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CANYON

13 A Raramuri participantinthe 2010 Copper Camy on Ulira
Marathonracesin huarachas up the steep dopes toward
thetown of LosAlieos
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A Canadian journeys to Mexico to run “the greatest race the world has never
seen,” as chronicled in Christopher McDougall's bestselling book, and to find
out how the event and its eccentric race director have changed since the
publication of Born to Run.

By Simon Donato

Tunningmsgasine.on 45



Copper Canyon
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glance across the valley and

watch the clouds slowly

cascading over the canyon

rim, their silver hue offering
hope that the temperature will
soon drop, and that [ just might
survive this run. It's nearly 30 C
and for the last 45 minutes I've
been slowly trudging up the
singletrack climb to the tiny
town of Los Alisos. The cramping
in my legs is worsening, and I
begin to question why I agreed to
enter this race. Didn't I promise
my wife that we would take a
relaxing vacation far from my
busy schedule of trail racing
and scientific work? Instead, I'm
melting, my legs are shredded

and I'm struck by waves of painful
cramping every few minutes. I
still have 17 miles (27K) to run,
in the peak heat of the day.

¥ Maria Julzne, 18 from

Huicorochi racesalong ther - ., =

trail teward Mesa Narenjgin o050 -
the 7918 Copper CamyomUltrd 81l o
Marzthon st
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per Canyon Ulcra Marathon - or the C
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mes oddball worl
fee, only donadons. All racers are
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which the
place in th
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THE BOOE
Like most runners, [ firstheard at
mtheb

g community. Garne

global acclaim, Born to Run proved for many o be 2 transformative ronning

bible thar forced runners o rechink cheir
from the feetup
At the centre
Blanco™ and b sandal-wearing Tarahumara Indians
the Raramuri, or “running people.” Said to be th
tance runners on the planer, they inhabic Mexico's Barranc
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ok deals with the spiritual aspect
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Right ¥ Z0HICopper Camyon
Uiera Marathon race feender
and erganizer Micah Tre= [also
knran asCaballo Blanca).

HOW I GOT INVOLVED
Mever having done an ultramarathon, it seemed odd that I would
do my first one down in this remowe canyon served by only a few
rutted and dusty roads. Yec here 1 was, and I had my cwo friends
wo thank (or blame) forit. Mark Tamminga and Joany Verschuuren
aresuccessful ultra veterans who immediacely suggested [ regiscer
for the race after I casually mendoned that my wife and 1 were
planning a trip to Mexice in March. Afrer hearing so much abowe
the book, 1 decided it would be an interesting oppormnicy w race
ina remote and beawtifullocationand see the famous Tarabumara
in action. From the firse time 1 visited Caballo Blanco's website, i
was clear thar this race was not for the faint of heart. Posted on the
registration page was this srongly worded ser of race rules:

Mo eniry fee [a donation|

Mo aid [Limited]

Mo course markings [We will all pre-walk the course the

Thursday and Friday prior o the weekend|

Mo awards [bot self-satisfaction] - The Raramuri will win

prize money, corn and beans.

Mo wimps, whiners or weenies allowed [excepr the RD!]

Mo expectations [buc of beaury!|

Thiz was starting o sound more like an advenrare race than a
running race. | was sold.

CETTING THERE

Afrer a day and a half of travel on planes, trains and auomohbiles,
we finally reached the town of Urigue, which sics at the lowest
point of Copper Canyon, only 250 mecres above sea level. To
reach Urigue, most racers take the train from eicher the city of
Chihuahua in the east or from the smaller towns of Loz Mochis or
El Fuerte in the west. The scenery is more spectacular going west
uo east, as the train slowly huffs its way inland into the canyon,
which curs deeply through the Sierra Madres. The road w Urigue
spills from the mountain wwn of Bahuichivo and planges down
a dizzying series of narrow switchbacks wo the bowom of the
canyon, taking several hours w drive the 6o kilomerres. By the
time we reach the own, we had dropped nearly 2,000 metres
and the temperature has climbed by 15 C.

Arriving in late afternoon, we immediately sec our w find
Iodging. Luckily for us, someone guided us w 2 privace home char
provided us the bare necessivies of shelter. Four concrewe walls, a
tin roof, and a bathroom with a cold shower would serve as home
for the next three days. As roommates - atleast the ones thar were
faster than my wife's shoe — we had spiders, cockroaches and a
scorpion. The resident duck and goose provided a daily 5 am.
wakeup call.

Conadian Bunning November & December HID

With housing secured in Urigue, [ set out wo find Caballo and
“register.” My first interacrion with Caballo, whose real name

is Micah True, was months earlier by email and seemed far too
easy after reading how difficulr ic was for Chriscopher McDougall
o track down this ghose in the canyons only 2 few short years
ago. Technology had made Caballo accessible to all who seek his
counsel, apparencly. It seemed surreal w ger a reply from this
ultrarunmning legend who had embraced the inwerner, and was
adeptly using it through his site, caballoblanco.com, vo reach his
growing audience. He was guick w answer email, monitored the
Club Mas Loco Google group and maintained a Facebook page.
Why? To help him spread the message of the Raramuri, running
free and korima (the Raramuri word for sharing).

Caballo was not what | expected when I met him in person.
Tall, tanned and lanky, creases lined his face from years in the
sun. His head was now shaved - gone was the wild long hair thar
McDougall described in Born to Run. When I quizzed one of his
friends abour this change, 1 was wild, “the women like him becrer
this way.” Our first meeting occurred on Mama Tita’s patio in
Paulina's Restauranc. | had just finished a delicious meal of beans,
corn and fresh rortillas when he arrived. [ introduced myself and
he welcomed me to the town and the race, and then introduced
me o his ulrrarunning girlfriend Maria, who finalized my regis-
ration with my waiver and gave me a race T-shirt and poster.
Obviously precccupied with other marters as the race drew
closer, I didn't press Caballo with any guestions. Instead, I drifred
back and simply watched as he engaged his Raramuri friends,
who wereall dressed in brighcblouses and their famous huarache
sandals, in friendly conversation. Caballo was in his element.

Later that evening, | sat with Caballo at a hostel run by an
American named Keith, who amongstother things maintained an
excellent vegetable garden and had high-speed internec. Caballo
had dropped by w wisic his old amigo, and to sneak in a few
minutes of internet time. In this quieter secting, I was pleasandly
sarprised o find that he had tdme w char abour the race, the
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book and his fucure plans. What scruck me
immediately was how being the subject of
abestselling book has an inceresting way of
guickly changingsomeone's life, especially
someone like Caballo. During our char, he
spoke candidly abour how the book was
affecting him in both positive and nega-
tive ways. [ learned that Born to Run had
apparently raised the ire of the marijuana
growers and wraffickers in the canyon, who
now viewed him as a porential threar. He
expressed his feeling that cercain people in
the book had profited from the Raramuri
without giving back w the people, and
that some of the information in the book
was blatantly untrue. He lamented thathis
email inbox now overflowed with queries
from barefoor minning converts, wannabes
and more, and that to the book read like a
giant commercial for Vibram, the maker
of the barefoor-mimicking FiveFingers
running slippers. Finally, he told me that
while he loves the race, it is raking up more
of hiz time o organize and he doesn't
know how much longer he'll continue it 1
appreciated his candour and honescy, and
our conversation left me with a firm belief

thar Caballo had a firm conviction thatwe |
should all run free. He was no gimmick.

Copper Canyon

b

THE RACE

I awoke on race day to barnyard sounds. After eating a guick breakfast, we left our house
in the dark and began the shom walk to the town square where the race was scheduled to
begin at 6:30. We arrived to find spectators, along with dozens of machine gun-toting
soldiers, lining both sides of the screet for several hundred mecres. The Raramuri clus-
tered along the stare line. The men wore sleeveless coton race jerseys, the rademark
huaraches and everything from loincloths w jeans. Women wore brightly coloured
ankle-length skins, colourful blouses and plastic sandals. The foreigners - or extran-
jeros, as they called us - swood behind che locals, and in stark concrase, all of us were
cloched in high-tech, sweat-wicking fabrics. All bur one of us wore wrail running shoes
(American runner Caleb Wilson had converted to Vibrams after reading the book). In
the cool morning air, we bantered happily, waiting wo test ourselves in whar the subticle
of McDougall’s book called “'the greatest race the world has never seen.”

To my surprise, the race started at the predicted time, and in stark contrast wo the
grandeur that preceded the bib pick-up the previous evening was cued by the guiec
countdown of Caballo, who stood hidden amongst athleces in the starc corral. More than
150 runners from Mexico, Canada, the U.5. and Europe coursed through the main street
woward the edge of town, urged on by the cheering spectarors.

Ealow left ¥ Mark Tamminga (laft) and
Simon Donato fright)at the race start

Below right ¥ Participants climbthe trail towsard Mesa Naranjawith
Raramuri and We=tern compatitors intow during the 7010 Copper
Czmyon Ultra Marathon

“THE RARAMURI CLUSTERED ALONG THE START LINE. THE
MEN WORE SLEEVELESS COTTON RACE JERSEYS, THE TRADE-
MARK HUARACHES AND EVERYTHING FROM LOINCLOTHS TO
JEANS. WOMEN WORE BRIGHTLY COLOURED ANKLE-LENGTH
SKIRTS, COLOURFUL BLOUSES AND PLASTIC SANDALS.”

Tunni ngmageEine. ca
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The course remained largely as it was described in Born to Run
— a Y-shaped route of gravel road and singletrack. Racers were
required to check in to each turmaround point on the racecourse
by stating their number and receivinga coloured wristband - four
intotal. The race passed through three villages: Guadalupe, which
required crossing the Urigue River; Mesita Maranjo, perched
high on the side of the canyon; and the oasis of Los Alisos,
accessed by crossing a marmow suspension bridge and dimbing
several kilometres of reisty singletrack to the summit. Racers
ran through Urigue twice, and there was a final 1o-mile (16%)
out-and-back through Guadalupe. It was during this final stretch
that McDougall wrote about Barefoot Ted drinking his own urine
to stave off bonking. He was less than five miles from the finish. I
think I'would have ternpted fate.

Lacking ultra experience and never having run a marathon,
I stayed with Mark for the first three miles, letting him set the
pace. Butas we drifted further towards the back of the packand 1
watched women in floral print skires stream by us, I wondered if
we might be going too slow. 1'was unwittingly succumbing to the
classic ultra-rookie mistake and as my adrenaline and enthusiasm
got the bestof me, I began to surge with the hordes, leaving Mark
and sensible pacing behind. It didn’t take long until I canght up
with some of the faster runners, includ ing my new friend Tim  an

Canadian Runming Movember & December 2010

¥ Raramuri oppar
Garwan Ultra honpar-
ticipantarace backtoward
Urique, preparing to make

IN COPPER CANYON, WE RAN
TO HELP OTHERS PRESERVE A
CULTURE WE ALL BELIEVE IN.

American solider who trained for this race by running hundreds
of laps around the 2 perimeter of his forward -operating base in
Afghanistan. Feelingenergized and relatively invincible, Iranche
long climb to Mesita Maranjo, cresting the hill just behind Tim
and some of the lead Tarahumara and extrargers runners.

When I reached Urique, I had covered about 21 miles (37E) in
lezs than three hours. I refuelled quickly and headed off down
the dusty road to Los Alisos, now fully exposed to the blistering
Mexican sun. About halfan hour later, my eady pacing transgres-
sions caught up with me. What had begun as minor twinges in
each quad muscle rapidly morphed into cramps that felt like the
muscles were clenchinginto fistsinmy legs. I stopped. “Thisisnat
goodatall,” I thought, frantically trying to massage the painaway
and relax the muscle. This worked long encugh to start moving
again, which was more of a larch than a walk. I maintained this
until the first minor rise in the road, whichbroughtmore spasms,

Phoios: 1aura e Kams m e ws gl 5 monda.com
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but also volunteers from a nearby aid stadion who, despite my
protesis, applied a vigorous massage wo each leg, which eased the
cramping and allowed me to star running again.

After this, my race became something of a learn-vo-run clinic,
with short bouts of running on flat and downhill sections inter-
spersed with walking on any uphill. Despite many bananas,
oranges and liguids, I was unable to restore the elecorolyce
balance and staggered along the course as other runners jogged
past. Afrer somehow managing vo climb the wail wo Alisos, Mark
finally caught back up vo me and we ran wogether for several kilo-
merres. He pumped me full of salt tablets and encouraged me, buc
now, nearly six hours in, I had reached my physical limitand had
o admit that my race was in jeopardy. I urged him to leave me
behind. I was roasting, my guads were shredded and I still had
15 hilly miles o run.

Every step of those final 15 miles was a painful ordeal. 1
continued my run-walk srategy, weaving my way down the
road chasing the fleeting frapmencs of shade, praying for rain. My
prayers were tewarded during the final 1o miles of the race, as
light showers fell briefly, cooling me and rejuvenaring my desire
to run. By the time I reached the rurnaround poincin Guadalupe,
with a mere five miles wo go, | had already seen che race leader pass
me on his way back to Urigue and had dropped to more than 20
minures behind Mark.

I was decermined o push myself as hard as possible for the
last five miles. When I reached Urique, my finishing sprinc was
reduced o an ugly shuffle. I crossed the line in a time of nine
hours and four minutes, nearly two hours behind the winner, a
Raramuri named Jose Madero Herrera, who won in 712, After a
brief celebration with Ally, Joany, Mark and Tim, | began feasting
on chips washed down with Coke and collapsed on the side-
walk beside Mark, our legs elevated against the wall vo begin cthe
recovery process. My body was not done tormenting me, though,
as my right quad seized into the mocher of all cramps, prompeing
everyone with a camera to snap photos of my writhing, physi-
ological display.

When I was finally able 1o walk again, | found Caballo, who had
cut his own race shor at 40 miles wo be able to wacch the finishers

Baottom left ¥ Leah
Atwood (left] and Elir abeth
Wistromiright) racing
along the trail towand
W33 Maranja during the
2010 Copper Canyen Lltrz
Warathon

Bettom cemtre 33 Raramuri
end foreign participants
climbthe steepslopss
tmward Loz Alisos

Left ¥ Ulitra nanner
Jamil Comry crossas the
Urigee River alongwith
350 ather runners durmg
the 2010 Copper Canyon
Uttra Marzthon

Below X0 Mark Tammingz
[front] and Simon Denato
|back) recover after the race

arrive. Caballo was noticeably more relaxed as he moved from group

w0 group in the finishing area, receiving praise from all the comperi-
tors. | shook his hand and thanked him for the experience.

By 8 a.m. the following day, we were bouncing uphill along the
moad toward the railway in Bahuichive and back w ourlives. The race
left me with a deeper appreciation of running. Korima abounded
during the event, from munner to runner and volunteer to compet-
itor. I handed cut gels or salt rablets o amigos | passed on the course.
More than once, the volunteers helped me with massage.

This was a unigue race. In Copper Canyon, we an oo help
others preserve a culture we all believe in. Financially chrough
our donated entry fees, economically through our corn and bean
donarions post-race, and finally through opening our minds w
gain some level of understanding of the Raramuri people and che
respect for their traditions. Caballo’s message is that by running
in places like Copper Canyon, we remind ourselves abour the
imporance of peace, harmony and sharing in our lives, and
carving out time withour distraction w0 appreciace whar we have.
The message got through to me. @

Simon Donato is @ Calpary-based geologist and the founder
of Adventure Science (adventurescience.ca). The next Copper

Canyon Ultra Marathon will be held on March 6, zon.
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