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Testing the Lim
its ... Safely:

M
ax C

alderan, the organizer 
of last fall’s “Tropic of Cancer Ul-
tram

arathon”, and Servee Palm
ans 

of “Hopatec Sports” put forth a 
challenge to the UAE Ultra-running 
com

m
unity: 

“H
ow

 far can you run safely in the U
A

E 
desert heat in July?”

Together they hosted“100km
 over 50C

”, a 
running event at the A

l Q
udra bicycle track. 

Preparation:
M

ost m
idsum

m
er running events in ex-

trem
e conditions are announced m

onths in 
advance, so runners can do event-specific 
training and preparation. Part of the beauty 
of this event is that it w

as announced only 
tw

o w
eeks prior, so you couldn’t prepare for 

it – the aim
 w

as for you run it in your “as is” 
fitness condition. For reasons unbeknow

nst 
to m

e, there isn’t a trem
endous audience for 

running an U
ltra in the desert in the m

iddle 
of sum

m
er on such short notice! M

ore than 
half of the people w

ho signed up cancelled 
at the last m

inute, because they probably 
thought they w

ere signing up for a cycling 
event at A

l Q
udra, not an U

ltra-running 
event.

N
onetheless the select group in addition 

to M
ax (w

ho w
as race m

arshall) and Servee 
included: M

ahan (a guy w
hom

 I’ve seen at 
U

rban U
ltra events), O

m
aim

a (a lady w
ho 

trains w
ith Lee H

arris) and m
e. Pam

 and 

EVENT REPORT

W
ord

s +
 Photos b

y: D
avid O

’H
ara

M
ary w

ere driving the support vehicle w
ith 

w
ater. W

e agreed to m
eet at A

l Q
udra at 

03:45 for the 04:00 Start. 

Start:
The five of us started running in the dark-
ness w

ithout m
uch fanfare prom

ptly at 
04:00. W

e ran alongside the cycling track, 
w

ith little need for head lam
ps as there 

w
asn’t m

uch really to see anyw
ay! The first 

cyclists appeared about an hour later, w
ith 

their distinctive cricket-like clicking on their 
spokes. W

e ran at a leisurely pace as a 
group, just to get a feel for the day ahead. 
W

hen w
e started the tem

perature w
as a 

m
ild 36C

 w
ith 50%

 hum
idity!

Running in the D
esert:

W
e alternated betw

een running on the 
cycling track and in the sand. The first 17km

 
w

ere sm
ooth and straight w

ith the big thrill 
w

atching the sunrise. W
e gradually felt the 

heat building up in the air. A
fter the first 

turn, the route gets a little hilly w
hich adds 

a change of scenery but not m
uch difficulty. 

This is w
here the first hordes of cyclists 

com
e w

hizzing by, som
ew

hat puzzled as to 
w

hy our running group is out in the m
iddle 

of now
here w

ithout cycles. A
t 20km

, the 
support team

 w
as w

aiting for us w
ith cold 

w
ater, w

hich w
as a w

elcom
e break. W

hen 
w

e m
ade the second turn at 22km

, w
e are 

facing the sun and things really begin to 
heat up.

Sunny Sandy Sauna:
W

hen I refilled m
y cam

el back at 20km
, I 

felt how
 cold the cold w

ater w
as through 

m
y pack. The sand began to heat up and 

be uncom
fortable on m

y feet (I run in Luna 
Sandals). For nutrition, I had to revert to 
gels because real food doesn’t keep w

ell in 
these conditions. A

fter m
eeting the happy 

support team
 at 25km

, things w
ere seriously 

hot and the other runners stopped for an 

early ‘lunch’. I continued running, trying to 
get som

e distance in before the nasty heat 
sets in but soon the first three sips of w

ater 
through the exposed cam

el back hose w
ere 

hot w
ater, like tea. D

isgusting! M
y w

ater 
bottle w

as too hot so I could only use that 
w

ater to pour on m
y head. Running straight 

into the sun plays optical illusions w
ith 

m
irages on the road straight ahead. A

fter 
08:00 all the cyclists had disappeared and 
w

ere probably back in their cars on the w
ay 

hom
e, so the place w

as deserted except for 
m

e, M
ahan, O

m
aim

a, Servee and the sand. 
I felt like I w

as experiencing;“The Loneli-
ness of the U

ltram
arathon in a Sunny Sandy 

Sauna.”

The O
ryx:

You know
 w

hen you are cycling at A
l Q

udra 
and see the O

ryx running around? I think 
they’re alm

ost as cool as cam
els (cam

els let 
runners take selfies, O

ryx are too skittery). 
H

ow
ever, w

hen you are running w
ithout the 

safety of a getaw
ay cycle, O

ryx are scary and 
you notice how

 huge their horns are!

Running is Easy U
ntil it  

gets Really H
ard!

A
t 35km

, it w
as hot. Really hot. Since there 

w
eren’t any cyclists, I ran on the track, 

because the sand w
as burning m

y feet (w
e 

m
easured the tem

perature of the sand at 
65C

). The track feels hotter than the sand 
and sends burning heat up m

y legs, but I 
prefer that heat to the sand blistering m

y 
feet. M

y pace slow
ed dow

n w
ith the sun 

starting to cook m
y shoulders. The aw

e-
som

e support team
 w

ho also endured these 
conditions cam

e by and gave m
e w

ater,I 
used the w

ater to pour on m
y head as m

uch 
as I drankit. I w

as struggling to run, but kept 
pushing on. The tem

perature w
as 51C

 and 
at this point, it w

as just m
e, the sun, and the 

sand.

H
ow

 Far C
an I Run in the  

D
esert W

hen It’s 50C
?

I saw
 the Start point in the distance as a 

delirious oasis. The support crew
 stopped 

by to check on m
e and offer w

ater. W
hen 

I w
alked over, things got a little w

oozy. I 
tried to sit on the back bum

per of the truck 
and burned m

yself – ouch! I w
as trying to 

hide how
 m

uch m
y head w

as spinning, but 
w

hen I started to dry heave, I realized things 
w

eren’t going so w
ell. Pam

, head of the 
support team

, told m
e that M

ax w
as com

ing 
over to check on m

e. M
y buddy, A

lbert – of 
Tropic of C

ancer U
ltram

arathon fam
e – w

as 
there and caught m

e as I nearly fell over. I 
tried to go back to running on the track but 
then M

ax looked at m
e in the eye and told 

m
e to stop. A

s m
uch as I didn’t w

ant to ad-
m

it it, I knew
 he w

as right. C
ontinuing w

ould 
have been a bad idea. I found m

y lim
it on 

running that day. I can run 46km
 in the heat 

and no m
ore!

The Big Picture
In the end, Servee, O

m
aim

a, M
ahan, and I 

m
et the challenge. W

e show
ed up and ran 

A
l Q

udra in July. W
e all safely (!) pushed our-

selves to our lim
its in the desert in the sum

-
m

er heat. W
ith M

ax, Servee, Pam
 and M

ary 
ensuring safety, organization, and support. 
Testing your fitness on how

 far you can run 
is a great adventure under any conditions. 
O

ur sm
all group of runners each achieved 

great success by accepting the challenge 
and running betw

een 30km
 to 46km

 in such 
brutal heat. In true U

ltra-m
arathon tradi-

tion, w
e all sw

apped our silly stories after 
w

e finished and look forw
ard to m

ore of our 
U

ltra-running buddies joining us next tim
e. 

W
hile M

ax presented us w
ith gifts from

 the 
sponsors w

e w
ere already planning our next 

extrem
e adventure w

ith M
ax and Servee! ■


