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The Kalahari Augrabies Extreme Marathon is a self-sufficiency 
run held over six legs in seven days with set distances for each 
day, ranging from 28km to 75km.  Participants must carry all 
their supplies, clothes and compulsory safety/survival 
equipment for the duration of the event.  Overnight shelter in 
camps, and water, which is strictly controlled and distributed 
during the race, is supplied.  The event goes way beyond 
merely covering 250 kilometers in extreme conditions; it is a 
challenge to get past what normal people would regard as 
crazy, and achieve one’s personal goals.  

 
Day 1 
 
The anxiety built to the start line. I just didn’t know 
what to expect or how I would cope with the heat. All 
34 competitors left the hotel at 0700 and headed to 
the start line by bus. The bus stopped after an hour’s 
bumpy ride and we all anxiously stepped out into the 
soaring heat. This part of the Kalahari was a lunar 
landscape of ancient rocks piled sporadically as far as 
I could see. The first thing I did after getting off the bus 
was to go for a wee. All the competitors had been 
drinking water throughout the morning to ensure they 
were completely hydrated for the start, I was no 
different. As I peed I thought to myself  ‘that’s the last proper wee I will do for the next 7 days!’   
 
With the mercury climbing steadily, we lined up on the start line. We set off downhill into the 
medley of rock formations and the competitors soon spread out. The start of events like this is 
really the beginning of the end. Months, sometimes years, of preparation go in and I felt a 
mixture of relief, anxiety and nervousness as we headed into the first leg. Checkpoint (CP) 1 
came around fairly quickly, we started to get into a rhythm and getting used to the weight of 
all our food and equipment bouncing around in our backpacks. We tried to get our pack down 
to around 13kg for the start day - this was complete minimalism. No spare clothes just food, 
water and emergent equipment. Before CP2, Dave became exhausted and started to feel 
pretty rough, I felt uncomfortable in the heat but knew I could cope at the moment.  
 
The heat was one of the great unknowns for me. I knew I could run the distances as I had 
spent 18 months preparing my body for this type of endurance. However, nothing in the 

spectrum of Scottish weather could prepare my body for 
the moisture and energy sapping feeling which engulfs 
the human body when working hard in temperatures in 
excess of 40 degrees.  
 
This section was along good roads and we should have 
been running but there was no point in pushing 
ourselves at this stage in the race as we knew we would 
pay for that later.  At CP2 the temperature had risen to 
44 degrees in the shade and we knew we still had the 
toughest section of the day to come. We rested for 

approx 10 minutes, filled our water bottles and took some rehydration sachets to replace the 
salts we had lost. Leaving CP 2 we had to negotiate our way up a dry river gorge in the heat 
of the day. As soon as we entered the mouth of the gorge we could feel the heat rising. The 
super-heated sand below our feet pushed warm air up towards us as the sun beat down on 
our heads.  



 
In the gorge my thermometer rose to 55 degrees, 
quite a difference to the 5 degrees I had come from 
in Glasgow only 4 days prior. Every time I inhaled 
my mouth instantly dried out making me feel 
constantly thirsty. I knew I could not keep drinking 
as water was limited and my body could only cope 
with so much water at once - continual drinking 
would only make me sick.  
 
This 9.6km stage physically and mentally challenged 
every competitor. As time went on, the stage 
became far less about covering the maximum 
amount of distance in the minimum amount of time, For me  it was a “one step at a time” 
journey, a journey from shady bush to shady bush. By the time I reached camp I felt dizzy, 
sick and didn’t know what to do with myself. I couldn’t eat my food, and couldn’t stomach any 
drinks. The doctor took my temperature and blood pressure – both were okay. That evening I 
tried to watch some of the Rugby World Cup Final but only managed to see the last half of the 
first half. 
 
Through the night I managed to eat some more food and drink some fluids. For most of the 
night, I lay awake looking at the stars and couldn’t help but think that there was no way I could 
get through 6 more days like today. After all, this was supposed to be an easy day to 
introduce us all to the desert!  
 
Was this a normal day? Will my body take notice of this harsh initiation into the ways of the 
desert and adapt to its surroundings? Certainly for me it was a harsh baptism, but then it’s not 
called an EXTREME marathon for nothing, is it? For some of my fellow competitors it proved 
just a little too much and at the end of the first day there were four withdrawals. 
 
 
Day 2 – 41 km 
Waking early with the rising sun I felt exhausted, I knew I was dehydrated because I had 

drunk in excess of 3 litres overnight and still did not need to 
go to the toilet, but I was still feeling better than last night. 
As I filled my freeze-dried porridge with water I began to 
feel queasy just thinking of putting food in my mouth. I 
spent the next hour taking small spoonfuls trying to keep it 
down; I knew I had to get some energy inside me before 
setting out for the day’s run.  
 
The day started cruelly along deep sandy terrain, my only 
comforting factor was that we had a couple of hours before 

the temperature reached its peak. Today’s route climbed over a mountain called Spielkop. I 
really wanted to get over the exhausting climb before the daily temperatures reached their 
peak. We set off well, soon shaking off the aches and pains of the previous day. We covered 
the first 8km and mountain in good time as planned. 
 
The 15km descent down to the desert was enjoyable 
although the temperature had already reached 35 
degrees. We had a head wind keeping us cool and the 
ground under foot was kind to our ankles. The view across 
the endless landscape of sand, rocks and thorny bushes 
was amazing. But our minds were focused and we did not 
want to spend precious time taking in the view. At one of 
the cp’s we stopped and Dave showed me his feet – his 
big toes were swollen and blistered and his right heel was 
extremely swollen and blistered. 
 



We raced relentlessly through the morning to try to beat the heat of the day, but as the 
temperature rose it forced our bodies to slow down until we succumbed to walking after 30km. 
 
We fast-walked the final 11 km, again the torturous nature of environment saw me withdraw 
into my ‘head down and get on with it’ shell. Pushing our bodies on and on through the 
discomfort of sore limbs and heat. From past expeditions and endurance races I know that 
fitness and endurance-training alone will not get my body through these tough times. I need a 
positive mental attitude to push through pain; my body will always give in before my mind. 
 
For the second day of running the organisers had added a sting into the tale of the final leg. 
We left the track with 5km remaining, and headed into a wide riverbed full of deep sand. Each 
exaggerated step made our leg muscles scream but it was no use, we knew the camp was 
close and only one more hour of hard work would see us resting under a shady tree preparing 
for a good nights rest. To our surprise there was a small pool of water in the camp for us to 
cool down in, this mucky water was the best soak in the bath I have ever experienced!  
 

I felt a lot better than last night, with my appetite slowly 
returning but I still wasn’t managing to consume the 
4500 calories we have allocated for each day. I am 
aware that I cannot continue like this, as we are 
burning in the region of 7000 calories each day, the 
larger the gap between my energy ouput and input 
means my body will start to consume itself and I need 
all the muscle mass I have to keep running. 
 
My sleep is disjointed again. I kept being woken by 
animal noises and movement around me in the desert, 

however lying watching the sky full of stars was amazing. 
 
 
Day 3 / 4 -75km 
 
I was already awake when the sun started to rise. This was it, the big test, two marathons in 
one-day across the desert. We all knew that if we could get through the next day we had 
covered the hardest part. 
I had never covered this distance in one day before and so we decided to side step the mid 
afternoon heat and run from 9.30am till lunch, rest under a tree until the temperature started 
to dip and then run through the cooler night to our camp.  
 
The start didn’t let up from the previous day as we 
headed back down the sandy river bed we had struggled 
up the evening before. After 20 minutes of running Dave 
realized that he had forgotten his sunglasses. While 
Dave ran back to camp and then back to me I sat under 
a tree and caught up on my diary. I felt sorry for him 
having to run back as our energy levels were already 
depleted and running up and down the river bed through 
deep sand was exhausting.  
 
With the mishap behind us we headed on into the mid morning heat with added vigor. The 
first leg was heavy under the foot, deep sand all the way. The sand gets into your shoes and 
grates against your feet in a mix of sweat. To exasperate the problem as the heat rises your 
feet swell causing them to rub against your footwear.  
 
Early in the race I got myself into a rhythm of using two pairs of socks each day. At a 
checkpoint I would take my socks off, brush the sand from my feet, attend to any hot spots 
and then put on a dry pair of socks. I would then hang the dirty sweat soaked socks from the 
side of my bag so that at the next checkpoint they would be dry and could be used again. I 
am sure that this maintenance really helped me avoid any bad blisters. 



 
As the morning went on the terrain varied from miles of 
small sharp rocks underfoot to stretches of sandy riverbed. 
At 1330 we found a shady spot under a tree and rested for 
the next 3 hours. This was the first time we had actually 
taken time to absorb our surroundings, although both of us 
were soon sleeping through the hottest part of the day. 
 
At 1630 we packed our temporary camp away and headed 
along the road again. We were soon caught by the race 
sweep. The ‘race sweep’ person had the responsibility of 

ensuring that the route markers were cleared up and that competitors were not left behind. 
We were surprised to see the race sweep as it meant we were right at the back of the field, 
and I was amazed that other competitors had not stopped during the heat of the to rest. This 
made me anxious as didn’t want to be last. Although Dave and I had always had the opinion 
that this race was only with ourselves, my competitive nature squeezed to the surface and I 
picked up the pace, reaching cp 3 just as the sun was going down. Initially I was relieved to 
see 3 more competitors resting at the CP,  but this relief was soon dispelled as it materialized 
they had all dropped out. We must keep moving, but I knew Dave was suffering from his sore 
feet. 
 
Dave asked for one of the medical team to look at his left foot, when he took of his sock I was 
shocked at the mess. His toenails had all gone black and his big toe was swollen with an 
infection and blistered to around twice their normal size. 
On both big toes the nails were only hanging on by small 
sections of cuticle. The doctor sucked out the fluid from 
his toes with a syringe and then injected a serum to dry 
out the inside. Dave described this as having a white hot 
poker pushed into his toe. On the inside of his heal a 
large blister had formed, burst and become detached 
from his foot leaving a raw flesh hole which was full of 
sand. It all looked very painful and I felt very sorry for 
him. 
 
We soon headed out into the desert night relieved to be making progress in cooler 
temperatures. It felt great to have our sun hats, buffs and sunglasses off and feel the air 
against our heads.  

Dave struggled through the first part of the night but we 
made good progress through 40km and soon caught 
up with some competitors. 
 
While our minds sometimes decided to wander off to 
the finish line from time to time – we knew it’s 
ultimately wiser to keep ourselves focused on what our 
feet were doing at any given moment. We did not think 
far ahead as it would have too demoralising. I split the 
rest of the night up into 10km legs and we pushed on 

with our heads down for hour after hour. 
 
With around 25 kms to go, Dave was really agonising pain and considering retiring. We 
discussed the options and decided to head on into the night. We got going before we seized 
up and tried to keep a conversation going to make the time pass by and take our minds off 
the discomfort we were experiencing. Just before the penultimate check point and with only 
14kms to go, Dave really started to deteriorate. I took his pack for a few kms but knew I could 
not handle this extra weight for long as I too was struggling.  
 
These legs of the race were all about physical and mental discipline, when you’re tired its 
easy to loose track of time and keep pushing on without eating or drinking. We had to eat 
something every hour to keep our bodies fuelled and drink even though the temperature was 
low in single figures.  



 
We pushed through the final checkpoints and down to the camp. With only 5 km to go my 
energy levels crashed and I lost control of my legs, vision and speech. I tried to push on but I 
knew I would get lost as I wasn’t thinking straight. Dave passed me a piece of his energy 
peanut bar. I sat on a rock and ate the bar - within a minute I could feel the haze lifting and 
energy returning to my limbs, this was just enough to get me to the finish. I was angry with 
myself for letting my body get into that state but also glad Dave and I were moving as a team 
and could keep an eye on each other, stepping in when necessary. Looking back on the final 
hours of that day I really don’t remember much and still cannot believe we covered that much 
ground. That’s like running from Glasgow to Edinburgh through the night I thought to myself! 
 
Dave’s feet were in a bad way and at lunchtime he once again need medical help to sort them 
out. We spent most of the day resting in the shade and eating as much as we could stomach. 
 
 
Day 5 
 
Woke up at 0530 for a 0600 start. By only watching Dave put on his clothing, I could tell he 
was in a lot of pain. I cleared away my equipment and helped him clear away his belongings. I 
filled my porridge pouch took a few mouthfuls and tucked it into the side of my bag, this way I 
could eat whist on the move. In the dark Dave and I made our way to the start line. Within 
minutes I could tell Dave was in considerable pain from his feet. I knew Dave would not give 
up on his own accord so I broached the subject of saving the race for another day. He 
instantly broke down and I felt so sorry for him. I could see the pain in his eyes but it was a 
terrible time to make the decision as we had successfully completed the big 75km test. 
Sensibly, Dave decided to withdraw and I headed out into the desert with an overwhelming 
sense of guilt hanging over me. I knew Dave couldn’t continue, he would possibly have 
caused irreversible damage if he had. 
 

The first 12km of the day were quite relaxing, along a 
faint 4x4 track undulating through the vast desert 
expanses as the sun rose for the new day. As the light 
increased I could see a family of giraffes and springbok 
only a few hundred meters in front of me. I felt 
rejuvenated by the sighting and had to take stock of 
where I was and what I was doing. Hundreds of miles 
from any habitation, running through the Kalahari Desert 
on my own at sunrise. These moments easily out weigh 
all the hardship of the few days earlier and for the first 
time I saw light at the end of the running tunnel I had 

immersed myself in for this whole week.   
 
Heading into CP1, it was apparent that we were running faster than the organisers had 
anticipated, as the water stop had not been set up. I was feeling good and only stopped for a 
quick break to take on a few more mouthfuls of porridge. Heading off again the terrain soon 
turned form sandy tracks to rocky tundra and into a series of steep climbing onto a large 
plateaux.  I was in a good rhythm and was benefiting from the day being slightly cooler than 
the beginning of the week. I had also acclimatised to the weather, exertion and terrain. As 
checkpoint 2 came round I realised that I could set a good time for today. I ran straight 
through the day until around 5 kms before the camp where the route climbed steeply over a 
spectacular rocky mountain and back down through a riverbed to a shadeless camp. Although 
I was exhausted from the 40km run I was pleased with my progress and my body’s ability to 
adapt to its surroundings.  I am always amazed at the body’s ability to adapt so quickly to its 
surroundings. A year before, my body had adapted to being constantly soaked by salt water 
and a relentless shift pattern of one hour on one hour off for seven weeks as I rowed across 
the Atlantic Ocean. Toady I had adjusted to cope with the heat and humidity of the Kalahari 
Desert. Fatigue is starting to be a problem though - without adequate time to rest and 
recuperate my body was becoming fatigued earlier and earlier each day. I consoled myself 
with the fact that each day from now on would get shorter in distance. 
 



That night morale in the camp was high, for the first time we actually started to socialise 
around the open fire in the evening. It wasn’t until this point that I realised I had been 
extremely insular over the past 5 days, obsessed with my own struggle to conquer the desert. 
 
I challenged Burger (one of my fellow competitors) to a shot put competition on finding out he 
is a South African Olympian. Even with his expert coaching he managed to double my 
distance with very little effort. The competition did give some comical entertainment to the 
remaining runners for a short period! 
 
I slept well during the night and my appetite had returned with a vengeance. Now, I could 
easily eat double rations but must ration myself as I still have two days of running before me. 
 
Day 6 
 
I awoke feeling good, the light at the end of the tunnel was getting brighter, my pack was 
getting lighter and my body was in pretty good shape compared to a lot of other competitors. 

‘Was I actually starting to enjoy myself out here,’ I 
thought to myself!  
The start of the day was enjoyable for me, up a steep 
rocky gorge; I knew I could move faster than most over 
rocks due to my climbing and mountaineering 
background. For the first leg I ran alongside Phil 
Langman, I met Phil years ago when I had teamed up 
to row across the Atlantic. Phil had just returned from 
the crossing and we decided to buy his boat from him.  
We emerged from the gorge on to a vast desert plain 
strewn with small sharp rocks no bigger than a snooker 

ball. They were uncomfortable to run on, as they seemed to poke through the soles of my 
trainers. Never the less we made good time to CP 1 
where I was pleased to see Dave’s smiling face 
welcoming me into the shade. We hugged and I 
could tell he was really having to try hard to hold 
back the tears - having to retire from the race was 
really cutting him up. Eager to keep up the pace I 
quickly changed my socks, packed away a drinks 
container Dave brought for me from his pack and set 
off into the one of the largest expanses of flat desert 
I had ever seen. Phil had already left so I was on my 
own again, which I was glad to be. Once again I felt 
alive - this was how I had imagined running through the desert. There was just miles of sand, 
rocks and thorny bushes all around me. In the distance, probably 25-30 miles away, I could 
see hills so I knew the rest of the day must be generally flat. The temperature was 34 degrees 
but I felt comfortable, my bag was light and my legs felt fresh. I wanted this to continue, to 

make sure of this I ate at least a mouthful of energy bar 
or dried fruit every 20 minutes to keep my energy topped 
up. It worked and just over an hour later I arrived at CP 2 
where I only needed to top up my water bottle and set 
out into the flat expanse. It was so flat I could see the 
flag for CP3 about 8kms away. Apart from the 
uncomfortable rock beneath my feet, which felt like they 
were piercing the soles of my trainers and jagging into 
my tender feet, this leg of the day was completely 
enjoyable. I felt free and alive and started to realise how 
privileged I was to be able to take part in events like this 

and get to these wonderful parts of the world. Most people who head out into the large 
expanses of game reserves and desert do so in the cocoon of a 4x4 vehicle, this was evident 
as animals were not scared of cars but panicked when confronted with a person on foot.  
 
After 24km my fatigue started to build and I struggled on the final 9km, despite a morale 
boosting herd of around 50 gemsbok stampeding across the track less than 100 meters 



ahead of me. Despite being fatigued I was pleased with my time when I arrived into our last 
camp. I had run well and after cooling down and having a bite to eat it dawned on me that I 
only had a half marathon to run tomorrow and then I could wake in a bed and not have to get 
up and run! 
 
 
 
Day 7 – Final Day 
 
My nights sleep was very broken. Earlier in the evening we had a few snakes moving around 
our camp and every noise I heard woke me in a panic thinking I had one in or on my sleeping 
bag. In the early hours of day 7, thunder started to rumble around us. Thunder and lightening 
had been quite common during the nights but had never come to rain before. However, at 
4am the rain started with a vengeance. I had researched Kalahari weather and knew that 
rainstorms never lasted more than an hour - this was one of the direst places on earth. 
However, like the rest of the planet the weather is setting new records, it rained all day, 
something that has not happened since Kalahari weather records began 140 years ago. A far 
cry from our first day in the desert, day seven seems to have taken us from heat stroke to 
hypothermia! 
 
But nothing could cause me to renege on my goal to 
finish this race. With the ultimate finish line just 22 
kilometres away, this was always going to be a fast 
day but for me - the electric storm complete with 
torrential rain and high winds made me feel right at 
home!  
 
The route soon headed into some large sand dunes 
and the wet sand clung to my trainers and ankles but  
nothing was going to stop me running. CP1 came around very quickly and I decided not to 
stop but head up into ‘the sting in the tail’ – the mountains. The mountains were where I really 
felt at home, having spent the 18 months prior to the race running most days in the Scottish 
hills…mostly in the rain! The hills were steep but my adrenaline was pumping, I could be 
finished in under 2 hours time ….then one ½ hours time. I counted down in my head always 
adding a little extra so I would be pleasantly surprise when I arrived before I predicted! Once 

again I didn’t stop at CP 3, I didn’t care if I became 
dehydrated as I knew I could make the 5km to the 
finish without water. I had hardly drunk anything 
today due to the lower temperatures. My pace 
picked up and I felt fresh again, I knew the finish 
was on the banks of a river and so must be mostly 
downhill from these mountains. I could see some 
vineyards and habitation ahead and knew I must be 
close. As I headed through the gates of the 
Khamkirri game reserve I knew I had made it. My 
emotions nearly overcame me on this last stretch 
and I was doing all that I could to hold back the 

tears. I knew if started to cry it would upset my breathing pattern and would slow me down. I 
sprinted the last 400m into the finish line where a hand stuck out and handed me an ice-cold 
beer! I had done it, covered 260km through the desert in 7 days. I felt good, tired but healthy.  
 
 
Sitting and writing about this adventure is very surreal I congratulate myself and the other 
competitors who had beaten the sand, the rocks, the heat, the snakes, the highs, the lows, 
the rain (yes, it does rain in the Kalahari), the blisters, the pain, the thirst, the cramps, the 
midgies, the cold and their own personal demons to finish this EXTREME event! 

 
For more information on the race or any other one of Neil’s adventures go to 

www.neilwightwick.com 


