Greetings.
As I contemplate how to document an experience that is very hard to describe or even express, I realize that unless you’ve been there, or in a similar experience, you may not understand the experience I’m trying to document.  For those that have not had these experiences, I will attempt to show you the passion, enjoyment, and adventure that can happen if you open the mind and body to new adventures beyond what you think you’re capable of. I also wonder if I really writing this note to my grandchildren, that are yet to be, and may never know me. For I know that Denise will be scrap booking these adventures.
This is my epic experience with a human powered winter ultra marathon in northern Minnesota. The event is called the Arrowhead Ultra 135 http://www.arrowheadultra.com/ . It is similar to the Alaska version of the Iditasport and the sister race to the Death Valley 135 (BadWater135) that occurs in the heat of the summer. 

The purpose is to push the mind and body to complete 135 miles via running, skiing, or biking on a snowmobile trail from International Falls (Canada border) to the MN iron range. The course follows a remote, scenic, hilly, State multi-purpose trail under extreme winter conditions the first Monday of February. The temps each year have been below -20F at some point during the 60 hour allotted time to finish. I want to express the word remote. For to understand the remoteness of the event you begin to understand the risk participants take if something were to go wrong along the course.
Fifty five people from 6 countries competed, not for money or fame or gold medals, but for the love of the outdoors, the adventure of pushing their mental and physical limits, their love for life and nature, and the desire to be a part of it. I can attest that these people are not crazy, nor sick. Every person has a story. They all have some experience with camping, athletics, and hopefully winter survival. I find that when I’m around them, I feel more normal. Typically only 20% cross the finish line each year. The rest are still winners in my book just for attempting the epic adventure.
You may think that this race is about the physical challenge, and it is, but is way more mental than physical, at least for me. You see, the risk is real, a few before have lost toes to amputation, and some to just frostbite and its lingering effects. Some have succumbed to hyperthermia and been snatched to safety by snowmobilers. This just makes each person prepare and pack emergency gear accordingly. We each bring around 15-30 lbs of gear to survive (-20F sleeping bag, bivy sack, food, water, a stove and pot to melt snow for water, and some extra clothes just in case). This means my winter bike loaded with full panniers weighs 60lbs. The skiers and runners pull snow sleds behind them to carry the gear.
For me, I choose to bike the trail, which is hard packed snow with a 1-2 inch layer of loose soft snow churned up by the snowmobile tracks. At least it was this year. The bike is a special snow bike with 4 inch wide tires and low air pressure so it can roll on top of the packed trail without breaking through the snow. That’s the idea anyway. Can you imagine the high rolling resistance of biking on snow, especially a heavy bike. I’ve been biking on this snow bike since September preparing for this race and have ridden 500+ miles (100hours) on it. But in December, I lost my interest in long distance riding. The predawn -10F 4-5 hr training rides were boring me and biking was not fun.  I felt like I was getting a lobotomy. I had other priorities in life, namely family and work, and juggling my selfish desires for adventure were taking a deserved third or fourth seat. I decided to ride shorter 30 minute commutes to work more frequently, with greater intensity, and it greatly helped my sanity. However, my desire to compete in this race vanished. Maybe it was the mind telling me I was a poser, not capable of the challenge. Either way, I had so many excuses, like the risk was too high, or the course too long, I just have a lot of other higher priorities than myself in the winter, or the fact that I had never ridden beyond 12 straight hrs before. Whatever the reason, I decided that I would show up at the start line, and see how it goes. I’ve done that before and it always works. It’s a metaphor for my life, get yourself into the game (work, construction, building projects, or whatever…) and I usually come out smelling like a rose using brain and brawn. My new goal was to get to the half way point. That would be about 3X longer than my longest training ride and be quite an achievement; especially considering none of my training rides included a loaded bike.
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Now for the race.

The race started at dawn Monday 4Feb08. It was a balmy 20F with light wind. Dave P, Charlie, Dave S and I rode together on the first 20 miles which was fairly firm trail. We formed a paceline at around 11mph which is absolutely cruising on a 60 lb snow bike. We passed by all the runners and most of the skiers. The bike and clothing was working fine except for my vision was going in my right eye. It was milky white and completely out of focus. So I continued on with one eye and without the benefit of depth perception.  That pace was too high for me to continue so Dave P and Charlie went ahead. I settled into a comfortable pace and was constantly trying to find the hardest spot on the trail with the least rolling resistance. I came upon Lance A, no not THAT Lance A from the TourDeFrance, and he was having a harder time on a skinnier tire than mine. The temps were rising and the snow getting softer. I had to stop and let out some air pressure to float more. That increases rolling resistance, but is a necessary evil. At the first check point (CP), 35 miles and 4 hrs into the race, the gear Nazi, Don Clark, was asking me how I was feeling and wished me well to the finish. Don is one of those people I liked from the first time I met him 2 yrs ago. A man I wish I could get to know more about.  I replied to him, that I did not know if I had the mental capacity to push beyond the halfway point into the remote second half and the night. The lovely Mary Pramann looked at my eye and said it all looked normal so whatever it was, I would worry about it later. I refilled my camelback with water and Sustained Energy powder drink mix and observed I should increase water intake ‘cause I only drank about 12oz/hr. I was planning to get about 200 cal/hr out of my drink mix, but if I was sipping that little water, then my calorie intake would be too low as well. I supplemented my liquid calories with some GORP and bites of bagel sandwiches.
Here’s a pic of Dave Pramann & myself (Gregg Pattison) at the start.
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Drinking more meant I had to pee, which is a good thing. However, my unit was white on the tip and peeing hurt just a little so that meant I needed to increase blood flow by getting out of the saddle more often, or stuff an extra sock down there like a lonely man on the singles dance floor, but in this case it was to prevent frostbite or sleepiness. Another first time experience.  
Charlie and I traded places a few times while I stopped to pee and grab some bites of hard almost frozen food. Charlie was on a bike with too small of tires to float on the snow, and he was working so much harder than I. He was hurting and cramping, so I gave him some of my precious few electrolyte pills and encouraged him to let out more air from his tires to attempt to float more often. He’s such a funny and happy man. It’s always enjoyable riding w/ him.  

By mile 50 or so the trail stopped being flat and we started to curve and get a few hills. I was starting to find the equilibrium point were my energy level was no longer continuing on a downward dive. My pain or hurt level was rising and stabilizing. This is the point in an endurance athlete when you have hit the level of hurt that you can sustain for a long time. I was 6-8 hrs into the race by now. I was about 4 hrs to the mid point and the last place of civilization prior to the finish line. I rode for two more hours at this level of hurt and knew I could sustain this forever, with a little help from Ibuprofen. THEN I KNEW THAT MY GOAL WAS NO LONGER THE HALFWAY CP. I WAS RIDING TO FINISH!  I was riding strong. I had a great attitude. I loved being outdoors. And I loved being on the bike. I started envisioning the sense of accomplishment to finish this ride 16hrs away, one hour at a time. I wanted to call my friend Tom Quinn who bet me a beer that I couldn’t finish, just to tell him to put it on ice.  This was my moment of metamorphosis. I was mentally transformed and it was SO fitting that it happened in just before the next section of trail. The last 15 miles into the halfway CP is soooo beautiful. The terrain is rolling, and there are vistas, valleys, and creeks that are still flowing. Many sections are just adjacent to ponds and swamps where one can imagine moose, deer, wolves. It’s so peaceful without mosquitoes.  That section is the highlight of the trail for me. The second time I’ve ridden it.
When I got to the halfway CP, I knew it was just a stop to get some food, resupply my camelback, and change a few under layers for the cooler night ahead. I was in 5th place. I was loving life and glad to be here. Adrenaline is such a wonderful drug.
What I wasn’t ready for at the check point, was to see other riders hurting so much. There was carnage in that place. One guy cramping. Another lying on the floor and not acknowledging my presence. More riders and skiers came in and they all looked beat, except for a few. Phillip, a skier came in and I was so impressed with his athletic ability to ski 7 mph for 10 hrs with a heavy backpack, I let him know it. He had a Euro accent but I did not have time to know his story. I later learned that he considers himself an “earthlete” not an athlete, cool. As I left the CP a new guy, Don Navy Man Gabrielson asked to join me into the night. It was 8 pm. We were leaving for the hardest half of the race and the hills of the iron range that lie ahead. I was having one problem, my crotch was raw from saddle sores and abrasion. I loaded in more chamois butter and lived with the pain. It would be days later before the scabs healed. The guys at the CP talked about the lead rider who came in hours ago and left in 19 minutes. That was my training partner, the infamous Dave Pramann who has a big S on his chest, a cape off his back, and posted the fastest course record yrs ago. He’s on his way to beat it or die trying. As we left the CP, Don says to me, “I bet know one leaves that place tonight, we’re on our own.” 
I would be remiss, if I did not explain the psychological impact of the last half of the trail. It is remote. It is hilly and tiring. It is night and the temps will be falling. There is no place to bail out and go to a warm cabin. You’re on your own.  The struggle between the mind and the body is “Am I willing to leave a warm cabin and its security for the unknown adventure ahead?” And you know what? I’m saying, “Bring it on!” Days or months before, I would’ve never thought I would be at that mental readiness. But my body is feeling better than I could’ve hoped for, my attitude is great, and there is not even a thought in my mind that I’m not going on. What a change in me. It was really a moment of personal satisfaction, my mental metamorphosis. I came for the challenge and the adventure, and my body was way more ready than I would’ve thought. I hope I do not forget that moment. I think that is why I document this adventure with so much detail.
Just before we leave, I asked Charlie and Josh for some last minute advice on the best techniques for bivying out, just in case. I brought stuff to light a fire if I need to dry out my damp clothes prior to jumping into my bivy sack, if needed. Charlie gave me a huge compliment as I headed out. He said, “Someone give Gregg a pee test”…at least I took it as a compliment.
Winter riding is all about moisture management in your clothes. The body produces heat. If I insulate it too much because I want to be warmer, the opposite happens and I sweat more and get wetter and wetter, which ultimately leads to colder and colder via evaporation.  So the trick is to have the right amount of very breathable layers that wick away the moisture. As the temps drop, then you have to add more layers of insulation to combat the cold. The problem comes in when you have to stop producing heat for any reason (flat tire, too tired or too sore to continue). Now you need to have some extra clothes to protect from hypothermia. I was not taking too many chances and did bring an extra hat, gloves, and wind proof top and pant to stop evaporation if needed, they were all packed right next to the kitchen sink. 

I have a LED light that shines into the night, but it does not look ahead more than 30 ft. I also have flashing red LED lights, front and back, and reflective clothing so any snowmobilers can see us on the trail.

Don was struggling coming out of the CP. He was not able to maintain the pace he was used to prior to the CP. He’s smart enough to know his nutrition was off, and he was trying to catch up on it. He was slowing down to prevent a bonk. I would lead into the night, and occasionally look over my shoulder to see if he was still there. I would stop and let him catch-up, then go on. This yo-yoing happened many times.  Each time I would stop, I would start to chill. I needed to keep moving. So I started to soft pedal more while I waited. Then it happened. He never did catch up. I stopped for what seemed like 5 minutes and was contemplating continuing on but decided I needed to know if something went seriously wrong and I rode back to check in w/ Don. Don was in trouble. He had a flat tire, and his only air pump broke. He mentioned how screwed he was and then we filled up that tire with my air pump and all was happy again. I was reminded of a lesson that is a metaphor for my life. It would be a hollow victory if we succeed on our own selfish desires at the expense of those around us. This applies to my family and my co-workers. You see, I cannot achieve happiness unless my family is happy. What good does it do to be an over achieving employee, if you stepped on others while climbing the corporate ladder. That path leads to loneliness, and I do not choose it.  Off course, I’m not racing tonight. The race is over, I’m out for a midnight stroll through the woods, working my way to the personal satisfaction of a finish.
The good news is Don’s stomach had time to settle while we fixed his bike. His energy was beginning to come back. I mentioned before that we had worked our way into the hills. It was around midnight and we’d been riding for 16 hours and the race winner Dave Pramann just finished before last call at the Lodge. We have 7-8hrs to go. The 50 or so hills are relentless, steep, and tiring. Each hill requires a dismount and kicking my heels into to snow to make a step to push the 60lb bike. On one particular hill Charlie Farrow appears from behind. He said he’s been trying to catch us since the CP and he’s bushed. He rides with us for a while, but eventually he looks me in the eye and says we should go on without him.  Charlie decides to bivy out and rest his body. This man impresses me. He is a very tough competitor (top 10% in most races) and this race is his favorite of the year. He lives and dreams of the A135 which he fondly calls “his Big Dance”, so you begin to understand how tough it is for him not to meet his expectations. If he had a fat tire bike, or CLOWN BIKE as he describes them, he be at the finish line by now. His personality is always upbeat and infectious.  Later we learn that Dave Simmons and Josh Peterson also bivied out for the night.
Don is now settling in to a good pace and we are a good match for riding together. At times were close enough together to chat about family, work, life, passions. A bond is forming. I think I see Christ living in him, for how else can a person develop his kind of character if left to our selfish ways. I don’t mention it. 

It has been lightly snowing since 6p and I’ve been seeing fresh wolf tracks in packs of three or four all night. They are walking just ahead of us, then they jump off the trail and into the forest around us. An hour later, another set of tracks appear. As I ride by their exit point I glance into the woods wondering if I’ll see the reflection of their eyes. I wonder if all the urine marks on the side of the trail are the wolves marking their territory as to let us know that this is their turf. Just one time I pee’d on top of their yellow snow just to play with their mind… 
I’ve been drinking well, eating a bite of that wonderful bagel sandwich, an occasional Hammer gel. My nutrition is rock solid like it always is. I sewed up insulated bags out of window treatment fabric to keep the fluids warm and it is working wonderfully. I also sewed up a frame pack in the front triangle which was carrying spare clothes. I also welded up a titanium stem and a steel 4130 crankset with reduced Q factor (my feet are 3/4 inch closer together) and have a pair of John Evingson 4130 racks and front fork. My body is in a zone of constant hurt that I can sustain until the end. I pound out of the saddle to keep blood flowing to different muscles, including the middle one that had a white tip. I still cannot see out of the right eye. My heart rate has been around 140bpm or so which is 3x my resting rate of 46bpm. There is no Zen, and surprisingly there are no moments of depression that I’ve experienced during other loooong rides. I am truly enjoying the adventure and love riding the bike. The night and the snow is soooo quiet. I feel like Darth Vader in my outfit only hearing my breathing and my heart. I am bombing the downhills. Imagine over running your headlights by 3 times. Whatever these lights shine onto at 20mph is exactly what I’m going hit. There is no time to move around any obstacle that shows up in the light. I flew over the bars twice during the night while the front wheel dug into soft snow. I have a map and compass and each participant needs to navigate the course. There are numerous spur trails that could confuse a rider and the correct navigation must be made. Don is a gadget guy and his GPS is counting down the miles. He wants to finish in under 24 hrs, and it will be close. Don tells me that I started the race a half hour after him, so if we finish together, I would receive the higher placement. He’s cool with that. A volunteer snomo stops us around 02:30a and it is Chad. He advises the 2nd and 3rd place have finished by now and we are in 4th and 5th place.  We are doing well and advise him to check in on Charlie as Chad heads toward the halfway point from the finish.
We finally finished the hills and the trail is flat and we do not need to dismount. We pick-up the pace now and make good progress to the finish. I was real glad for Don’s navigation at one trail intersection which was not on the map and was not marked. Don knew the area and knew which way to go. I was later to find that this intersection caused many a racer to go astray last year.
The air was cool (8F) and I had switched over to warmer gloves, hat, and zipped the jacket all the way. We finally came to the last hill which is very steep. If I had crampons, I may have used them. I kicked a foot hold with each step to push the bike up the hill. I should add that our lights do not show how high or long a hill is. We just put out heads down and climb. When the climbing is easier we know we’re on top. Once on top we could see the glow of the city of Cook in the distant SW and our first glimpse of civilization in 9 hrs. It was around 5a.m. We bombed down the back side of that hill and onto the last 24 miles of the course which is FLAT. We added more air to our tires to help decrease rolling resistance because the trail was firmer and we picked up one mph according to gadget Don’s GPS. My batteries in my main light are done and I switch to my smaller head lamp. With first morning light just occurring I ask Don to take his first pull of the night and to pick the best lines thru the snow trail as I was struggling with vision from one eye, a dim light, and the morning light in front of us. He pulls hard to the finish. Don was very happy with that progress and we made the finish line just after 7 a.m. with the glow of daybreak in our faces. It was a great accomplishment for Don to finish 8 minutes before 24 hrs and in 5th place. I finished 4th at 23:30. We joined an elite group of 5 other riders in the last 4 years to complete this race in under 24 hrs. Very Satifying! Very hard work. And Whoa, what a mental game.  We congratulated the prior finishers who were waking up at the lodge and quickly toasted our achievement with the smoothest shot of whiskey I ever tasted…or was it the ambiance that made it so good? 
Gregg Pattison – Arrowhead finisher 2008 
Post race Epilog:
My eye sight came back after a night of good rest. The eye Doc thought the eye was trying to protect itself from exposure with a layer of milky film.

It took three days for the stiffness in my legs to go away. My back was in great shape and my core strength was fine. My pecks and triceps felt like they had been used because some of the leg strength has to go thru the core body and out the arms into the bars.  I did have very bad case of monkey butt.  I did not feel exhausted for working hard for 24hrs and was able to think and multitask thru the night and at the finish. 
What did I learn? Well I learned a bit more about character, courage, strength, nutrition, determination, and how to face my fears. I’m reminded that the human body is a wonderful machine, that the outdoors in a snowy winter is really beautiful. I learned to live life, fulfill my desire for adventure, for the moment. I know I’m ready to find a 24hr adventure racing team if I could find the time in my family life. I also find that I’m less tolerant of petty obstacles. I wonder if that is good when dealing with my small children and their problems.
Did you really read this whole darn thing?

