Far-From-Basic Training for a 135-Mile Footrace 
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By AIMEE BERG

Published: July 21, 2007

There is a reason that, in the middle of a heat wave, David Balsley enters the sauna at New York Sports Club on Park Avenue, cranks the thermostat to its upper limit (180 degrees) and sits for 45 minutes. There is a reason he runs the northern hills of Central Park for three hours. And there is a reason he seeks a wide-shouldered road and runs in the dark until 4 a.m. with his headlamp switched off. 
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David Balsley has been competing in ultramarathons since 1982. 
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Blake Benke has completed two 100-mile races in less than 24 hours. 

It is the same reason that Blake Benke has been running more than 30 miles along the perimeter of Manhattan at least once a week, refueling at bodegas along the way.

Both men are pursuing one of the most coveted prizes in ultramarathoning: a nickel-plated belt buckle awarded to athletes who finish one of the world’s most severe and demanding footraces, the Badwater Ultramarathon, in less than 48 hours.

The annual 135-mile race begins Monday morning in the extreme heat of Death Valley in California. Cumulatively, the course climbs 46 miles across three mountain ranges, plummets 20 miles and features 69 miles of flats — including the initial 21-mile stretch over viscous pavement in the middle of the searing desert.

After the leaders have been on their feet for at least 20 hours without sleep, the race culminates with a 13-mile, 5,000-foot ascent to the finish line on Mount Whitney — a half-marathon up nearly a vertical mile — to an elevation of 8,360 feet. The average finish time is 48 hours. The cutoff is 60 hours. 

Compared with the Ironman world championship triathlon and its 17-hour time limit, Badwater requires about triple the time and perhaps far more suffering. 

“Every sense of your body is taken over by the climate,” said the New York City native Christopher Bergland, who set a record at triple ironmans (7.2-mile swim, 336-mile bike, 78.6-mile run) but failed to finish one of his three Badwater races. 

“There’s a certain amount of hubris in the Ironman. It’s very challenging, but just enough to be doable. You can get smug. Badwater puts you in your place as an athlete.”

Every few years, the Badwater prerequisites are made tougher. This year, the selection committee would not consider applicants who had not run at least one 100-mile race. Sixteen women and 68 men made the cut, and Benke and Balsley were the only ones from New York City. Both are Badwater rookies. 
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Balsley, a 60-year-old physical therapist, has been competing in ultramarathons for 25 years, dating to the 1982 Western States 100, when there were only two 100-mile road races in the country. Now there are more than 40. “I’ve run 100,000 miles in my life — but I’ve never run a 135-miler,” he said. “Badwater will be my last ultramarathon.” 

Benke, 30, said he started running seriously at the United States Naval Academy and quickly became its top athlete at 26.2-mile distances and longer. He has completed two 100-mile races in less than 24 hours, 12 Ironmans (including three world championships in Hawaii), as well as at least seven 50-milers. As a Marine, he served in Operation Iraqi Freedom in 2003. 

Benke and Balsley trained alone in New York, unaware of each other’s regimen.

“At my age,” Balsley said, “my body doesn’t adapt so well, so I’ve got to pay a little more attention to science.” 

After six weeks of increasingly hot and long sauna sessions, Balsley’s body now takes one-third less time to begin sweating. When he exits, his heart rate is 14 percent lower than it was after his first session. Although he has learned how to retain the two pounds of water weight he had been losing in the sauna, he is down to 145 pounds on his 5-foot-8 frame — as he was when he tried out for the 1972 Olympic wrestling team.

In contrast, Benke said he had not done a lot of heat training. 

“I’m going off of whatever New York City gives me on its hottest day,” he said, adding that he was continuing the workouts he used leading up to the Coeur d’Alene Ironman on June 24 in Idaho: 100-mile bike rides mixed with running. “It was a perfect training day,” he said of his 10-hour-18-minute finish in Coeur d’Alene. 

Benke has run three-hour marathons after swimming 2.4 miles and biking 112 miles in the Ironman. “I hope to go under 30 hours,” he said about Badwater. “I think I can finish top 10. The hardest part of this race will be mental.” 

Each athlete is allowed up to six people and two vehicles to help cool, feed, pace, support and monitor him or her during the race. It, too, is a science. “My biggest fear,” said Benke’s wife, Diane, “is that we, the support crew, make a rookie mistake.”

Flatbed trucks must be covered to prevent supplies from melting or exploding in the heat. Light-colored, air-conditioned S.U.V.’s are best. Three coolers are suggested — one for water, one to chill food and drinks, one for extra ice. If the runner has a second vehicle, a fourth cooler is suggested as an ice bath, or, as Balsley is planning, to refrigerate several pairs of shoes to delay the melting of their soles on the pavement.

One of Balsley’s crew members will be Sarah Reinertsen, 32, a Long Island native who in 2005 became the first female above-the-knee amputee to finish the Ironman world championship in Kailua-Kona, Hawaii. Twenty years ago, Balsley taught her how to run on her prosthesis.

“I chose Sarah because she’s a serious runner, and she’s used to hardships and heat,” Balsley said. 

After Badwater, Balsley said, he will continue to coach high-level amputees in track, including a woman who is working on a sub-three-hour marathon. Benke earned his M.B.A. from New York University in May, married in June and will start a job at Morgan Stanley in August. 

“If this was the last race I did, I’d feel my running career was complete,” he said. “This is the holy grail.”
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