over to the start. I was feeling very frail but knew I only had to hold it 
together for a few more hours. I had had no breakfast as such but was still getting some water down me every few 
minutes. The start area was a carnival atmosphere and I even got out my George Cross flag for a bit of a wave. 
Everyone was happy, the end was almost in sight. 
 



 
 
Todays leg was only 18km, only one checkpoint at halfway and no time limits. There had been a few more dropouts 
yesterday, mainly due to the heat which had been the hottest of the week and even touched the low 50s again 
apparently. 
 
After the usual talk we were started off. The first section was sandy and stony again, no surprises here. Again I 
started near the back and every time I looked around I could see the sweeper camels not far behind. I just 
concentrated on keeping a steady pace. After 4 or 5 kilometres we went across and through another sandy wadi and 
up past an old mine. As we turned the corner of a hill we could see the checkpoint in the distance, however it was 
sill several kilometres away. I began to see more and more children lining the route, all asking for “cadeaux” or 
“bon-bons”, I had nothing left to give. I saw one or two people give out things but they were then mobbed by every 
other child in the neighbourhood. 
 
Eventually, after what seemed another eternity I crossed that slightly uphill stony plain to the checkpoint. I was 
hoping to rest for a few minutes as the temperature was hot but there was no shade. My medical card was taken from 
me as I would need it no more and I was given a warm bottle of water. It was a very small checkpoint, the idea being 
that you just carried on as you were near the end, so I did. 
 
I looked behind me as I left the checkpoint and saw the camels approaching it. I tried to speed up but had nothing 
left in the tank. I also tried a few times to run to see if it was less painful on my feet, it was but I hadn’t got the 
energy for a long run so only managed a few hundred yards at a time. It did break up the monotony though. The 
terrain was getting more civilised now, more trees, some crop fields and tracks. We were approaching the end 
village. More and more children appeared trying to get gifts. They would follow me behind and keep touching me as 
if I were something unusual, I suppose I was. 
 
I walked with an American for a bit who was good company until he went ahead. Half way there we rounded a hill 
and started along a track which led into the village. Here there were lots of people, groups of women and children 
shouting and cheering. I trudged through the dusty streets looking up occasionally but just trying to stay focussed. 
There was a small stream running along the track and I was tempted to jump in as it was again the hottest part of the 
day but although it looked cool, it was undoubtedly not very healthy. 
 
After a while I passed through a part of town where I was accompanied by a soldier for a few hundred yards, there 
were more people around at this point and I assumed it was for safety reasons. 
 
Eventually the dusty track finished and the route turned left onto a tarmac road. I knew from this point that it was 
approximately a mile to the finish. A couple of Austrians passed me jogging, I’m not sure where they had the energy 
from. I wanted desperately to finish fast but was unable to. They came either side of me and we all held hands for a 
short while until they went on. 
 
Hal fway along this road we entered the town proper. I saw a café with a Coca Cola sign, it was like seeing a mirage 
in the desert and I really wanted to go in and drink the place dry but the finish was so close but I couldn’t see it. 
Locals were shouting varying distances at me to the finish, 400 metres, 1 km, 100 metres etc etc. I knew how far I 
had to go so had to ignore the possibility that it could be sooner. 
 
I saw all the Berber tent attendants again, still in their uniforms, spending all their weeks money on drink, food and 



enjoying themselves in the town. To a man, as I or anyone else passed, they would stop and shout and applaud, a 
nice touch from some nice people. 
 
Eventually the route turned left on a side road which had been closed off to the traffi c. I turned and saw the finish 
line about 150 metres away. I stopped to take a photo of the finish and look behind me – no camels thankfully, I was 
the only one in sight. I took out my George Cross and attached it to a walking pole, took off my hat and marched 
towards the finish, I had waited a long time for this and was going to enjoy it despite my physical condition. 
 

 
 
The finish was surrounded by people, marshals, cameramen, film crews, competitors etc and everyone seemed to be 
applauding me in. As I approached the line a huge shout and applause went up from a tent to my right which had 
been erected for finishers – a group of British had seen my flag. I gave them a wave and went to the finish line 
waving my flag with tears starting to stream down my face. 
 
Patrick Bauer, the race director was there and gave me a huge hug and kissed both cheeks as he hung my medal over 
my head. He was talking to me and checking I was OK. For some obscure reason he seemed concerned about my 
dental health! I assured him I was tired but fine and needed to sit down now so he let me go on. He then chased after 
me with my hat and sunglasses which I had dropped in the excitement. 
 
A French film crew stopped me for an interview as I left the finish area and I answered their questions in English, all 
the usual stuff about how hard it had been but I had enjoyed it etc etc. It probably sounded awful. 
 
I received my packed lunch bag and bus ticket back to Ouarzazate and went to rest for a bit in the finishers tent as I 
had an hour or so before the bus left. I sat with the Brits who had cheered me in and rummaged through my packed 
lunch for fruit and/or juice. I managed to get a couple of photos taken and looked around desperately for a café to 
get some cold drink but couldn’t see one. 
 



 
 
We watched the runners come in one by one, every one was emotional and we all applauded loudly. Eventually, just 
before we departed, we saw the sweeper camels come in with their herders. Each one got a medal and the same 
treatment from Patrick, they had completed the course too. 
 
We then boarded the bus where I saw Molly who had finished a while before me, I congratulated her on exorcising 
her 2006 demons too and sat down. I was pleased to see Martin again who had come in just behind me today and we 
sat together for the 4 hour journey back through the mountains. 
 
Martin and I chatted, compared our packed lunch and caught up on the weeks events. We were both glad to finish 
although we had both had our difficulties. After a while exhaustion took over and we fell asleep.  
When I awoke I tried to eat and was pleased to eat a piece of bread and a delicious orange, however I couldn’t 
stomach the rest so Martin kindly agreed to swap it for his orange which seemed like a great deal to me. 
 
We arrived back at Ouarzazate whereupon the driver got lost. He dropped off the French and then us at the Berbere 
Palace. We all hobbled in and returned to the same rooms we had had 10 days before. I wasn’t best pleased as our 
room was at the far end but I hobbled through. As I was halfway along I was overtaken by a baggage trolley being 
pushed by a porter, on it were a couple of bags and Molly sat on the top like a queen! I managed to get my bags on 
and they kindly dropped them off at my room. 
 
James had been back some time and was already showered and shaved, I hardly recognised him. I had to get my 
priorities sorted though. After 3 phone calls I managed to get hold of the bar and ordered 6 cans of cold drink to be 
sent to me – they arrived within 2 minutes and I was in heaven, ice cold coke and lemonade in frosted cans. It was 
just like the scene from Ice Cold in Alex with John Mills, except it was real and felt so good. 
 
After this I needed to sort myself out. I started by removing the bandages off my feet, this took some time and was 
most unpleasant. I had not taken them off since Day 5 and I was surprised that although they were in a hell of a state 
they didn’t seem to be any worse to look at. I then went to run a bath (it was too painful to stand in a shower) and try 
and shave. Shaving took a lot longer than expected. Not only was my beard long but I couldn’t stand in front of the 
mirror for very long so had to keep sitting down at the edge of the bath for a minute while the pain in my feet 
subsided. 
 
Eventually I finished, it had taken 3 baths until the water was clear but my feet had loved the clean water and was a 
real effort to get out each time. I then went down to the bar to catch up with everyone else. Most people were 
walking with strange gaits, this was usually accompanied by wincing and the odd sharp intake of breath. There were 
some really bad feet around as well as some tired legs. 
 



We all went for a buffet dinner again and our tent all sat together on one table. Despite my best efforts I was only 
able to eat about half a plate of food. My stomach had obviously shrunk and my body obviously was not yet ready 
for a big meal. 
 

 
 
After this I went straight back to bed, I was exhausted. James stayed out in the bar with some others and came back 
later (I didn’t hear him). 
 
 
Sun 6th April  
 
Today was our day off for the event. We all got up and went for breakfast. I managed a small plate of food and 
gallons of orange juice.  
 
Mid morning James, Alan and I gathered our emergency flares up and walked over to the French hotel where the 
organisation was based. We were to hand them in and receive our finishers t-shirts. Unfortunately after a week of 
superb French organisation they then spoiled it all by making us queue for an hour and a hal f to perform this simple 
task. The queuing also had to be done in the sun as there was little shade, a good job us English (and Irish) are so 
good at it. 
 
We received our t-shirts and walked around the souvenir shopping area they had set up. People were buying up 
allsorts, I kept my wallet in my pocket as I knew everything here was available on their website if I wanted 
anything. 
 
Somehow James and I got separated from Alan (he was busy shopping) and so left the hotel where preparations 
were being made for the big prize giving event in a couple of hours. We went to look for Alan Silcock again who 
was staying with the Australians. We tried a couple of hotels but didn’t find him by which time my feet were once 
again complaining. On the way back we met Mohammed Ahansal and congratulated him on his win and got some 
pictures taken, a very nice man. 
 

 



 
I went back to our room to sort out all my stuff which had just been thrown around in my rush previously. I took my 
time as I had nothing else to do and was not going to attend the prize giving. My feet were throbbing and I hadn’t 
the energy to go to the market in the town or looking for souvenirs. Bizarrely it was raining on and off most of the 
afternoon.  
 
Later in the day we all met up again for dinner and drinks. My stomach was recovering and I managed to eat some 
more substantial food (still very little by my usual standards) and even sank a couple of cans of beer. Rob, the 
English representative from the British organisers gave a speech and announced the significant results including Ian 
Sharman who had come 13th overall, awesome. Most of us retired early as we had an early start the next day. 
 
 
Mon 7th April  
 
Up early for a 5am breakfast. James was feeling very under the weather with sickness and diarrhoea so I went alone 
to stuff my face. When I got there there were only a few people around but I got stuck in anyway. In a few minutes 
more people had come in and then Rob appeared with the good news that the coaches would not be arriving for a 
while yet as the plane had been delayed due to snow in England. I finished my breakfast, went back and gave James 
the good news which gave him more time to recover. 
 
A couple of hours later we checked out and got the coaches to the airport where we went through the usual 
procedures before sitting down where we could to wait for our charter plain to arrive. The manager of the small 
snack shop must have thought it was his birthday as he was selling soft drinks at an amazing rate, albeit at what 
seemed like made up prices. 
 
A couple of French planes came and went and after a few hours ours arrived to a great cheer. 
 
We boarded in a howling wind and then had to wait while they refuelled as we were expected to be delayed in flight 
again due to the English weather. Eventually we took off into the wind and over the mountains, the pilot had warned 
us it would be turbulent, and it was, very! 
 
The landing at Gatwick was good and we all rushed through the procedures whilst saying our goodbyes to all our 
new friends. I was one of the first to come out (unlike last time) and there was a huge crowd cheering us all out of 
the arrivals hall. I saw my family with a huge banner and went over to greet them, it was nice to be home again. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
I set out on a mission to finish this event this time following my failure in 2006, and I succeeded. However I 
somehow made it harder on myself than I had anticipated. The sickness I did not expect and this just made life more 
diffi cult although my determination did not waver, I had no intention of having to come back. 
 
I found out a lot more about myself again and how far I can push myself mentally, even when physically I was down 
and out. I did the last 5 days with very little nutrition, no salt and survived it almost exclusively on water. I don’t 
know how this happened, I was fully nourished before I started so can only assume that these stores carried me 
through. I may even have had too much salt and electrolyte up to the second day which was why I was unable to 
take any more. However I know that it was my brain which enabled me to carry on and finish, I lost approximately 
two stone in those 5 days and the state of my feet in this country would have had me hospitalised in an instant. 
 
In addition I was helped in no small measure by the support of other runners on the event and the messages from 
home. All of my tent mates and some others mentioned in this report helped me in their own ways and I shall always 
be grateful and honoured to call them all my friends. I believe also that my training prior to the MDS was better and 
more focussed this time which helped me through some of the tougher times. 
 
I yet again got to see some of the most awesome and beautiful scenery in the world at first hand. I took part in the 
longest (some say also hottest and hardest) Marathon des Sables ever and managed to finish, something I will 
always be proud of. 
 



The event has improved since last time, the medical care is more attentive, the cleanliness and environmental issues 
are dealt with better and the water ration is better distributed. The general camp organisation is better too. Having 
said that, it is still a brutal event which pushed everyone to their limits, wherever they finished. 
 
On my return my feet started to heal very quickly, I lost three nails and most of the skin but apart from one heel 
most of them had healed within a couple of weeks. My weight also recovered very quickly, mainly due to lot of rest 
and eating, no surprises there. My running legs have taken longer and will probably be several weeks before  they 
start to revert to normal. 
 
I would not rule out ever going back but at present have no intention of doing so, and will not unless I have a good 
reason. I will probably look elsewhere for my next challenge, possibly somewhere a little cooler. 
 
Thank you to Dave, Diana, Alan L., James L., Molly and Andrew, my tentmates and James B., Alan S., Martin W. 
and many other friends at the event for their support and help. Thank you also to my family, my tent mates from 
2006 and friends at home, particularly those from Wimborne AC and Pat Robbins who have helped me to train and 
allow me to complete this adventure at last. 
 

 
 
 


