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vii

PROLOGUE

THE CAMERA CREW FINISHED UP LAST NIGHT. 
Someone from the publisher arrives tomorrow. I can still feel the jet 

lag and other side effects of forty- one hours of travel in my body. 

So Lucja and I have already decided to make this, our first run of 

the year, an easy one. Besides, it’s not just the two of us we need to 

think about. There’s Gobi to consider.

We take it easy as we pass the pub, drop down beside Holyrood 

Palace, and see the clear blue sky give way to the grassy mountain 

that dominates Edinburgh’s skyline. Arthur’s Seat. I’ve run up 

there more times than I can remember, and I know it can be bru-

tal. The wind can be so strong in your face that it pushes you back. 

The hail can bite into your skin like knives. On days like those, I 

crave the 120-degree heat of the desert.

But today there’s no wind or hail. There’s nothing brutal about 

the air as we climb, as if the mountain wants to show itself off in 

all its cloudless glory.

As soon as we hit the grass, Gobi is transformed. This dog 

that’s small enough for me to carry under one arm is turned into a 

raging lion as she pulls forward up the slope.
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“Wow!” says Lucja. “Look at her energy!”

Before I can say anything, Gobi turns around, tongue lolling 

out, eyes bright, ears forward, chest puffed. It’s as if she under-

stands exactly what Lucja’s said.

“You haven’t seen anything yet,” I say, pushing the pace up a 

bit in an attempt to loosen the strain on the leash. “She was just 

like this back in the mountains.”

We push farther up, closer to the summit. I’m thinking how, 

even though I named her after a desert, I first saw Gobi on the 

cold, rugged slopes of the Tian Shan. She’s a true climber, and with 

every step we take, she comes more and more alive. Soon her tail is 

wagging so fast it blurs, her whole body bouncing and pulsing with 

pure joy. When she looks back again, I swear she’s grinning. Come 

on! she says. Let’s go!

At the top, I soak in all the familiar sights. The whole of 

Edinburgh is spread out beneath us, and beyond it is the Forth 

Bridge, the hills of Lomond, and the West Highland Way, every 

one of whose ninety- six miles I have run. I can see North Berwick, 

too, a full marathon distance away. I love the run along the beach, 

even on the tough days when the wind is trying to batter me down 

and every mile feels like a battle all its own.

It’s been more than four months since I’ve been here. While it’s 

all familiar, there’s something different about it as well.

Gobi.

She decides it’s time to descend and drags me down the hill. 

Not down the path, but straight down. I leap over tufts of grass 

and rocks the size of suitcases, Lucja keeping pace beside me. Gobi 

navigates them all with skill. Lucja and I look at each other and 

laugh, enjoying the moment we have longed for, to be a family and 

finally able to run together.
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Running isn’t usually this fun. In fact, for me, running is never 

fun. Rewarding and satisfying, maybe, but not laugh- out- loud fun. 

Not like it is now.

Gobi wants to keep running, so we let her lead. She takes us 

wherever she wants to go, sometimes back up the mountain, some-

times down. There’s no training plan and no pre-mapped route. 

There are no worries either. No concerns. It’s a carefree moment, 

and for that and so much more, I’m grateful.

After the last six months, I feel like I need it.

I’ve faced things I never thought I’d face, all because of this 

little blur of brown fur that’s pulling my arm out of its socket. I’ve 

faced fear like I’ve never known before. I’ve felt despair as well, the 

sort that turns the air around you stale and lifeless. I’ve faced death.

But that’s not the whole story. There’s so much more.

The truth is that this little dog has changed me in ways I think 

I’m only just beginning to understand. Maybe I’ll never fully 

understand it all.

Yet I do know this: finding Gobi was one of the hardest things 

I’ve ever done in my life.

But being found by her— that was one of the best things.
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1

I STEPPED THROUGH THE AIRPORT DOORS AND 
out into China. I paused and let the chaos take a good hard whack 

at my senses. A thousand revving engines in the car park ahead 

did battle with a thousand voices around me as people shouted at 

their phones.

The signs were written in both Chinese script and what looked 

to me like Arabic. I couldn’t read either language, so I joined the 

crush of bodies that I guessed were waiting for a taxi. I stood a foot 

taller than most people, but as far as they were concerned, I was 

invisible.

I was in Urumqi, a sprawling city in Xinjiang Province, way up 

in the top left corner of China. No city in the world is as far from 

an ocean as Urumqi, and as we’d flown in from Beijing, I watched 

the terrain shift from razor- sharp snow- capped mountains to vast 

stretches of empty desert. Somewhere down there a team of race 

organizers had plotted a 155-mile route that took in those freez-

ing peaks, the incessant wind, and that desolate, lifeless scrubland 

known as the Gobi Desert. I was going to run across it, knocking 

out a little less than a marathon a day for four days, then almost 
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two marathons on the fifth day, and an hour- long sprint for the 

final six- mile stage that would bring the race to a close.

These races are called “multi- stage ultras”, and it’s hard to think 

of a more brutal test of mental and physical toughness. People like 

me pay thousands of pounds for the privilege of putting ourselves 

through pure agony, shedding up to 10 per cent of our body weight 

in the process, but it’s worth it. We get to run in some of the remot-

est and most picturesque parts of the world, and we have the safety 

net of a dedicated support crew and highly trained medical crew 

on our side. Sometimes these challenges can be excruciating, but 

they’re also life changing, and reaching the finish line is one of 

life’s most rewarding experiences.

Sometimes things don’t go so well. Like the last time I tried to 

run six marathons in a week. I ended up in the middle of the pack, 

in agony. At the time it felt terminal, as if I’d never compete again. 

But I recovered just enough for one last shot. If I could run well 

in the Gobi race, maybe I’d yet have some more running in me. 

After all, in the three years since I’d taken up running seriously, I’d 

found out how good it felt to be on the podium. The thought of 

never competing again made me feel queasy inside.

If things went wrong, as they had for another competitor in 

the same race a few years back, I could end up dead.

According to the Internet, the drive from the airport to the hotel 

was supposed to take twenty or thirty minutes. But the closer we 

got to the hour mark, the more agitated the driver became. He had 

started out grouchy when he realized I was an English- speaking 

tourist and quoted me a price three times as much as I was expect-

ing. It had got only worse from there.
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By the time we pulled up outside a redbrick building, he was 

waving his arms and trying to shove me out of the cab. I looked out 

the window, then back at the low- resolution image I’d shown him 

before we started the journey. It was kind of similar if you squinted 

a bit, but it was obvious that he hadn’t brought me to a hotel.

“I think you need some glasses, mate!” I said, trying to keep it 

light and get him to see the funny side. It didn’t work.

Begrudgingly, he picked up his phone and yelled at some-

one on the other end. When we finally made it to my destination 

twenty minutes later, he was livid, shaking his fists and burning 

rubber as he sped away.

Not that I’d been bothered. As much as ultra-running batters 

your body, it also assaults your mind. You learn pretty quickly how 

to block out distractions and mildly annoying things like lost toe-

nails or bleeding nipples. The stress coming from an enraged taxi 

driver was nothing I couldn’t ignore.

The next day was a different story.

I had to travel a few hundred miles out of the city by bullet 

train to get to the race headquarters in a large town called Hami. 

Right from the moment I arrived at the station in Urumqi, I knew 

I was in for a journey that would test my patience.

I’d never seen such security at a train station. There were mili-

tary vehicles everywhere, temporary metal roadblocks funnelling 

pedestrians and traffic past armed guards. I’d been told to allow 

myself two hours to get on the train, but as I stared at the great 

tide of people ahead of me, I wondered whether it was going to be 

enough. If the previous day’s taxi ride had taught me anything, 

it’s that if I missed my train, I wasn’t sure I could overcome the 
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language barrier and re-book another ticket. And if I didn’t get to 

the race meeting point that day, who knew if I would even make 

the start?

Panic wasn’t going to help me get anywhere. I took control 

of my breathing, told myself to get a grip, and shuffled my way 

through the first security check. By the time I cleared it and worked 

out where I needed to go to collect my ticket, I discovered I was 

in the wrong queue. I joined the right one, and by then I was way 

down on my time. If this was a race, I thought, I’ d be at the back. 

I never ran at the back.

Once I had my ticket, I had less than forty minutes to clear 

another security check, have my passport stared at in forensic detail 

by an over-eager policeman, force my way to the front of a line of 

fifty people waiting to check in, and stand, open-mouthed, panting 

and staring frantically at signs and display boards I couldn’t read, 

wondering where the heck I had to go to find the right platform.

Thankfully, I wasn’t entirely invisible, and a Chinese guy 

who’d studied in England tapped me on the shoulder.

“You need some help?” he said.

I could have hugged him.

I just had time to sit down at the departure point when everyone 

around me turned and watched as the train crew swept past us. 

It was like a scene out of a 1950s airport, the drivers with their 

immaculate uniforms, white gloves, and air of complete control, 

the stewardesses looking poised and perfect.

I followed them onto the train and sank, exhausted, into my 

seat. Almost thirty- six hours had slipped by since I left home in 

Edinburgh, and I tried to empty my mind and body of the tension 
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that had built up so far. I looked out the window for something 

to interest me, but for hours on end the train just sliced through a 

bland- looking landscape that wasn’t cultivated enough to be farm-

land and wasn’t vacant enough to be desert. It was just land, and it 

went on for hundreds and hundreds of miles.

Exhausted and stressed. This was not how I wanted to feel this 

close to the biggest race I’d faced so far in my short running career.

I’d taken part in more prestigious events, such as the world- 

famous Marathon des Sables in Morocco, universally agreed to be 

the toughest footrace on earth. Twice I’d lined up alongside the 

thirteen hundred other runners and raced across the Sahara Desert 

as the temperature topped 125 degrees in the day and sank to 40 

at night. I’d even finished a respectable thirty- second the second 

time I ran it. But fifteen months had passed since then, and a lot 

had changed.

I had started taking note of the changes during another 155-

mile race across the Kalahari Desert in South Africa. I’d pushed 

myself hard— too hard— to finish second overall, my “first- ever 

podium finish” in a multi- stage. I’d not kept myself hydrated 

enough, and, as a result, my urine was the color of Coke. Back 

home my doctor said I’d caused my kidneys to shrink due to the 

lack of liquid, and all that running had left them bruised and 

resulted in blood in my urine.

A few months later I’d started having heart palpitations during 

another race. I could feel my heart beating wildly, and I got hit by 

a double blow of queasiness and dizziness.

Both those problems flared up again almost as soon as I 

started the Marathon des Sables. Of course, I ignored the pain and 

forced myself through it, all the way to a top- fifty finish. Trouble 

was, I’d pushed myself so hard that as soon as I got home, my left 
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hamstring went into violent and agonizing spasms every time I 

tried to walk, let alone run.

For the first few months I rested; then for the next few I was 

in and out of physiotherapists’ consultation rooms, all the time 

hearing the same- old same- old: I just needed to try whatever new 

combination of strength and conditioning exercises they were sug-

gesting. I tried them all. Nothing helped me to run again.

It took the best part of a year to find a physiotherapist and a 

coach who both had running expertise and knew what was going 

on to discover the truth: part of my problem was that I wasn’t 

running correctly. I’m tall— well over six feet— and while my long, 

steady, loping stride felt easy and natural, I wasn’t firing up all the 

muscles I should have been using, so I had sharp, painful spasms 

in my legs every time I ran.

The race in China was my first chance in a tough competition 

to try out my new, faster, shorter stride. In many ways I was feeling 

great. I had been able to run for hours on end at home without pain, 

and I’d followed my usual pre-race diet better than I ever had before. 

For the previous three months, I’d avoided all alcohol and junk food, 

eating not much more than chicken and vegetables. I’d even cut out 

coffee, hoping that would put an end to the heart palpitations.

If it all paid off, and I ran as well as I thought I could do in 

China, I’d tackle the prestigious race that the organizers were put-

ting on later in the year— across the Atacama salt plains in Chile. If 

I won there, I’d be in the perfect shape to get back to the Marathon 

des Sables the following year and make a real name for myself.

I was the first passenger off when we pulled into Hami and at the head 

of the pack as we surged towards the exit. This is more like it, I thought.

Finding_Gobi_Text.indd   8Finding_Gobi_Text.indd   8 20/04/2017   16:1520/04/2017   16:15



DION LEONARD

9

The guard manning the security checkpoint put a quick end 

to my joy.

“What you do here?”

I could see a long line of taxis outside the door, all waiting 

beside a vacant pavement for my fellow passengers to lay claim to 

them. I tried to explain about the race and say that I wanted to 

go and get a cab, but I knew it was no use. He looked quizzically 

back and forth between me and my passport, then motioned me to 

follow him into a trailer that doubled as an office.

It took half an hour to explain what all the packets of energy 

gels and dried foods were for, and even then I wasn’t convinced 

he believed me. Mostly I think he let me go because he was 

bored.

By the time I got out and approached the pavement, the crowds 

had all gone. And so had the taxis.

Great.

I stood alone and waited. I was fatigued and wanting this ridicu-

lous journey to be over.

Thirty minutes later a taxi pulled up. I’d made sure to print off 

the address of my hotel in Chinese script before I’d left Urumqi, 

and as I showed it to the driver, I was pleased to see that she seemed 

to recognize it. I climbed in the back, squashed my knees up against 

the metal grille, and closed my eyes as we pulled out.

We’d only got a few hundred feet when the car stopped. My 

driver was taking on another passenger. Just go with the flow, Dion. 

I didn’t see any point in complaining. At least, I didn’t until she 

turned to me, pointed to the door, and made it perfectly clear that 

the other passenger was a far better customer, and I was no longer 

welcome in the cab.

I walked back, spent another twenty minutes getting through 
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the inevitable security checks, and lined up once more, alone, at 

the deserted taxi stand.

Another taxi came, eventually. The driver was happy and polite 

and knew exactly where to go. In fact, he was so confident that 

when he pulled up in front of a large, grey building ten minutes 

later, I didn’t think to check that I was at the right hotel. I just 

handed over my money, pulled my bag out after me, and listened 

to him drive away.

It was only when I walked into the entrance that I realized 

I was in the wrong place entirely. It was not a hotel but an office 

block. An office block in which nobody spoke any English.

For forty minutes I tried to communicate with the office work-

ers, they tried to communicate with me, and the phone calls to 

I- didn’t- know- who failed to get us any closer. It was only when I saw 

a taxi drive slowly past the front of the building that I grabbed my 

bag, ran out, and begged the driver to take me where I needed to go.

Thirty minutes later, as I stood and stared at the empty bed in 

the budget hotel the race organizers had booked, I said out loud 

my solemn vow.

“I am never, ever coming back to China.”

It wasn’t the frustration of not being able to communicate properly 

or even the muscle aches and serious fatigue that were bothering 

me. All day I’d fought hard against the urge to worry, but as one 

thing went wrong after another, I ended up getting nervous. It 

wasn’t logical, and it didn’t make sense. I’d reminded myself again 

and again that I had allowed plenty of time to get from Beijing to 

the race start, and I figured that even if I’d missed my train, I could 

have found a way to put things right. And I knew, deep down, that 
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any aches I’d picked up from the previous couple of days would 

soon shake themselves out once I started running.

Even so, by the time I arrived at the hotel near the race head-

quarters, I was more anxious than I’d ever been before any race I’d 

ever run. The source of my nerves wasn’t the journey, and it wasn’t 

the knowledge of the physical challenges that lay ahead of me. It 

was something far, far deeper than that.

It was the worry that this might be my last race ever and the 

fear that maybe I was never going to win a race— winning had 

been the only thing that motivated me to run competitively in the 

first place.

Tuesday, 3 January, 1984. The day after my ninth birthday. That 

was when I first understood how quickly life can change. The day 

had been a great one, soaked in beautiful Australian summer sun-

shine. In the morning I’d ridden my bike over some jumps I’d put 

together while Mum and Dad read the papers and my three- year- 

old sister played out in the yard near Nan’s downstairs flat at the 

far end of the house. I’d finally managed to perfect my somer-

sault on the trampoline, and after lunch Dad and I went out with 

our cricket bats and a few old balls. He was just recovering from 

a chest infection, and it was the first time in ages that he’d joined 

me for a bit of sport outside. He taught me how to hold the bat in 

just the right way to hit a ball so hard and high that it sailed way 

out over the scrubby grass and beyond the far boundary of our 

property.

When I finally came inside in the late afternoon, I found the 

house to be full of the smells of Mum’s cooking. She steamed her 

chocolate pudding for hours and made Bolognese so rich that I 
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would hold my head over the pot and inhale the aroma for as long 

as I could before the heat got to be too much.

It was a perfect day.

Like any nine- year- old, I denied I was tired when it came time 

to go to bed, but soon enough I was drifting off to sleep, vaguely 

aware of Mum leaving for her Tuesday night aerobics class while 

Dad watched cricket on TV with the sound turned down low.

“Dion!”

I didn’t want to wake up. It was dark and my head was still 

half- stuck in its curious dream world.

“Dion!” I heard Dad’s voice again. There was no other noise in 

the house, no TV, and no sound of Mum anywhere.

I didn’t know why he’d be calling me like this, and I let myself 

drift back to sleep.

I couldn’t tell you how much longer Dad went on calling my 

name, but at some point I knew I had to get up and go and see 

what he wanted.

He was lying on his bed, under a sheet. He didn’t look at me 

when I came in, and I didn’t want to go too far into the room. His 

breathing sounded all wrong, as if he was having to use all the 

strength he possessed to drag even the smallest lungful of air in. 

Something told me he was really sick.

“Go and get your grandmother straightaway, Dion.”

I ran downstairs and knocked on Nan’s front door.

“Nan, you’ve got to come,” I said. “Dad needs you. Something’s 

wrong.”

She came right out, and I followed her back upstairs. I remem-

ber thinking that because she used to be a nurse, Dad would be 

okay. Whenever my little sister, Christie, or I was hurt, Nan would 

always make us laugh as she tended to our wounds, telling us stories 
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from when she worked in a war repatriation hospital as a head nurse 

in charge of the others. She was a tough woman, a fighter who I 

believed held within her hands the power to make any illness or 

pain disappear.

As soon as she saw Dad, she left to call an ambulance. I stayed 

with him while she made the call, but as soon as she came back, she 

told me to leave the room.

Christie was asleep in the next room. I stood and watched her, 

listening to my dad’s breathing grow worse and Nan talk in a voice 

I’d never heard her use. “Garry,” she said, a little louder than nor-

mal. “The ambulance is coming. You’re having an asthma attack. 

Keep calm, Garry. Stay with me.”

Christie woke up from the noise and started crying. “Dad 

doesn’t feel well, Christie,” I said, trying to sound strong like Nan. 

“But people are coming to help.”

I raced across the hallway to open the door as soon as I heard 

the ambulance pull up outside. I watched as the paramedics car-

ried a stretcher and breathing apparatus up the set of stairs. And I 

looked on in silence as Mum rushed into the house a few minutes 

later. I listened to the sound of Mum’s sobbing coming from the 

bedroom, not understanding what it meant. When they wheeled 

Dad out a while later, I didn’t want to look at him. He was still 

struggling to breathe, and his head was shaking. I could hear the 

noise of one of the wheels under the stretcher as it squeaked along.

I followed everyone outside, where the streetlights and head-

lights and blinking hazard lights all made the night look out of 

time. As the medics were loading Dad into the back of the ambu-

lance, he told Mum he loved her. I stood by Nan’s side, the grass 

cold against my bare feet. “Things will be okay,” said Nan. I didn’t 

know who she was speaking to.
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Christie, Nan, and I stayed back while Mum went off with 

Dad in the ambulance. I don’t know how long we were alone, or 

even what we did. But I remember that it was around midnight 

when the front door finally opened. Mum came in with a doctor 

beside her. Neither of them had to say anything at all. Nan and I 

both knew what had happened. Soon Mum, Nan, and I were cry-

ing. Not long after, the phone started ringing. Nan answered, her 

voice low, the calls never lasting more than a few minutes. When 

the doorbell rang and the first neighbours arrived and hugged 

Mum tight, I disappeared to my room.

On the day of the funeral, I watched as Dad’s coffin was 

wheeled toward the hearse. I broke free from Mum’s hand on my 

shoulder and ran out to stop it. I draped as much of myself as I 

could around the timber box, but it was no use. My arms couldn’t 

reach all the way around. When my sobbing got so hard that it 

hurt my chest, someone peeled me away.
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SOON AFTER DAD’S DEATH, MUM MOVED DOWN-
stairs, where Nan took care of her and Christie and me. It was as 

if Mum became a child again, and in doing so she couldn’t be a 

mum to us anymore.

I may have been just a nine- year- old kid, but any fool could have 

spotted the signs. The day I walked in on her in her bedroom, tears 

barely dry on her cheeks, confirmed the fact that she wasn’t coping.

That was a few weeks after Dad’s death. It took a few months 

for me to find out that her troubles were not just caused by grief. 

She and I were in the kitchen one evening. She was cleaning— a 

new obsession that had started recently— and I was sitting at the 

table reading.

“Dion,” she said, “Garry wasn’t your dad.”

I don’t remember crying or running off to hide. I don’t remem-

ber shouting or screaming or asking my mum to explain further. I 

have no memory of what I said next. I have no recall of how I felt. 

A blank void exists where so many memories should be. I can only 

imagine how painful that news must have been for me to wipe all 

trace of it from my mind.
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But what I know for sure is that the wound that had been 

inflicted on me by my dad’s— Garry’s— death became so deep that 

it changed everything about me.

Even today my mum will cry when she and I talk about Garry’s 

death. She’ll say it took only a twenty- minute ambulance ride for 

everything in our lives to change. She’s right, but she’s also wrong: 

it might have taken minutes for life to be thrown into chaos, but it 

took only four words for my grieving heart to be ripped completely 

apart.

I held tight to my secret. Within a year or two of finding out the 

truth about myself, I was ashamed of my past: not only was I the 

kid without a dad at home, but I was the only one I knew who 

also had a single parent. The regular stream of visitors that poured 

in after the funeral had long since stopped, and our dwindling 

finances forced Mum to go out and find work. Whenever she was 

at home, she spent hours repeatedly cleaning the house and lis-

tening to Lionel Richie songs played loudly on the stereo in the 

pristine dining room.

In my mind, it seemed like all my friends came from perfect fam-

ilies, and because they all went to church, I’d take myself on Sundays 

as well. I wanted to feel as though I belonged, and I also liked the 

fact that I could help myself to a handful of small cakes after the 

service. I didn’t mind the sermons so much— sometimes they even 

made me feel better about myself. But the way people responded to 

me, as I hovered near the tea table at the end of the service, made it 

clear to me that they saw me differently from everyone else. I could 

hear them whispering behind my back. As soon as I turned around, 

the awkward silence and fake smiles would come out.
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Mum started getting phone calls as well. I’d try to creep out 

into the hallway and watch as she stood, her face turned to the wall, 

shoulders hunched. Her words were clipped and the calls short, 

and sometimes when they were over, she’d turn around and see me 

watching and tell me about the latest gossip people were spreading 

about us in the town.

Soon enough I encountered the ostracism myself. When I went 

to a friend’s house to visit one Saturday afternoon, I could see his 

bike on the grass out front, so I knew he was in. His mum, however, 

said he couldn’t come out to play.

“You can’t see Dan,” she said, pulling the screen door closed 

between us.

“Why not, Mrs. Carruthers?”

“You’re a bad influence, Dion. We don’t want you coming 

around.”

I walked away devastated. I didn’t drink, swear, act up at 

school, or get into trouble with the police. Okay, so I was a little 

greedy with the small cakes at church, but other than that I was 

always polite and tried to be kind.

She could only have been referring to one thing.

I didn’t have a name for it at the time, but I quickly developed 

a strong dislike for being made to feel I was being excluded. By the 

time I was fourteen, I was well aware of precisely where I belonged 

in life: on the outside.

I sat, as I always did, alone and away from everyone else as the race 

staff welcomed the runners and started the safety briefing. The 

race was organized by a group I’d not run with before, but I’d been 

in enough of these meetings to know what was coming.
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The biggest danger for anyone running a multi- stage ultra 

in desert heat is when heat exhaustion— your standard case of 

dehydration, cramps, dizziness, and a racing pulse— tips over into 

heatstroke. That’s when more drastic symptoms arrive, including 

confusion, disorientation, and seizures. You won’t know it’s hap-

pening; you won’t pick up the signs yourself. That’s when you end 

up curling up in a ditch or making wrong decisions at precisely the 

time when you need to be getting out of the heat, replacing salts 

and liquid, and drastically reducing your core temperature. If you 

don’t, you can slip into a coma and end up dead.

The race organizers said that anyone they suspected of being 

on the edge of heat exhaustion would be pulled from the race 

immediately. What they didn’t say was that six years previously, 

one of their competitors in the same race had died from heatstroke.

The microphone was passed to an American woman. I recog-

nized her as the founder of the race. “This year we’ve got some 

great runners competing,” she said, “including the one and only 

Tommy Chen.” There was a round of applause from the hundred 

runners in the room, who all shifted focus to a young Taiwanese 

guy who had his own personal film crew standing beside him, cap-

turing the moment. We then listened to a whole load of stuff about 

how Tommy was going for the win, how he already had some great 

results behind him.

When I was back home, I had researched the runners I thought 

were the main contenders, so I knew Tommy was one of the best 

around. I knew he was a genuine multi- stage superstar and would 

be tough to beat.

Before I’d left Scotland, I’d read an e- mail from the organiz-

ers listing the top- ten runners they expected to do well. I wasn’t 

mentioned at all, despite having beaten a few of them in the past. 
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A bit of me was still annoyed about it but not because my ego was 

bruised. There was no reason why they would have expected me 

to do well. Having not raced since a 132-miler in Cambodia eight 

months before, I felt I had become a forgotten nobody, and I didn’t 

blame them for passing me over.

I was annoyed with myself. I’d started running only three 

years earlier but already had enjoyed a few podium results. Coming 

to the sport so late, I knew I had only a tiny window in which to 

prove myself, and taking eight months off to recover had felt like a 

waste of precious time.

Before the briefing we had a kit check to make sure we each had 

the mandatory equipment required for the race. Even though we 

carry all the food, bedding, and clothes we will need for the entire 

six- stage, seven- day race, the aim is to keep our bag weights to a 

minimum. For me, that means no change of clothes, no sleeping 

mat, and no books or smartphone to keep me entertained at the 

end of the race. All I bring is a sleeping bag, a single set of clothes, 

and the absolute minimum amount of food I can get away with. I 

bank on 2,000 calories a day, even though I know I’ll burn closer 

to 5,000. I return home looking like death, but the lighter bag is 

worth it.

Later that day we were boarded onto buses and taken to the site 

where the race would begin, a couple of hours outside of Hami. I 

made small talk with a guy next to me, but mainly I kept quiet and 

tried to block out the noise of the three guys who had come from 

Macau behind me who were laughing and talking loudly the whole 

way. I turned around and half- smiled at them a few times, hoping 

that they’d pick up on my subtle hint for them to shut up. They 
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just grinned back and carried on with their party. By the time we 

stopped, I was pretty fed up and hoping to get off and find some 

peace and quiet to start mentally preparing for the race ahead.

The locals put on a beautiful exhibition of regional dancing 

and horse riding, including a game that looked like polo but was 

being played with a dead sheep. I snuck off to find the tent I’d be 

staying in to claim my spot. On most multi- stage ultras, runners 

get assigned tent mates to camp with throughout the race. You 

never know who you’re going to get, but you can at least make sure 

you don’t get stuck with a terrible sleeping spot.

I stood in the old army surplus tent and wondered where to put 

myself. I never liked being near the door because of the draft, and 

the back of the tent often got a little cold too. I decided to chance 

it and take a spot in the middle, hoping that my fellow campers 

wouldn’t keep me awake by snoring or making a fuss.

I gave my kit a final check as the first three tent mates arrived. 

They looked sound enough and didn’t cause a ruckus as they chose 

their spots.

My heart sank when I heard the sound of laughter, looked up, 

and saw the three guys from Macau walking in.

Even though it was summer, the temperature was noticeably colder 

when the sun started to set. The local mayor gave a speech that 

I couldn’t understand, but the display of Mongolian dancing and 

high- speed horse riding was enough to keep me occupied for a 

while. Some of the runners were sitting around, eating their evening 

meals, but I wandered around. I got sidetracked looking at Tommy 

Chen’s film crew, but soon enough I was thinking about getting 

back to the tent. When people started asking one another what type 
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of shoes they were running in, how much their bags weighed, or 

whether they’d brought any extra supplies, it was definitely my cue 

to leave. Getting involved in those kinds of conversations on the day 

before a race starts is never a good idea. The minute you encounter 

someone who is doing something different, you’ll end up doubting 

yourself.

I checked my watch— six thirty. Time to eat. Even though 

waiting can be hard when I’m nervous and it’s dark already, I 

always make sure I eat at the right time the night before each day’s 

race. You don’t want to eat too early and have your body consum-

ing the calories before you’re actually running.

I got my food, climbed into my sleeping bag, and ate in silence 

in the tent.

I made sure I was asleep before anyone else came back.

Finding_Gobi_Text.indd   21Finding_Gobi_Text.indd   21 20/04/2017   16:1520/04/2017   16:15



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 10%)
  /CalRGBProfile (Editing space)
  /CalCMYKProfile (ISOcoated_v2_300_eci_hcp.icc)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends false
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 524288
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize false
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (None)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 350
  /ColorImageDepth 8
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.28286
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /FlateEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 350
  /GrayImageDepth 8
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.28286
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /FlateEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1270
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 2.51969
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /PDFX1a:2001
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError false
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox false
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (HCP ISO Coated v2 300% ECI)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<
    /ENU ()
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2540 2540]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice




