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DEDICATION

To my parents.

My mother gave me the strength,

and my father, the means. 
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Several years ago I had an epiphany while racing . . .

Slow down.

You’re going too hard, too fast, too soon.

Remember, he beat you by ten minutes just eight months ago.

Don’t attack now; he’s only going to run you down later.

Fuck it.

Thirty kilometers later I had beaten one of the best trail runners on the circuit.

What this experience highlighted for me was something that I’ve struggled with throughout my life—making the decision to commit to something 100 percent. In general, I don’t think people are afraid of failure; I think they’re afraid of success. Or, more specifically, I think they’re afraid of the effort required to attain success. And by “people,” I mean you. And me.

When I was a teenager and trying desperately to figure out what the hell to do with my life, I went to my dad for advice. He told me that I could make a living doing anything I wanted. I could be a street performer, an athlete, a scientist, or a lawyer—as long as I was the best at what I did.

“People,” he told me, “will always pay for the best.”

As you might expect, his advice made little sense to my young brain. In fact, I found it more intimidating than comforting. To be honest, I had spent my life to that point staunchly not being “the best” at anything. Confidence was definitely lacking. Sure, I was good at lots of things, but greatness eluded me. Ultimately, though, it wasn’t that I lacked the talent. I just lacked the will. For example, I was ski racing a lot back then and had the opportunity to travel west to Canada’s Rocky Mountains and attend a school that would put me on the slopes every day. Had I truly wanted to be an Olympic-level ski racer, I would have jumped at the opportunity. But at age fourteen, I was too afraid to take the risk. I wasn’t the best for my age at my club; I didn’t believe in my ability. Of course I didn’t want to fail, but more important, I was afraid of putting in the effort required to succeed. The same was true for football, soccer, baseball, and academics: I was usually good, never great. I was occasionally rewarded with a Most Improved Player acknowledgement but was rarely an MVP.

My recollection of my late teens and twenties was that I followed the path of least resistance in most aspects of my life. I studied kenpo karate for a number of years and was good enough to get my black belt along the way. But despite my desire to emulate my on-screen heroes, I never committed enough to reach their level. Graduate school was much the same. While my peers were writing papers, researching grant applications, and attending conferences, I was planning my next race. Without much distinction, I managed to land a job with a major oil company in Calgary. Life rolled on: I showed up for work each day, put in my eight or nine hours, and, as with most things in my life, operated at a 7.5/10 level. I had many opportunities to be great, but I never seized them—something was always holding me back.

Adventure racing (AR) was the one aspect of my life that I did chase with a fervor that was conspicuously absent from the “important” things that I should have been focusing on. On the invitation of a close friend, I entered my first adventure race at twenty-one years old and immediately fell in love with the sport, where coed teams of four are required to navigate their way through a rugged race course using only human-powered locomotion, maps, and compasses. The courses are usually hundreds of kilometers long, and involve long, minimally supported treks through barren landscapes, mountain biking, paddling, rope work, and more. I had heard reports that these races were brutal sufferfests, with athletes finishing without any skin left on their feet and with blisters that were bigger than toes. They sounded exotic and adventurous, and they seemed like a great way to test myself in a manner that I had never experienced. My passion fueled my drive and I sought—uncharacteristically—to become one of the best adventure racers in the world. For the next eight years, the sport consumed most of my life.

Whereas I struggled to stay totally motivated in academia, I found no trouble turning myself inside out to push my limits on the race course or to lead expeditions. Perhaps it was the restrictions of life—unlike the freedom of sport—that gave me a mental block and interrupted my focus, but somehow on the trails or roads I was able to will myself to overcome the challenges I faced there. Fear didn’t seem to impede me. During grad school, I continued adventure racing, transitioning to shorter, sprint-distance races and moving into the top-five teams on the planet with my team, Hammer Nutrition.

When I first began adventure racing, I set a private goal, which was to race at the pinnacle of the sport by the age of twenty-five. That was the year I raced the Eco-Challenge—the de facto Olympics for the sport—finishing a very respectable tenth. I had finally found something that I had a natural talent and a deep passion for. The effort required to be great didn’t seem as daunting when the positive results were pouring in. Long hikes, epic rides, and midnight paddles became normal parts of my training regime. The experiences shaped how I viewed myself and the world. The lessons I learned through AR began to seriously influence the decisions I made in the rest of my life. Of course, all of this happened under my nose. I was committed to AR and the lifestyle because I enjoyed it. It wasn’t work for me; it was an escape. While other areas of my life felt like work and tended to bore me, adventure, exploration, fitness, and discovery were passions that were only stoked through doing, and the more I did, the more I wanted to do. A funny thing happened during this time: I started to excel in the areas where I had tons of passion.

Yet as I wrapped up my academic career, I began to lose interest in adventure racing, which had steered my life in so many ways since I first started in 1998, and I decided to leave the sport. It was time to move on and I was ready for my next challenge. I also stepped down from the Canadian Adventure Racing Association, which I had founded and run for several years. My interests shifted to running and cycling, as much for their simplicity as for the enjoyment I got from training and competing with my friends. Perhaps it was the training routine. I’m not sure why, but for whatever reason, I began to immerse myself deeply in running and started seeing success there, with podium finishes and steady improvements in my personal-best times.

I moved to Calgary after finishing my PhD to work for Imperial Oil as a petroleum geologist. The job with the oil company would allow me to apply my education and pay me handsomely for doing so—plus I’d get to live in Calgary and near the Rocky Mountains. The decision to move west wasn’t without debate, though, as I had an offer from Toronto Fire Services to work as a firefighter at the same time. I had to choose between a job in my field of study that paid very well but had little job security and a job that would come with some physical risks and lower pay but much more job security.

Around the time I was making this career decision, another life-changing moment happened. The famous aviator Steve Fossett went missing while on a pleasure flight in southwestern Nevada. After the failed initial search wound down, I began to wonder if a team of athletes searching high-probability remote areas on foot would have a better chance of finding him. I rolled this idea around in my mind for several months. With the money I was earning from my steady job, I realized that I could organize my own expedition to search for Fossett and his missing plane. This was the project that kick-started Adventure Science (adventurescience.com), a volunteer organization I started in 2008 that has played a huge role in my life and in setting my current path.

As I moved into my thirties, I was able to put more money into my passion for adventure and exploration thanks to my career as a geologist. This day job fueled larger adventures and greater projects, including Adventure Science. The search for Steve Fossett may have been our first project, but the seeds for Adventure Science were first planted in 2001 while I was on my first paleontologic field trip as a graduate student. My discovery of what turned out to be the exoskeleton of a new species of eurypterid—an ancient predator of the prehistoric seas analogous to the modern land scorpion, except much larger—made me realize that if we followed the geologic trend away from the road and into the forest, we might be able to discover more specimens. I was intrigued and excited by the idea that stepping off the beaten path could yield incredible discoveries.

The exploration and research I undertook during my PhD fieldwork galvanized my thoughts about how fitness, combined with scientific knowledge and the ability to be a keen observer, could take exploration and discovery to the next level. I thought about the history of exploration and how humans, through a combination of fitness, ingenuity, and technology, had pushed into uncharted realms, exploring, observing, learning. However, somewhere in the last century, we had lost this incredibly important pairing. Overwhelmingly, fitness, in the pursuit of science, had been seemingly replaced by technology. Those who possessed fitness and the desire to push exploration were more commonly embarking on adventures that didn’t incorporate any science. I lived in a world where geologists drove from site to site, exploring only what was within steps of their vehicles. I saw field expeditions cost tens of thousands of dollars because of the “need” for helicopters and other expensive add-ons due to the scientists’ lack of fitness, endurance, or technical skill. What if, I thought, we used adventure athletes like me to get into and explore these remote and difficult-to-access areas? I envisioned a program in which the field scientist and subject expert would spend time with athletes, educating them on how to be observers and training them to cover specific routes each day and to record their findings through written notes, photos, videos, and GPS coordinates. The teams would be able to move lightly and quickly through terrain that had stopped researchers in the past and, in doing so, make new discoveries that could then be explored later, at a lower cost, by the experts.

While I finished my dissertation, this idea tumbled around in my brain. I discussed it with other researchers, asking them if they saw any value in having a team of trained athletes assist with their field programs. Although they did see the benefits, they always brought up the same two points: (1) these researchers got into the profession due to their love of fieldwork and would not want to give that up, and (2) the expeditions were already expensive, and they could not afford to bring athletes into the field with them. I realized quickly that if I wanted to do this, and challenge the existing paradigm, I’d have to forge my own path and create this from the ground up. Thankfully, I had very supportive friends who nurtured the idea and helped me develop it. Adventure Science was born. I had found the perfect marriage between adventure racing, exploration, and scientific research.

My introduction to ultrarunning was also a very organic process. Living and working in Calgary as a geologist meant that I was approximately sixty minutes from an endless network of trails in the Canadian Rocky Mountains. With my friends and family, I spent as much free time as I could exploring these trails. Hikes turned to runs and, the next thing I knew, I was ultrarunning. I still didn’t consider myself a runner, but I sure loved to run through the mountains and challenge myself. I began to fall in love with running very long distances, and as my passion grew, so did my desire to learn more about the sport of ultrarunning itself, which wasn’t yet mainstream at that point.

The idea for Boundless didn’t simply come to me during a eureka moment. It was the result of an Adventure Science project that I undertook in 2010, when I registered to run in the Canadian Death Race—a 125 km long ultramarathon I’d known about for many years but had previously avoided due to the distance. Go Death Racer was a project that I created to look at the role core strength played in ultrarunning, but I also hired a film crew to document the project. I’d always wanted to create a documentary or television show, and I thought that a film on the race would be a good resource for athletes who were looking to get into the sport and at a loss about where to start, how to prepare, and what to expect in this iconic Canadian race. The project was a huge success. From the athletes and volunteers, we collected a significant amount of data as we tracked how the athletes responded to the distance in terms of discomfort, pain, and injury—comparing the results of the athletes who had done core training and those who hadn’t. After logging all the footage, I sent it to my friend Josh Eady, an editor in Toronto, who saw the potential in this documentary for a longer series in which Turbo and I would compete in ultra-endurance races all over the world. Turbo, aka Paul Trebilcock, is a longtime friend and former training partner whom I met while at McMaster University in Hamilton, Ontario. He and his wife had adopted me as their wild and crazy son while I completed my studies. The Canadian network Travel and Escape was interested in our pitch. We couldn’t believe our luck. That spring was a blur as we sold the concept and started the planning process and I began my transition out of the oil industry. It was an uncertain proposition, though, as we were contracted to produce ten episodes by December. After that, we didn’t know if we’d get another shot.

Walking away from my career as a geologist was definitely a leap of faith, but it was an important one. I hadn’t been able to transpose the passion and commitment I had for adventure racing and ultrarunning onto this job or even my marriage, and I had slipped in both. Now it was time to focus on pursuing that which brought me joy. I was charting my own course. I had changed—but didn’t realize then how much.

Of all the events and challenges that I’ve faced and learned from in my life, Boundless has been my greatest teacher by far. The scheduling of the season is done to suit a television production schedule—not to favor an athlete. With races of this duration and difficulty, an athlete needs plenty of recovery time. The general rule of thumb is typically three to four weeks of recovery for every hundred miles raced. Not having the luxury of this timeline pushed both Turbo and me physically and emotionally. As I dealt with my recent separation, the challenges of racing and filming, and the management of my knee injury, there were moments when I didn’t think I’d be able to finish a race or start the next one. Boundless forced me to push hard and to always dig deep. I get a lot of mail from fans of the show and there are two major themes to their responses. The first is that they are inspired to get off the couch and get active. The second is that they really relate to seeing us battle our demons on the race course—as they feel that they get to know us through these struggles. In many ways, our challenges are also their challenges, even if the context for their struggles is different from ours.

Season one of Boundless was an experience unlike any other I’d ever faced. Not only did it plunge me into the world of multiday stage racing, but it did so with a schedule that would make any seasoned athlete shake his or her head, because the distances—coupled with the short recovery time—invariably made us less fit over the course of the season. We competed in eight races that first season and traveled over 1,100 human-powered kilometers in the process. Our first race, the Molokai 2 Oahu (M2O), was in late July 2012. It is a famous paddleboard race that covers thirty-two miles between the two islands and crosses the infamous Channel of Bones. Less than a month later, we traveled to Iceland to compete in our first multiday stage running race—the seven-day, 250 km Fire and Ice Ultra. Three short weeks after that, I traveled without Turbo to Kenya to run the Amazing Maasai Marathon, a 75 km run in traditional Maasai territory, near the equator. The following week Turbo rejoined me in South Africa to compete in the Hansa Fish River Canoe Marathon, a two-day, 80 km whitewater kayak race near the town of Cradock. A week later we were in Hurricane, Utah, to compete in a mountain bike race called 6 Hours of Frog Hollow. After a welcomed three-week break, we were on the road again, this time to Egypt to compete in what is still one of my top-three toughest races, the seven-day stage running race called the Sahara Race, which winds 250 kilometers through the Sahara Desert. Three weeks after the Sahara Race we were off to Asia for our final two events—the Ancient Khmer Path ultramarathon stage race in Cambodia, followed a week later by the Laguna Phuket Ironman 70.3 event in Thailand. By December 3, 2012, we had successfully, and somewhat miraculously, wrapped the first season. I was physically spent and Turbo was emotionally exhausted, but we had survived and maintained our strong friendship throughout. Though exhilarating, those four months were the hardest of my life.

Since that last race, we’ve shot another two seasons and are up to twenty-seven full races and over four thousand kilometers of human-powered racing. We’ve continued to have ups and downs, dealing with the challenges that come with filming, racing, injuries, bad weather, and more. To spice things up, we added two hosts in our third season, which contributed another layer of issues, as we had to mesh personalities and sort out more logistics when filming. I’ve learned a lot about myself during these three seasons, as every challenge we face during Boundless can be related to our regular lives at some level and provides life lessons. It’s certainly made me more introspective, as I have much more control of the direction my life will take. I’ve met a lot of wise people on my journey and have tried to listen and learn. I’ve realized that we can’t overemphasize the importance of doing things that make us happy. While racing can be a distraction from our daily lives, it also helps remind us what we are physically and mentally capable of. It gives us goals and structure, and it pushes us to see where our limits lie. Boundless showed me that most of our limits are mental and, with the right attitude, we can push ourselves further than we ever thought possible. No matter the situation, a tired body will almost always follow a determined mind.

Racing has been an excellent teacher for me and, unsurprisingly, it was my most difficult races that taught me the most important lessons. When I train hard or race, I’m able to find a quiet serenity, one that eludes me in the other parts of my life. This mental calmness gives me clarity to focus, think, listen, and learn. Life lessons like perseverance, accepting coaching, staying positive, and being adaptable have come out of these experiences—sometimes in very visceral ways.

Even so, sometimes we still need a catalyst in life to make the huge mental leaps and realizations. I had mine in September 2014, when I was invited to speak to a group of runners on the eve of the Wine Country Half Marathon in beautiful Kelowna, British Columbia. I wanted to give the audience something motivational and inspirational. Racking my brain for something relevant, I realized that I had all the motivational material I needed, thanks to a race I had run a few weeks before. What’s more, in that single, gorgeous, eureka moment, I realized that I had overcome my lifelong fear of success. And it came at no better place for me: on the trail.

I was competing in a running race called the Iroquois Trail Test (ITT), a rugged 34 km race along the Niagara Escarpment near Toronto that had been on my bucket list for years. The ITT is special because it takes racers through some gnarly, ankle-biting terrain as it snakes along an uplifted limestone plateau running 900 kilometers from Niagara Falls to Tobermory. Going into the race, I knew I’d be lining up against some very fast athletes, including one in particular who had beaten me in a trail race the previous fall. I was anxious for a rematch.

The race began as most do: fast. Four of us shot out to the front immediately and quickly gapped the rest of the field. Within two kilometers, the eventual race winner had sprinted well out of sight on the single track. I found myself running behind my nemesis—matching his quick pace but still feeling strong and able. The pace frightened me, though, and I began to question myself. Was I going too hard, too early? Would this be disastrous later in the race? Surely I shouldn’t be running with this guy, who eight months earlier had won my hometown trail race and beat me by more than ten minutes on a shorter, easier course. As it had done my entire life, self-doubt was flooding my mind.

And yet, the kilometers ticked by and I stayed on his tail. As we approached the first section of rock hopping, he slowed substantially. For no conscious reason, I did the same. I knew I could easily run this section much more quickly without expending more effort, but I was tormented with doubt. It was far too early to try to pass a guy who was a better runner than me. Don’t attack now; he’s only going to run you down later. Besides, the pace was comfortable and easy. Yet at the same time, another part of me started talking. Go for it; pass this guy and run for your life. This time, I decided to listen.

After running a few more uncomfortably slow steps I passed my nemesis and began running as though my life depended on it. It hurt. I redlined. I pushed the downhills. I pushed the climbs. I pushed the flats. For the next thirty kilometers, I ran like an Olympic medal was on the line. I suffered. My legs and lungs burned, but I kept the needle buried.

Not only was I able to hold him off, but I put over five minutes into him by the time I crossed the finish line in second place. I was happy but also somewhat shocked. I had beaten one of the best trail runners in Canada.

Well, the significance of my achievement didn’t hit until several weeks later, on the eve of my talk in Kelowna. It struck me like a lightning bolt: I was more afraid of putting in the effort to succeed than I was of failing. Suddenly my dad’s words of wisdom—spoken to me over twenty-five years before—made sense. We can be anything we want in life and can make a living at it if we give our best.

I now believe that we’re not afraid of failing as much as we are afraid of committing our minds and bodies to a singular vision, for as long as it takes, no matter how difficult the road may be. This, for me, is the difference between fearing failure and fearing success. Fearing failure keeps us from trying something because we can’t handle failure as an outcome. Fearing success prevents us from attempting something because we don’t want to put the effort forward that’s required to achieve success. So what does success look like? For me, it looks like long days and long nights, exhaustion, setbacks, hurdles, naysayers, and yes, even self-doubt. It looks like years of effort, unwavering belief, and undaunted commitment. For, ultimately, if you want something bad enough, you will succeed. Failure? Those are just the lessons I learn along the way that will ultimately help me to become successful.

Someone once said, “When you want to succeed as bad as you want to breathe, then you’ll be successful.” My forty years on this planet and my observations of my own experiences, as well as those of people close to me, suggest that this is the only way to achieve success and reach your goals.
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The Worst Races Are Often the Best Teachers
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In races, and in life, we ride a wave of highs and lows, as the intense schedule of Boundless reminded me again and again. What goes up, must come down, and vice versa. Knowing this always brought me comfort during my darkest moments on the race course and always helped temper my best moments, which I think kept me grounded (although the Eady brothers and Turbo may have a different opinion!). I also found that my best races were not necessarily my greatest teacher—my worst races were. When you have a good race, you tend not to reflect on it as much as you do when you have a poor race. A win means that everything went as planned and worked well, and there is little to improve on, whereas a major implosion results in some intense soul-searching and going back to the drawing board.

When we shot the first Boundless episode, we really had no clue what we were getting into. My ego outshone my ability in some ways. Our first race was the famous Molokai 2 Oahu Stand Up Paddleboard race across fifty-three kilometers of open Hawaiian ocean, island to island. I had been looking for an epic paddling race to put in the calendar and stumbled on this one—essentially the world championship of endurance paddling—in a sport that neither Turbo nor I had tried. This has become one of our most infamous episodes. We’ve received the most positive and negative feedback on this one due to our performance—or lack thereof, I should say. Less than one month before the race, neither Turbo nor I had ever stood on a stand up paddleboard (SUP), let alone paddled one. We lived in blissful ignorance of the beating to come. Because I was 90 percent certain I’d be quitting my job as a geologist to go full-time with the show, I’d been trying to wrap up the projects I was working on at the time and, as a result, the SUP training I had planned took a backseat, with running and gym sessions serving as my main workouts. I recall being out on a 50 km training run in the mountains around Canmore with good friends Phil Villeneuve and Matthew Innis and telling them about the race. The consensus was that, without spending any time on the board in advance, I was going to get annihilated, as Turbo and I had initially planned to solo the race. Naïve and undeservedly overconfident, I bet Phil a case of wine that I wouldn’t DNF (Did Not Finish) or come DFL (Dead Fucking Last).

I went to Toronto for a quick visit before heading off to Hawaii, during which time I had a few hours of coaching from my friend and national-level paddle instructor Bill Trayling. Although I still didn’t know it at the time, paddling on a lake is very different from paddling on the ocean. I left Canada confident that my endurance was going to carry me through this new sporting challenge. Mentally, I saw myself as a dark-horse contender, convinced that no other paddler out there could run fifty kilometers in one shot and therefore wouldn’t have the stamina to paddle that distance as fast as I could. Failing was the furthest thing from my mind.

We spent the first few days of our trip exploring Honolulu and Waikiki before heading to Maui, where we were quickly connected with then-seventeen-year-old SUP pro Slater Trout; his friend and sponsor, SUP surf expert Dave Boehne; and Talia Decoite (née Gangini), an eighteen-year-old budding SUP star. We met them at the beginning of the holy grail of downwind paddling, the Maliko run—a ten-mile downwind paddle known for its consistent northeast winds.

The first few hundred meters out of the starting bay were fine. I was surprised to see the guys get on their knees when they entered the open water but followed suit and negotiated some rocks near the mouth of the bay. The water was moving in rolling waves. Some were breaking, but they didn’t look that crazy to me. Once I got into the open water, though, it was a different story. Neither Turbo nor I could stand on the board for longer than a few seconds. The nonstop undulations of the conveyor belt that was the ocean that day destroyed my balance, and I was constantly in the water. The paddling I did manage was mostly on my knees or seated. Standing was literally not an option. I was in shock, and my confidence shattered. Here we were about to film our first episode and I couldn’t see how either one of us would ever be able to finish. We were terrible. It was physically painful falling and landing on the board numerous times, and I rubbed my chest and ribs raw on the deck as I repeatedly pulled myself back up like an awkward walrus. Helpless, I felt a fear of failure start to grow inside of me as I realized this race was much more than an endurance contest. A successful SUP racer here was equal parts endurance paddler and surfer—both very foreign to me.

We didn’t finish the first run, bailing out several miles early.
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