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Yukon Arctic Ultra Feb 2019 

Attempt at 430 miles by MTB – 300+ miles covered 

Pre-race 

I usually arrive at a race under-trained – life just gets in the way. This time I arrived in Whitehorse 

reasonably well-trained physically but poorly organised, and with my heart back in the UK.  The final 

decision to travel to Whitehorse was only taken a week before the race and starting the race was 

dependent on carrying a satellite phone so I had ready access to home.  

Super mechanic Mark Redwood set up the bike, brakes 

and gears  for me. Gear lever on the’ wrong’ side and 

brakes reversed so I could make most used of the 

strength left in my arthritic hands. He also disassembled 

the bike and carefully packed it in the cardboard bike box. 

Gary Smith kindly gave me and all the baggage a lift to 

Heathrow where I met Marianne Heading (300, foot). 

Security at Heathrow decided the bike box needed a 

manual search and everything had to come out, so much 

for the careful packing. It was very good-natured and searches need to be done. Flights and transfers 

were uneventful and surprisingly all baggage arrived safely in Whitehorse the same time as I did. 

Then off to my usual room at the Coast High Country Inn – still can’t quite get used to having the 

bath in the bedroom! 

The following days saw several treks down to the bike shop, Icycle. They winterised the bike, but also 

returned the gear and brake levers to a ‘normal’ position. It took two visits to get it right, and then a 

third the day before the race when I tried to move the gear lever so I could change gear more easily 

and couldn’t get it back on. Thankfully Icycle sorted it, and padded the handlebars so the pogies 

worked well. And didn’t charge me.  

Food shopping, food sorting, drop bag packing and re-

packing all took time – and with a brain which between 

jet lag and my concerns at home seemed to have 

deserted me! The satellite phone arrived – not 

lightweight and needed to be kept warm so it would be 

interesting working out how to carry that. 

Eventually I was packed and as ready as I would ever be. 

Now for some much-needed sleep before the start.  
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Leg 1 – Whitehorse to Muktak Adventures (about 20 miles) 

Race day dawned early at 1.30am with bad news from home - the loss of a much loved pet. I knew 

the impact this would have on the family and every part of me wanted to go home immediately. But 

I also knew God wanted me to start this race. 

 

It was a very tough decision whether to start or to go home and I was very grateful for the prayer 

support from around the world. Since I couldn’t get home in the time it would take me to get to 

Braeburn I decided to start anyway. 

I started the race right at the back to 

take all pressure off. This made for 

some interestingly slow (and wobbly) 

riding along the frozen Yukon but it was 

easier to pass people once we turned 

off onto the Takhini river. 

 

I slipped easily into my usual routine of 

monitoring core temperature, 

extremities and effort, keeping my 

mouth and nose constantly covered and 

walking intermittently to keep my feet 

warm.   

 

 

I arrived at Muktak late afternoon. The walk from the river 

up to checkpoint was across soft and heavy snow - sign of 

things to come. This was not a remote checkpoint but we 

were not allowed to go inside other than for the 

mandatory medical check for frostbite, over-sweating and 

general welfare. After the medical check (my toes were 

cold but otherwise ok), some hot food and refilling my 

thermos flasks I was back on the Takhini river again 

because I wanted to get off it and heading north before 

night fell and the temperatures dropped. I was a bit 

surprised about the cold feet – I had been walking 

regularly keep them warm. 

 

 

Leg 2 – Muktak to Dog Grave Lake (approx. 36 miles) 

After 11 or 12 miles I left the river heading for Dog Grave Lake. The flat section was over and the 

climbs started. These were gradual at first but then steeper but the trail was good and apart from 

the hills, I was able to ride much of it. My cold-induced asthma started on the hills so I slowed down 

on the climbs, stopping frequently to get my breath.  
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Then it started to snow. Not heavily, but steadily and continuously. The trail was about to get worse. 

Eventually at some point during the 

night I pushed the bike up the last 

steep hill to the Dog Grave Lake 

checkpoint. This is a remote checkpoint 

with a couple of wall tents. There was 

nowhere to go inside apart from for 

the medical check. But it did have hot 

food and drinks, and welcoming 

volunteers.  

 

The medical check was fine – even my base layer was still dry so I must be doing something right! 

With the snow falling I decided to keep moving, pedalling and walking through the night.  

  

Leg 3 – Dog Grave Lake to Braeburn (35 miles) 

The leg to Braeburn is familiar, and one of my favourites. Snow was still falling but the trail was 

good. I rode, walked and pushed through the night and into the dawn. The endless trees before 

Braeburn seemed endless as ever but some local people had come out to see me in, and I realised 

with much surprise that, briefly, I was leading the 430 race! 

 

The last mile into Braeburn is the sting in the tail, with twists, turns 

and some hideous short sharp climbs but I was pleased I managed 

them all without having to unload the bike and take the kit up 

separately, a minor triumph! 

 

I arrived at Braeburn to again be welcomed by the amazing 

volunteers. Medical check, gallons of tea, an enormous Braeburn 

Lodge meal and I hung my damp clothes to dry. Then off to sleep on 

a real bed in one of the cabins. I woke when Marianne Heading 

arrived. I collected my gear, ate an enormous breakfast and, since 

there was no further news from home I got ready to leave, intending 

to see the sun rise over the hills. 

 

Leg 4 – Braeburn to Ken Lake (44 miles) 

I left for Ken Lake just before dawn, but riding was very hard going. I realised from the excessive 

bounce I had a flat tyre (back tyre, of course) and returned to Braeburn. I was tubeless but I’ve never 

had to go from tubeless to tube before so wanted advice before attempting to break the seal. I 

phoned a couple of friends in the UK on the satellite phone but they didn’t know either but one of 

the volunteers, Tamara, was a very competent local mountain biker and happy to help. Blowing up 
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the big tyre with my tiny pump took some time - and the pump 

broke. Eventually, five hours later, I was good to go. 

 

Out on the trail I heard a shout, and looked behind to see a dog 

team racing towards me on a very narrow trail. I moved as far to 

the edge as I could and the musher expertly guided the dogs 

through, warning me a second team was on its way. I wish I’d 

had the camera ready! 

 

Further on I met the only other biker, Juan Carlos Najera (MTB 

300), heading back to Braeburn with frostbite on his fingers. His 

race was over. 

 

The Yukon Quest dog teams hadn’t been on this trail because conditions were too poor for them - 

and it was immediately obvious why not. This leg was a mixture of the best and worst of the trail 

with many lakes which were rideable and sections between which were very uneven, covered in 

clumps of vegetation, branches and tree trunks. Riding was impossible and walking was very hard 

going.  

 

The lakes were rideable if a bit heavy going 

with the new snow, but my left foot in 

particular kept getting cold and I had to get 

off and walk. I was a bit surprised because 

temperatures weren’t that low at around -28 

degrees. 

 

Between the lakes the portages were hell 

with clumps of vegetation barely covered in 

snow and ankle and tyre trapping spaces in 

between. When you put your foot and/or the 

tyre down you had no idea whether you 

would sink 2 inches or 2 feet. Totally unrideable and pushing the bike through it was like trying to 

tame a bucking bronco. My shoulders were toast by the time I reached Ken Lake. 

 

On this leg the sheer size the size and magnificence of this land is overwhelming. The frozen lakes 

are endless, and so beautiful, the twisting portages between the lakes so narrow, tortuous and often 

steep. But they are also surprisingly beautiful like a fairy winter wonderland. 

 

At last I reached the remote checkpoint at Ken Lake and the volunteers were very welcoming.There 

was a warm wall tent to dry clothes and eat in, excellent hot food and a chance to bivy outside by 

the fire.  
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Leg 5 - Ken Lake to Carmacks (35 miles) 

This was another section not covered by the Quest because of poor trail. And I wished we hadn’t 

done it either! 

 

The first 15 miles were similar to the previous 40 – lakes interspersed with steep climbs and winding 

trails. The lakes were rideable although I was surprised at how difficult it was to keep my left foot 

warm. A couple of challenging open water portages between lakes and I reached the end of the 

lakes and the start of the never-ending trees and steep climbs. The twisting trail was heavy going – it 

had not been packed down by the Quest dog teams and skidoos. Eventually photographer Yann 

came through and made the trail more rideable as long as I concentrated very hard but when the 

skidoo’s turned off at Eagle River (the trail was too poor for them further on) it yet again became 

largely a walk. 

 

And it was very hard work - like pushing a bike 

across a ploughed field uphill. Add in branches, 

tree trunks and vegetation sticking out into the 

trail and it became very unpleasant. The trail 

dropped down onto the Yukon River twice and 

then climbed steeply back up. I was walking 

most of the time so why were my feet still cold? 

Night fell again. 

 

I was moving so slowly I put my Garmin on to get an idea of my pace. The grey elevation profile 

shows not only the bigger ascents, but also the hundreds of smaller climbs and descents that make 

this race so challenging. 

  

Marianne passed me, also working hard, and also not having much fun but it was comforting to see 

her head torch bobbing through the trees ahead of me.  Eventually I got to the climb I was dreading - 

long and very, very steep. I didn’t want to unload because that would mean time standing when my 

feet would get even colder, so I pushed as hard as I could, kicking footholds with my feet. And when 

I could go no further I turned the bike on its side wedging the pedal into the slope to hold it. Then I 

hauled it up from above, a foot at a time. Success! 
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Eventually I got to Carmacks, to be greeted by the team with tea, food and somewhere to dry off 

and to sleep. And amazingly a shower – not a good shower but it was wonderful to be clean again! 

After a visit to the supermarket in search of food I might fancy out on the trail (mini-donuts, yoghurt 

covered raisins, milk and chocolate), and more hand warmers to look after the annoyingly cold left 

foot, I loaded up and set off for the next checkpoint, McCabe. 

 

Leg 6 – Carmacks to McCabe (38 miles) 
 

The first part of this leg is one of my favourites - 15 miles 

along the fire road before turning off through the trees 

down to the Yukon River. The fire road was good, walking 

the hills and riding the downhills but still I had to walk some 

rideable sections to keep my feet warm. 

 

I was puzzled about my feet. The boots were a new version 

of ones I used successfully two years before. I’d tried a 

variety of sock combinations, sealskins, smart wool, thick 

and thin, and had taken to putting hand warmers in where I 

knew I had rideable sections coming up. But nothing 

seemed to work for long. 

 

Once by the river the trail dropped down onto the river 

three times before crossing to McCabe the fourth time. 

Sounds simple but the trail was soft and lumpy and went on and on for ever, and I was struggling. 

The most rideable sections were on the river itself. A planned satellite call to home made me feel 

much worse. Night fell and the temperature dropped.  I had a long, heated, one-sided argument 

with God and came very close to pushing my bike, kit and all, over the cliff edge onto the frozen 

river. At least then it would be over. But ever-practical I realised no-one was going to rescue me in 

the middle of the night and I might need that kit to stay alive. So I pushed the bike onwards and 

eventually made it to McCabe Creek where warmth, food and welcoming volunteers were waiting. 

 

Leg 7 – McCabe to Pelly Crossing (28 miles) 

This was usually my favourite leg – the shortest and generally most rideable. The first section is long 

and straight under the power lines which can be challenging for those on foot but good for bikes, the 

climbs are not too steep and the lakes are rideable. This time it was hard going with a soft trail, and a 

chill wind over the lakes which meant walking to keep that left foot warm. The riding itself was 

intensive - the only rideable section was the width of the skidoo track - about 18 inches. If I went 

outside that I ended up in soft snow and could lose the front or back wheel. It didn’t help that of the 

4 bottom gears I’d like to have used, only gears 1 and 3 were useable as the others jumped. I daren’t 

ride too hard for fear of breaking the chain. 
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This section often has animal tracks but the only ones I saw were old which was disappointing but 

eventually I dropped down off the hills into Pelly Crossing - not even being greeted by the usual pack 

of local dogs. 

 

I was not feeling at all well. I’d been unable 

to eat out on the trail and was feeling 

nauseous. Maybe it was the intensity of the 

previous legs, but I was pushing my body 

too hard and needed to back off. However I 

recovered rapidly at the checkpoint, and 

passed all medical checks with no problems.  

 

Pelly Crossing was another indoor 

checkpoint with food, water, drying 

facilities and a very noisy gym to try to sleep 

in. There were lots of people there so after several hours of not sleeping I decided to move on to 

Pelly Farm. 

 

Leg 8 – Pelly Crossing to Pelly Farm (33 miles) 

The poor ice on the Pelly River meant that this leg was to be on the river for a while, then up onto 

the farm road. The ‘road’ is very hilly and has a variable surface (it is an un-maintained and un-

surfaced road). However it is generally rideable apart from the long, steep hills. 

 

I enjoyed the ride along the river watching the sun rise over the hills. God was speaking and the 

beauty around me had me in tears. 

 

All was going reasonably well (apart from my cold left foot) 

until I got onto the farm road and realised I was ‘bouncing’ as 

I rode. Photographer Mark Kelly came along and confirmed 

my worst fears – yet another flat tyre. The only thing worse 

than pushing/riding a fat bike in soft snow is doing the same 

thing with a flat tyre.  And I was still 20 miles from Pelly Farm. 

I pushed the bike into a sunny spot and attempted to pump 

up the tyre using my small and broken pump. This took some 

time and provided a good upper body workout. At last the 

tyre was reasonably hard again but one ride downhill and it 

was flat. This was going to be another long slog. 

 

Eventually, after many years, I reached the farm and fell into 

the arms of owners Sue and Dale. Lasagne and loads of tea 

(ok and a beer) revived me. The welcome at Pelly Farm is 

legendary and not to be missed. Dale took the bike down to 
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his workshop - he is such a gentleman there was no way I was going to be allowed to fix it myself. So 

I went off to bed in a warm cabin and returned several hours later. Dale had fixed the bike - a second 

valve problem. I was about to leave but through a rookie mistake had failed to take the pogies off 

my bike to dry them. Sue packed me off to bed for another three hours sleep while they dried.  

 

I made another call to home where the news was not quite so positive. But there was nothing I could 

do from such a remote place other than trust in God, and continue to be grateful for all the people I 

knew were praying for us. And get on with the race. 

 

Leg 9 - Pelly Farm to Scroggie Creek (65 miles) - about 30 miles covered. 

From Pelly Farm the trail heads into the most remote and most challenging areas.  It is the longest 

and mentally the hardest leg. Three big climbs to half-way, then a descent to the creek and a long 

trek on narrow trails to Scroggie Creek. I left Pelly Farm around 2pm starting up the first climb. The 

trail was soft and hard work.  

 

I was still worried about my feet - all the walking on the previous leg had failed to keep my toes as 

warm as they should be. But I had clean dry socks, and thanks to Marianne lots of her spare hand 

warmers. I was planning to ride and walk until I was tired enough to bivy. 

 

But as night fell I struggled more and more to keep my feet warm. I guessed the temperature was 

near -40 and for the first time I put on my over-trousers. But every time I stopped, even to eat or 

drink, I could feel the cold seeping from the ground into my feet. Bivying was out of the question 

because my feet would get so cold in the time it took to unload and unroll my mat and sleeping bag. 

So with no other options i simply walked on, pushing the bike through the night, taking micro-naps 

leaning on the bike.  It was a long and desperate night. The morning brought sunshine and more 

rational thought. I made it to the top of the last of the three climbs (one of my favourites – so very 

beautiful) and started on the descent. I could ride again - but only till my toes got too cold. 

 

I tried a last sock combinaion that I thought would work - clean thick smart wool socks with poo bags 

over them and hand warmers. But it didn’t. The writing was on the wall. If I carried on I would 

almost certainly get frostbite, and the nearer to Scroggie I got, the harder and more disruptive it 

would be for anyone to rescue me. 

 

Rather than use the help button which gave no information, I called my husband on the satellite 

phone and asked him to speak to Jo in race control. She sent Spencer and Glen to check on me. 

 

They were brilliant when they arrived. They checked and warmed my feet, made a fire and gave me 

hot coffee and hot food. They didn’t influence my decision in any way but it was obvious - the right 

decision was to scratch while it was still daylight and they could get me back to Pelly Farm. 
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I was disappointed but not distressed. 

There was no other sensible choice, and I 

felt at peace with God about it. 

 

And so I had one of the highlights of my 

race - a brilliant skidoo ride back to Pelly 

Farm with Glen. I loved it - took me back 45 

years to my mis-spent youth!  

 

 

 

Post-race 

Once back at Pelly Farm I was very well looked after by Sue and Dale until I could leave for Dawson 

with the volunteers. I was disappointed not to finish the race, but proud of the 300+ miles I did 

cover. It was very hard going on a bike, and apart from damage to the scar tissue on my right heel, I 

had no aches and pains, and had taken no painkillers throughout the race. I was annoyed that the 

Salomon Toundra boots rated down to -40 did not even work down to -20 and will be following this 

up with Salomon. Some volunteers and another competitor reported problems with the same boots. 

 

However I am already thinking of ways to adjust the bike, kit and race plan to make 2020/21 more 

efficient! 

 

I could not have completed 300+ miles of the YAU in 2019 without help from many different people: 

 The many friends who were praying for me and my family, and/or sending positive thoughts 

and support 

 The organisers, snowmobile drivers, volunteers and medics – a fantastic team. Particular 

thanks to Diane, Julie, Jo, Sue and Dale, Tamara, Bernard, Glen and Spencer, Greg, Josh, 

photographers Yann, Thilo and Mark and, of course, Robert 

 Fellow competitors whose kindness, sense of humour and friendship kept me going – in 

particular Marianne (worthy winner of the 300), the legendary Enrico, Fabian at Pelly Farm 

and the amazing Jessie 

 Nicole and staff at the Coast High Country Inn who, among other things, found a venue for 

Yukonprayer and managed to wrestle my pedals from my bike 

 Tri Training Harder coach Trevor Perkins – that I felt physically ok after 300+ very tough 

miles is a credit to his training plan 

 Andy Heading – arctic racing expert and superb sports photographer 

 Catherine Reading 

 Andy Gregory – for his help pre-race 

 Mark Redwood who serviced the fatbike  

 Icycle in Whitehorse who winterised the fatbike 
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I am so grateful to my husband Mike and children Ben, Jamie, Hannah and John, my sister Liz and 

friends Jo and Charlotte for their unwavering love and support. 

It was a privilege to be Race Chaplain at the event and to host the pre-race prayer service, 

Yukonprayer. 

This race was a spiritual challenge as much as a physical and mental challenge. I had to make the 

hardest decisions of my life, and then keep going (with His help) until God said stop. To Him be the 

glory. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Professional photos are by Mark Kelly 

The Yukon at Whitehorse 


