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A  Chi le  Deser t  Adventure :  or 
one Down,  Three to  go 

This year a group of  Sydney Striders, new and renewed, are taking on the Racing The Planet 4 
Deserts Challenge, raising funds for Type 1 diabetes research while running a bloody long way 

in tough conditions. Roger Hanney reports. 

AS S E M B L E D  B y  g R E g 
Donovan, motivated by the 
Type 1 diabetes diagnosis of 

Donovan’s son Steve and featuring 
his older son and crossfit instructor 
Matt, Team Born to Run also includes: 

•	 holder of multiple Australian 
records, and Narrabeen All-
Nighter Race Director, Ron 
Schwebel; 

•	 ultrarunner and Terminator, 
Jess Baker; 

•	 and me, Roger Hanney, Hoka 
oneone rep and ultrarunner 
with type 1 diabetes.

Together, Team Born to Run will 

race 250km this year four times. We 
returned in mid-March from our 
first such event in Chile’s Atacama, 
meant to be the world’s highest and 
driest desert. We aim to become the 
first team to complete the 4 Deserts 
grand Slam by completing three 
more efforts across the gobi and 
Sahara Deserts and “the last desert” 
in Antarctica. (See the website 
www.4deserts.com/ for more 
information on the challenge.)

From our Atacama experience 
each of us learned a bit about him- or 
herself, a bit more about each other, 
and even more about what to expect 
and how to cope with an event that 

only lets you eat what you can carry 
for the week, while running four 
middle-distance days of 34 to 40km 
and one longish day of 73km across 
white-hot salt pans in temperatures 
up to and beyond 42 degrees C.

What Did We Learn?

g R E g D oNovA N: D REAMER, 
INNovAToR, RUNNER oN THE 
CoMEBACK TRAIL

once greg’s current project raises 
$5M or more research funding for 
the Juvenile Diabetes Research 
Foundation and the Type 1 diabetes 
online resource (www.ext1d.com.
au), he will probably fund-raise for 



Roger running across a typical Atacama saltscape, moments before being 

evicted by the Chilean National Parks officer. Photograph by Jess Baker
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a South American English language 
skills programme. 

In the face of the nightmare 
scenario of losing his passport on the 
flight into Chile, greg was frequently 
heard to exclaim enthusiastically 
about the lack of English skills in his 
proximity.

Everything worked out for him 
in the end, after a frenzy of long 
loud phone calls and some major 
hair-pulling. More crucially, he ran 
himself into some form by the fifth 
and longest day. 

greg had had his hands full 
coming into the event, what with 
the time demands and pressure of 
his high-level job at Insurance giant 
Aon, launching the Born to Run 
Foundation and getting the ball 
rolling on a 250km multi-day stage 
race for the Simpson Desert in May 
2013—pause, breathe, continue—all 

while undertaking his own training. 

To overcome his own challenges 
and bear up on the 73km day, where 
we placed 22nd and finally grabbed 
a win on the teams board, was a 
seriously tough effort.

We had prepared ourselves for a 
13-hour session, but with everyone 
pulling together and Ron especially 
taking the whip in hand with his 
700-run-100-walk garmin Desert 
Adventure, we got out of the sun and 
into the tent for chocolate glutamine 
powder just 10 and a half hours after 
we started—what a treat!

on a personal level, greg had 
the special experience of running 
alongside his son for his debut ultra, 
proudly recalling a couple of English 
runners saying, “you must breed 
them strong Down Under, he could 
be the next Karnazes”. 

But, like all of us, he savoured the 

simple pleasure of a week devoted 
to running, sleeping and eating... at 
least until the food ran out and we 
were left with gels for breakfast.

RoN SCHWEBEL: DIESEL ENgINE, 
CAMP AMBASSADoR, NUMBERS 
MAN

Every question involving time, 
distance or calories ended up being 
either asked or answered by Ron. Any 
one of the leading manufacturers of 
wrist-mounted gPS watches should 
sponsor him, because they can be 
guaranteed that he will refer to their 
product at least three times a day, 
whatever the situation. Weights were 
also a keen interest of Ronathan’s. 
At the very moment before the trip 
began, there was Ron, using the 
airport scales to weigh his hand 
luggage right in front of an airport 
official. Nearly fined for his 20kg 
carry-on, his load was lightened by 
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the confiscation of his Swiss Army 
knife.

once in the desert, Matty 
Donovan cracked up laughing one 
morning, saying that he had caught 
Ron weighing his underpants. With 
a cheeky glint in his bespectacled 
eyes, Ron admitted as much, 
saying only, “Forty-seven grams”. 
To be fair, though, when you have 
to carry everything except the 
week’s water and your tent, Ron’s 
focus on minutiae proved almost 
as helpful off the race course as his  
positive attitude and reliable tempo 
did on it. 

With first-day pack weights 
ranging from 8.5 to 13.5kg (without 
water), we’re all going to have to 
get mathematical with Ron before 
taking on the gobi in June. At which 
point, no doubt, he will again be the 
social butterfly of the camp, dividing 
his time  between entertaining 
every international runner in whom 
he sees potential and indulging in 
the warm electric bloggy glow of 
the Cyber Tent.

Ron rates his Atacama highlight 
as the team effort on the long 
day, with the team succeeding in 
running most of it and finishing 
so well. “After Atacama,” says Ron, 
“I am now much more confident of 
myself, and the team, completing 
the grand Slam.”

MATTHEW DoNovAN: JUST 21, 
PALEoLITHIC CRoSSFITTER, UP 
FoR IT

Matt’s defining quote of the 
trip came three days before the 
race even started, when we hiked 

to about 5400 metres above sea 
level amidst the thin oxygen, rocky 
debris and thick snow on the slopes 
of Mount Toco. In fact, “I’m slipping 
in and out of consciousness” was a 
quote repeated daily as we sweated 
and trampled our way across the 
scorched plains of Atacama, far 
from the cooling breezes of the 
Andes. Matt saved such gems for his 
narrated iPhone videos of the trip.

 They were so entertaining that 
Jess would grab our attention when 
he was making one so that we could 
eavesdrop on his version of the 
world. And when he wasn’t making 
mini-docos, he was providing 
fodder for them. 

 “I’m slipping in and out 
of consciousness” was a 

quote repeated daily

Having run marathon distance for 
the first time on the mountainous 
trails of New Zealand’s South Island 
just a month beforehand, Matt was 
untested over anything longer. 

But the way that he plugged in his 
tunes, got his head right In The Zone 
and pushed through the relentless 
grind of the ultra day would have 
put many more experienced long 
runners to shame.

In addition to lessons learnt 
from his own experimentation with 
hydration, nutrition, and recovery 
day after day, Matt’s fondest 
memories are of finishing the race 
with friends who just a week ago 
had been strangers, and comments 
that “learning the stories of the 
other competitors was a constant 
source of motivation that made the 

experience even more surreal.” The 
courage of others in facing adversity 
was a recurring theme throughout 
Run The Planet, and perhaps a 
defining element of the institution 
itself.

JESS BAKER: IRREPRESSIBLE, 
MUSICAL, TEAM CoNSCIENCE

Whether you were slothing along 
out back, missing out on the joy 
of a desert butterfly, or spreading 
personal debris and shoe prints all 
over the group tent, Doctor Jess 
would always set things right—by 
picking up your spirits, redirecting 
your attention, or kicking your 
messily-shod ass as appropriate. 

Unbowed by the day’s running 
with full pack, she’d invariably have 
energy aplenty left for exploration 
of local mountain ranges and mesas. 
Definitely the strongest B2R runner, 
she had the most to lose from the 
rule requiring  team members to run 
within 25 metres of each other. 

o ur  Japane s e  fan  c lub 
championed her as the strongest 
woman in the field, but as a team 
runner rather than individual entrant 
she was technically ineligible for 
fastest woman aged 20-29, or third 
placed woman outright, which 
instead went to our new Jamaican 
friend, Jacqueline. 

In some ways the team’s eyes and 
ears, she connected us to personal 
dramas unfolding in the area, most 
particularly that of British Army 
nurse Captain Clare Brownhill. With 
split webbings and PostIt-Note-
sized chunks of skin torn away from 
her forefoot and heel, and blisters 
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pushing her big toenails almost off, 
at the start of each day Clare would 
rebuild her feet with tape and gauze, 
until eventually she cut the toebox 
right out of both her shoes.

With the energy to run farther 
and faster than circumstances 
permitted, Jess had enough energy 
to look outward and engage with 
those around us, when the rest of 
us barely had enough energy left 
to eat and pass out after running 
 for hours in rubble and heat with 
heavy packs and niggles of our own.

“It was simply brilliant,” says Jess, 
“to just wake up and go running in 
amazing new places day after day.”

My oWN IMPRESSIoNS

With the descriptive powers 
of Shakespeare it would still be 
impossible to convey the alien 
landscapes of Atacama. Whether 
it was the sweeping beauty of the 
valley of the Moon or the scorched 
mountain-scapes of the valley of 
Death, the jagged and endless 
cauliflower corals of the salt flats, 
or just the pebbles so dried out 
by desert heat that they clinked 
together like glass under foot, we 
experienced a unique piece of the 
world and we were lucky enough to 
share it together and on the run.

Deeply personal memories 
completely out of sequence 
dominate any recall of the experience. 
There was local endurance athlete 
and operator of RunningChile.com, 
Cristian, who became our friend over 
his tales of running the Sahara with 
Ray Zahab—not to mention running 
over 80,000km in the last 33 years. 
There were the wind storms that 
would tear up the campsite for hour 
after hour across the sunset and then 
eerily stop, silent. 

“Not to be arrogant, but 
bring it on ... we’re going to 

crush it!”

Lightning storms raged and 
flashed around us, bouncing from 
sky to volcanic peak and back, then 
racing across further clouds before 
shooting into the ground. Salt—
as many types and textures of salt 
as there are kinds of snow (packed, 
powdery, slippery, soft, dirty, hard 
...), and the smell of at least eight 
different types of dirt and sand. 

And the dogs, unowned and 
unconcerned, roaming or asleep in 
the streets of San Pedro, the mainly 
adobe town where we stayed  
before and after the race itself. oh 
yes, and the finish line pizza and cold 
drinks—almost too much of both.

As for the challenge ahead, 
the 4 Deserts grand Slam? With 
his first ultra being the standout 
performance of the week, the final 
word should probably go to Matt.

“Not to be arrogant, but bring it 
on... we’re going to crush it!”

See www.BornToRun.com.au for 
latest news, or look for Team Born To 
Run on Facebook.

LEFT: Jess seeks solace 

out of the sun. 

RIgHT: Queen of the 

desert? 

BELoW: Ron; The team 

before; Matt after.


