
Arrowhead 135 2022: Mashed Potatoes and Smashed Knees 
by Tristan Carlson 

 
 The Arrowhead 135 is a 135-mile fat bike, ski, or running race from International Falls, MN to 
Tower, MN along the David Dill Arrowhead State Trail, with 7100 feet of climbingΦ LǘΩǎ ƘŜƭŘ ȅŜŀǊƭȅ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 
last Monday through Wednesday in January, when the temperatures are typically at their coldest. -40°F 
is not unusualΤ ŀǎ L ǿǊƛǘŜ ǘƘƛǎΣ ƛǘΩǎ -42°F at the airport there.  
 Because I am not a clever man, I decided to try to get in for the 2022 editionΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀ ƭƻǘǘŜǊȅ ǘƻ 
enter, which includes submitting a resumŜ ƻŦ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ can take care 
of yourself and ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ǿƻƴΩǘ ŦǊŜŜȊŜ ǘƻ ŘŜŀǘƘΦ LΩǾŜ ƻƴƭȅ ōŜŜƴ ǊƛŘƛƴƎ ǳƭǘǊŀ ŜƴŘǳǊŀƴŎŜ ǊŀŎŜǎ ŦƻǊ ŀ ŎƻǳǇƭŜ 
of years and figured my odds of getting an entry were low. However, a couple days after submitting my 
entry (early September), I received a confirmation email, accepted the entry, and was in! I had another 
very big race coming up that I had to focus on (the Marji Gesick 100), so I ordered a -40°F sleeping bag, 
booked rooms in International Falls and Tower, and pushed Arrowhead to the back of my mind for a 
couple of weeks.  
 After finishing Marji, I focused on training and gear preparation for Arrowhead. I had a solid 
base of training from Marji: LΩŘ ōŜŜƴ ŦƻŎǳǎƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘŜŎƘƴƛŎŀƭ ǎƛƴƎƭŜǘǊŀŎƪ ŀƴŘ Ŏƭƛmbing since the end of 
March, as well as regular weight training (mostly for injury prevention). Arrowhead is entirely on 
snowmobile trail, which is quite a change from the singletrack of Marji. I had three and a half months to 
prepare, and I think I used it well. I took a couple weeks to recover and ride some gravel events, then 
ōǳŎƪƭŜŘ Řƻǿƴ ǘƻ ǘǊŀƛƴΦ Lǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǎǘŀǊǘ ǎƴƻǿƛƴƎ until mid-December, but before then, I continued to focus 
on singletrack and climbing. I also had to buy various pieces of required gear and cold-weather gear (and 
learn how to use them). There is a pretty extensive list of required gear for the race: -20°F rated sleeping 
bag, a bivy sack, an insulated sleeping pad, a stove & fuel (that work at -40°F), insulated water 
containers, 3000 edible calories at the finish, etc.  

 



 Once it snowed and the temperature dropped, I aimed to train on the coldest days. The best I 
was able to get was a few fat bike rides at -17°F and a commute to work at -22°F. None of my training 
ǊƛŘŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ƭƻƴƎΣ Ƴƻǎǘƭȅ му ǘƻ нр ƳƛƭŜǎΣ ōǳǘ ŀǘ ŀ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ƛƴǘŜƴǎƛǘȅ ǘƘŀƴ LΩŘ ōŜ ǊŀŎƛƴƎ !ǊǊƻǿƘŜŀŘ 
at. I also experimented with strapping gear to the bike in different configurations and practiced setting 
up my stove and sleeping setup in the field at -5°F in the middle of a singletrack ride once.  
 Before I signed up for Arrowhead, I also signed up for the St. Croix 40, which is intended as an 
!ǊǊƻǿƘŜŀŘ ǇǊŜǇ ǊŀŎŜΦ LǘΩǎ ŀōƻǳǘ пл ƳƛƭŜǎΣ ǿƛǘƘ мнлл ŦŜŜǘ ƻŦ ŎƭƛƳōƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ ǘǿƻ ƎŜŀǊ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ 
checkpoints. You start the race in your sleeping setup, then pack it back on your bike and ride off. 
Halfway through the course, you stop, set up your stove, and bring cold water to a boil. It was held two 
ǿŜŜƪǎ ōŜŦƻǊŜ !ǊǊƻǿƘŜŀŘ ǘƘƛǎ ȅŜŀǊΣ ŀƴŘ LΩƳ ǾŜǊȅ ƎƭŀŘ L ŘƛŘ ƛǘΤ ƛǘ ōǳƛƭǘ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ 
ŀƴŘ ōƛƪŜ ǎŜǘǳǇΣ ŀƴŘ L ƭŜŀǊƴŜŘ ŀ ŦŜǿ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǿƻǊƪΦ ¢ƛǇΥ DŀǊŘŜǘǘƻǎ ŀǊŜ ŘŜƭƛŎƛƻǳǎΣ ōǳt at 10°F, 
they turn into razor blades that will slice your mouth and throat up.  
 My friend Will and I drove up to International Falls the Saturday before the race. He wants to do 
the race next year and came up to support me and see how it all works. I was glad to have company and 
ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ǘƻ ŘǊƛǾŜ ƳŜ ƘƻƳŜ ǿƘŜƴ L ǿŀǎ ōǊƻƪŜƴ ŀŦǘŜǊǿŀǊŘǎΦ ²Ŝ ƭŜŦǘ {ǘΦ tŀǳƭ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘŜƴ ƻΩŎƭƻŎƪ 
and arrived in International Falls at about four, then went straight to gear check. I passed with flying 
ŎƻƭƻǊǎΦ LΩŘ ǇŀŎƪŜŘ ŀƭƭ Ƴȅ required gear separately in a big Tupperware container, so I could easily show 
all of it at once. I picked up my bibs, listened to the rules, got a T-shirt, and picked an impressive flask 
and shot glass set for my swag bag. We checked into our hotel (Days Inn, about a mile and a half from 
ǘƘŜ ǊŀŎŜ ǎǘŀǊǘύ ǿŀǘŎƘŜŘ ōŀŘ ƘƻǘŜƭ ¢± ό/ht{ ōǳǘ ƛǘΩǎ ¢ŜȄŀǎ ƎŀƳŜ ǿŀǊŘŜƴǎύ ŀƴŘ ŀǘŜ ǎŀƴŘǿƛŎƘŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ 
Chocolate Moose restaurant next door.  

 
 The next morning, I packed my bike. Then unpacked it, took some stuff out, and packed it again. 
¢ƘŜƴ ŀŘŘŜŘ ǎƻƳŜ ǎǘǳŦŦ ōŀŎƪ ƛƴΦ wƛƴǎŜ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǇŜŀǘΦ ²Ŝ ƘŀŘ {ŀƳƳȅΩǎ tƛȊȊŀ ŦƻǊ ƭǳƴŎƘΣ ǘƻ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƻǾŜǊƭƻŀŘ ƻƴ 
carbs, and checked out the start (Kerry Park Arena, in downtown International Falls). The trail conditions 
looked OK; it was about 15°F, and the snow was firm and packed. After lunch, we continued to watch 



bad hotel TV (a tuna fishing reality TV show, motocross racing, and about three quarters of the new 
Mortal Kombat movie) before heading over to the pre-ǊŀŎŜ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ ŀǘ ŦƻǳǊ ƻΩŎƭƻŎƪΦ YŜƴ Yrueger, the 
race director, went over the race rules and asked us very nicely to please not get run over by 
snowmobiles. Afterwards, there was a to-go spaghetti dinner that gave me flashbacks to elementary 
school. I packed up all my non-racing gear, read for a couple hours, and was in bed by 8:30. 

 
 bƻǊƳŀƭƭȅ LΩƳ ƴŜǊǾƻǳǎ ǘƘŜ ƴƛƎƘǘ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ŀ ōƛƎ ǊŀŎŜΣ ōǳǘ L ǎƭŜǇǘ ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎƛƴƎƭȅ ǿŜƭƭΦ Lǘ ǘƻƻƪ ŀ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǘƻ 
Ŧŀƭƭ ŀǎƭŜŜǇΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜƴ L ōƭƛƴƪŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǎ ŀǿŀƪŜƴŜŘ ōȅ Ƴȅ ŀƭŀǊƳ ŀǘ ŦƛǾŜ ƻΩŎƭƻŎƪΦ L ŀǘŜ Ƴȅ ǇǊŜ-race breakfast 
(chocolate chip banana bread and clementines), got dressed, and biked over to the start at 6:30. The 
ōƛƪŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŦŜŜƭ ǘƻƻ ƘŜŀǾȅ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǾŜƳŜƴǘ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƻǿƴΦ It was about 15°F, with the high for the day 
(and the following night) a steady 25°F. Once I arrived at the start, I check in, confirmed that I was biking 
όȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ŎƘƻƻǎŜ ȅƻǳǊ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ƻŦ ǇǊƻǇǳƭǎƛƻƴ ǳƴǘƛƭ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǊǘύΣ ŀƴŘ ŀŘŘŜŘ ǎƻƳŜ ŀƛǊ ǘƻ Ƴȅ ǘƛǊŜǎΦ 
Will came over to see me off and took a last few pictures that would do well at my memorial service if I 
froze to death.  



 

 



 
 I lined up at the beginning of the trail with the other racers, and with some surprisingly large 
fireworks, we were off. I positioned myself near the back of the pack and started spinning at a 
comfortable 8-9mph, which was ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘƭȅ ŦŀǎǘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ LΩŘ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘΦ aȅ Ǝƻŀƭ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǊŀŎŜ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ǎǘŀȅ ŀǘ 
a low effort until past the 3rd checkpoint, where I would let myself cut loose if I still felt like it.  
 The first section of trail was straight and flat for almost nine miles. There were a few road 
crossings very near the start, but then it settled into a comfortable rhythm. I hung onto the back of a 
small group, using them to pace myself until the starting nerves calmed down. Most people were riding 
a line on the far right side of the trail, so it was well-ǇŀŎƪŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǎƳƻƻǘƘΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ L ƭŜŀǊƴŜŘ 
during St. Croix: always ride where someone else has already ridden. Even if there is only one other set 
of tracks there, it will be significantly easier than breaking your own trail. About 20 minutes in, the first 
skier passed me, skating along at 10 or 12 mph like she was out for a stroll. I saw her once again at 
Gateway, the first checkpoint, and never again. She went on to set a new overall ski course record.  


