The Atacama Crossing

The desire to run a long way over gnarly terrain is a strange one. If you sit down and think about it, the ‘why’ can be difficult to answer. However there’s more to it than ‘because it is there’. For a brief while the misery of a challenge can make way for some sort of inner peace. A period in life when the mortgage doesn’t really matter and the e-world can be forgotten.

The 2006 Atacama Crossing was this year’s challenge. This is basically a ‘Marathon de Sables’ (MDS) style of event, but in a South American desert. The aim being to run through 250 km of mixed desert terrain over a period of 7 days carrying food, clothing and a sleeping bag. Whilst not as hot as the classic MDS, the Atacama presents a different set of climatic challenges. It’s officially the driest place on earth, although saying that we encountered a lot of water! July daytime highs are around the low 30’s oC, whilst night temperatures’ will hit -5oC. In addition you are a minimum of 2500m above sea level. 

July 19th sees my colleague, Andy Cleves, and I arrive in the desert town of San Pedro de Atacama. This rambling network of dirt streets resembles a town out of a cowboy film. Closer inspection reveals a myriad of hostels, hotels, bars and tour operators fuelling the needs of a mass of generally slightly unwashed backpackers. In amongst this rambling chaos roam the genetically varied dogs of San Pedro. Around this oasis in the desert the surrounding view reminds you of the landscape you are a guest in. On one side is the line of dominant volcanic cones such as Licancadur reaching almost 6000 m, whilst on another side is the flat expanse of the Salar de Atacama.
July 23rd / Day1 - 21miles: Race day finally arrives. We have survived the first night under nylon and had the first test of whether our kit was going to be warm enough. We have also experienced the fact that people find it extraordinary difficult to crap properly into a hole in the ground. So far my biggest problem is that fact I’ve ended up the middle of a tent with seven people and I’m certain my bladder is the weakest! Getting out of the tent for a wee is hard work.
The start is due to be on the side of a volcano at around 4300m. However high winds and below freezing temperatures have forced the start to be moved to a small village at just over 4000m. Here we are gathered into the courtyard of a tiny church. A quick thanks is made to local dignitary’s, then its three rings of the bell, and we’re off…. Sort of at least. Andy and I file out towards the back of the field through the gate out of the church. Then we set off at a steady pace. Within a mile or two we’ve passed the bulk of the field and continue our steady run down along the top reaches of the main river in the area, the Rio Grande. Initially a small stream that could be hopped across, the running takes us through stunning terrain using a mixture of small paths and vehicle tracks. Roughly halfway and all this changes. What later turns out to be route marking error takes us into rough territory trying to follow the river. This involves numerous river crossings and river bank scrambles. We plough on, moving slowly but steady, and thinking this will be tough for the back markers, especially team Rhino and their Rhino costume! Personally I’m in my element as we continue to scamper through the canyon and lurch through the river – it’s not that far off caving!
Eventually we reach more moderate terrain. In the course of doing so we have unexpectedly caught up with the front runners. A last checkpoint (CP) and its a few km to camp, where our arrival causes surprise as the two welsh rookies roll-in in 4th position! One stage down and five to go – had we gone too fast? 

Day 2 – 26 miles: Andy and I again start very steady. A group of 10 dash away quickly at the front, however a few km further and we are again in the river and in a slot canyon. Again I’m in my element running through icy snow melt water, whilst others, including Andy, are not so keen on the experience. We are soon in the lead group again, which works as a team to route-spot through the canyon. When it widens out again the runners soon spread out as the running becomes easier and eventually turns out onto a dirt vehicle track. This easy running spreads the field further, but error is soon made. Andy spots a flagged right turn that the leaders have missed. We call out as loud as we can but only one runner hears. There’s little else we can do so we plough up a track, through a tunnel and…..miss a left turn….doh! By the time all is sorted the field is much as it was before the errors. 
The next few km are along a fine ridge followed by an immense sand dune decent that makes Merthyr Mawrs’ Big Dipper look like a sand ripple. My grin at the bottom is huge! Unfortunately Andy isn’t looking so happy, and the next two stages take a toll on his mental strength. Despite being flat the next 12 – 13 miles are over assorted sand and rock, with the added fun of a first introduction to the terrain to be found on the salt-flats, a crusty surface that proves hard to run on. In the distance you can see a tree, but it never gets any closer! Eventually camp is reached and it’s another good finish in 7th place. However Andy is in a fragile condition, as memories of a bad long stage in the 2001 MDS haunt him along with other issues closer to home. Andy is the better runner of the two of us, but the terrain of the Atacama is playing to my strengths as a fell-runner and caver.
Day 3 – 25 miles: Overall the first two stages are fast running. There’s been a section of salt-flat bashing, but most of the course has been on vehicle tracks. This is excellent terrain for Andy, and I basically tuck in behind him. We reach halfway in good time, but the next two stages are hard. First we are sent across about 3 – 4 km of salt crust. This is hard terrain which is a bit like trying to run over a crumbling coral. You could never tell if the crust would take your weight or whether you were going to sink. The whole unevenness would send your ankles in every direction. It was slow and hard going, but eventually gave way to a sandy surface. After the final CP the ground became a slab like rock over which we gradually gained height. This surface was exactly like the images taken by the NASA Mars Rovers (minus the odd scrubby plant) and explained fully why NASA did their Rover testing here! The stage continued over some dunes where we were suddenly greeted with the sight of the camp. Don’t get too happy though, as the route then snaked up, down and along a series of canyons and gullies, then within 100m of the finish we are given a steep, soft and loose sand bank to climb! Arrgh! It was good to finish but Andy was still not looking too happy.
Day 4 – 26 miles: Any thoughts of a shorter stage are quickly proved wrong. It’s going to be another hard day ahead, with an even harder salt-flat section than the previous day. Andy and I have agreed to go independent for the rest of the race. This is simply because I’m moving better on the harder terrain, and this will give us the space to operate in our own way. The first part of the day continues much like the last section of the previous day, over some dunes then onto slabby rock, with some gully crossings. Towards the end of this section we are treated to another superb steep sand descent into a river canyon oasis. A brief ‘dash’ through the associated town and then it’s a long straight section across sand strewn with small rocks. In the distance is a group of trees, but they never seem to get closer until after 10 km of head down running you’re amongst them. I’ve ended up alone through this section. Ahead are four frontrunners, behind is Billy, a tough Irishman serving in the Irish Army. The halfway CP is met, after which the real salt flat bash awaits. Soon the ground is a harsh uneven and unpredictable salt crust which makes very tough going. I catch up with the lead group and for a while we take turns to break a trail through the salt. There is a brief spell where the surface becomes a hardened mud, and then all too soon the unstable crust takes over again, with added slushy wet sections. A certain four letter word is uttered often……. 
Suddenly the CP appears and we are out. It’s a 6 km run along vehicle tracks, but into a harsh headwind. I cross the line together with ex Olympic cross country skier Joe in a joint 4 position. Andy arrives a couple of places behind, tired but looking happier. Tomorrow is the big stage….

Day 5 – 45 miles: After 4 days it’s finally time for the longest day. The last few days have been pretty unrelenting, although the advantage of being at the quicker end of the field is that you have more time to eat, patch feet and try to sleep. Today the start is staggered with the top 30 odd runners starting two hours after the rest of the field at 10.00am. Suddenly there’s a bit of time to hang round, eat some of tomorrow’s food supply or visit the crap pit without queuing. 

The start arrives and we’re off. Today I’ve changed tactic, and rather than the usually steady start I decide to hang in behind the lead group as best I can. Such a tactic may well cause a major blow-out later in the day. 

The route takes us across the rest of the Salar de Atacama which initially involves more crusty salt flat, including some soggy bits. Fortunately the main mass in the 8.00am start have trampled a useable path and progress is better than expected. Nevertheless it still takes 2 hours to traverse 14 km to the first CP. The going continues mixed whilst in the salt flat. Sometimes runnable, but other times a fast walk depending on the underfoot conditions. 
After the second CP the under-foot conditions get faster and my lack of flat speed starts to show. The lead five drift away from me. I catch up again at the next CP, but this is due to a slog up a 200m sand dune to cross the Cordillera de la Sal via a remote and beautiful hanging valley. After this the terrain is generally flat and compact as we move down a dry river bed, and again I loose the lead group. It’s almost a shame to run on this riverbed. The salt and mud formations give the feel of an undisturbed calcite floor in a cave and you can’t help but wonder how long our footprints will remain in such a place. This section proves tough for me. It’s the hottest part of the day and I feel the heat. It’s a case of keep drinking, keep taking the electrolytes and keep feeding. At 4.00pm whilst on a long dirt road I treat myself to a pepperami – delicious! Much better than an energy bar! 
I’ve been alone for a while now as I follow a road into a local tourist spot, the Valley del Lune. A few bemused tourists are around as I shuffle past. Suddenly the flags take me off road again and the final CP appears. Its now a mere 6 miles to camp but it’s about to get dark and it does that very quickly here. I find myself trying to follow flags in the setting light. It’s too dark to see the flags yet too light to see the glow-sticks, so I move slowly to stay on track as best I can. The experience though is superb; in front of me the dominant volcanos are still catching the setting sun. The desert colours are simply fabulous, with the terrain firing the imagination. It’s inspirational and I’m happy to be sharing this moment with just myself. The route winds through the desert terrain following a small canyon which merges with a wider dry stream bed coated in a layer of white salt. Again it feels like traversing a calcited cave floor. 

It’s now dark and the good old Petzl Tikka is out. The night sky is ablaze of stars as I look for the distance glow sticks to guide the way. However there is little route option as I am now in an atmospheric, dry slot canyon. There is the odd climb to negotiate, and even the occasional arch to pass through. One section actually involves a short section of caving – superb. Towards the end of the canyon the floor becomes an exquisite coating of very clean and white salt. I pick through this carefully trying to impact as little as possible, but fortunately it proves to be very tough. A final short climb and it’s the last mile. The canyon widens into a broad dry river bed and then, out of the dark, the finish arrives. It’s only 7.25pm and the lead group of five finished about 10 minutes ahead. The first thing I do is join the others around the kettle fires and start to drink and eat! Andy arrives about 30 minutes later. Tomorrow is a rest day, but with the final stage only being around 6 miles then in many ways the race has now been run.
Day 6 – 0 miles: The rest day. After 5 days of continuous ‘go’ its strange to be hanging around. As the feet are pretty good I walk back into the canyon I came down in the dark to admire it in the light and take some pictures. Otherwise I eat everything I possibly can!

Day 7 – 7 miles: The last day. The start is staggered to try and get people to the finish as close together as possible. We are in the last wave at 11.00am, thus do lots of hanging around, chatting, and taking photos. Finally it is time to start. Mark the Canadian, who is effectively the winner, comes up for a final handshake and hug with the words ‘let’s finish together’. We head off at a pretty good pace, up the river bed, along a pretty little canyon, then across open ground. Soon the streets of San Pedro appear and it’s a last foot soak in the Rio Grande before heading up a typical dirt street. The final corner appears and it’s into the town square. There are now 8 of us in a row, a big Canadian flag and a long Greenpeace banner between us, and we cross as one. The atmosphere is electric. There are hugs and handshakes, a finishing medal from the major of San Pedro, a band is playing and there are refreshments – ‘una cerveza frio por favor’! Final position – 5th overall and first brit, a result beyond my expectations. Andy is 2nd brit in 8th position overall. The lads from Wales did well!
Lasting Impressions. For me the Atacama Crossing was an excellent event that I would recommend doing, but expect tough terrain. The company that run this event, Racing the Planet, are not bad but they are a much smaller operation than the MDS and thus the overall cover is considerably less. Saying that the event doctors were an excellent bunch, the Chileans who put up the camp were hard workers, and the event had a very friendly feel. Some competitors found the safety side to be a concern. Many long sections had no vehicle access and rescue would have been awkward. However if the race was run entirely on vehicle access issues we simply would not have had the experience of traversing some superb, remote and challenging terrain which was what made the event so worth doing. These issues didn’t concern me too much. With a background in caving and fell running I’m used to self reliance in awkward terrain and the risks associated with it. In any case the overall risks were lower than the perception. So if you want 150 miles of trail running, don’t do the Atacama Crossing! If you want an excellent challenge then do! 

Equipment Notes
At the start of the Crossing my sack weighed in at 9.8kg. The lightest sacs weighed in at under 8kg.
Rucsac – Lowe Rush 35 (sub 700g). Originally thought I could use the OMM 25L mountain marathon sac, but food proved to be critical element for making sac choice. So used the Lowe Rush which is my day to day cycle commuting sac. Proved to be stable, comfortable and robust. Used the lightweight bottle holders on the shoulder straps to carry 500ml water bottles.
Sleeping Bag – RAB Quantum 400 (900g). Could have got away with a lighter bag, but this proved warm and comfortable. Many people on the Crossing suffered with cold nights so worth the extra few grams.

Sleeping mat was just a thin (3mm) closed cell foam sheet. Proved to be a bit uncomfortable but was better than nothing! I was considering using a Prolite thermarest, but this was in the suitcase which Iberia decided to lose on the flight over! The extra comfort for about 200g more weight would have been well worth considering.

Footwear – Salomon XA Comps. Bought one size too big and used a set of footbed spacers and soc combinations to pad out. These shoes had pros and cons for such an event due to the open mesh. In the wet sections the mesh helped the feet to dry again quickly and prevented the shoes holding onto water, but in the sand and fine dust sections then they allowed material through. I did use Raidlight gaiters with them but these were not robust enough and had to be repaired everynight at camp. Overall the XA’s were very comfortable, had good grip and just about survived the bashing received from the salt flats!
Main top – Helly Hansen L/S Versa Trail. Proved to be a comfortable top that moved moisture well. Smelled remarkably little as well!

Second top - Lowe technical S/S top: Like the HH top worked very well and smelled very little after a week.

Wind top - RAB Quantum pertex top. 70g of superb wind protection. Essential in the Atacama or here in the UK.

Warmth top - Lowe Powerstretch top: to deal with the cold at night and especially in the morning. 300g and an excellent piece of kit.

Socs were a mixture of the ‘toe socks’ which are impossible to get in the UK and Fox River running socks. Both were excellent.

Legwear - Used a pair of baggy Nike shorts and a pair of Nike running tights as legwear for the event. Ran in the tights on three stages for additional leg protection in the scrub and salt pans, and they proved to be cooler to run in than expected.
Main light: Petzl Tikka. Very effective and lightweight 4 led headlamp.

Headwear – Lowe stretch fleece balaclava and a classic both. Both excellent.

Food – Had around 2200 calories for each day;

· Breakfast was simply some quick porridge stuff from the supermarket with a couple of spoonfuls of milk powder and brown sugar for each sachet. 

· Food for the day then consisted of compressed fruit bars (70 calories and easy to eat on the move); nutrigrain bars (about 150 calories each); Stinger energy bars (about 160 calories each); and a snack bag made each morning using jelly babies, brazil nuts; cashew nuts and dates). In reserve for each day was the savoury treat of a pepperrami! The non energy bar stuff remained edible through the event, but the Stingers I started to hate!
· Evening meal consisted of two Reuters freeze dried meals. These actually got quite tasty as the week went on!

· Electrolytes came in the form of Enduralytes (Hammer Nutrition) which we stole off our friends Terry and Dick, left over from their 2005 MDS adventure. I took these at the rate of two capsules an hour and didn’t experience any cramp problems.
· In reserve I had three energy gels and three 60g sachets of Hi5 energy / electrolyte powder.

· Teabags for the morning and a sachet of cappuccino for the evening!

In addition there were the usual bits and pieces such as first aid materials, a bit of gaffer tape, knife, suncream etc.
Footcare Notes – looking after the feet was my main priority. Before the race I had been looking for useful information on the internet. The advice seemed to be keep your feet supple. Thus I embarked on a regime of moisturising my feet daily. I also did the usual things such as keep toenails trimmed. This I continued during the race itself moisturising the feet at the start and at the end of each day. The other key factor was using a foot lubricant, in the case the Compspeed version of sports slick before each run. Overall I had few foot problems, and only picked up blisters on the outside of each big toe were the shoes creased in a bit. 
