
making tracks

are now held. The native foliage of Frozen 
Head State Park, which includes significant 
amounts of razor vines, was simply too dif-
ficult to travel though. Ray was found shiver-
ing under a pile of leaves. He begged to be 
taken back to prison. In 55 hours, he had 
managed to only travel eight miles. 

Upon reading the story, Cantrell decided 
he could have covered 100 miles in that 
time and developed a race course. The first 
Barkley Marathons were held in 1986. Over 
the past 26 years, more than 900 racers 
have lined up, and only 12 have finished.   

Although he won’t admit this, it seems 
that Cantrell makes the race slightly harder 
every time someone finishes all five loops. 
For example, after the 2001 race when 
finishers Blake Wood and David Horton 
helped each other through the final lap, 
the “Horton Rule” was established, forcing 
athletes heading out on their final “20-mile” 
loop to go in different directions to prevent 
them from working together. Other years, 
Cantrell has simply added an unexpected 
new climb, or created a more difficult route. 

“People always say they want to find 
their limits, but then they set up chal-
lenges that they know they can do,” he 
says. “This is supposed to be right out 

markings and using a GPS during the race is 
illegal. No one even cares who wins, because, 
more often than not, no one even finishes.  

The creator of the sadistic tryst through 
the saw briars is Gary Cantrell, a retired city 
CFO and ultrarunner from Short Creek, Ten-
nessee, who says, “It all started with James 
Earl Ray.” (Yes, the same James Earl Ray 
who assassinated Martin Luther King Jr.) In 
1977, Ray escaped from a Tennessee prison 
into the surrounding forest just outside of 
Wartburg, in East Tennessee’s Cumberland 
Mountains, where the Barkley Marathons 

I
f ultrarunning is still a fringe sport, 
then Tennessee’s Barkley Mara-
thons exist on the fringe of the 
fringe. Although advertised as 100 
miles with 59,100 feet of elevation 
gain (that’s 28,200 feet more than 

Europe’s famous Ultra-Trail du Mont-Blanc), 
the race defies categorization—it simply 
stands alone. First, according to a GPS, the 
five-lap course is closer to 130 miles. Second, 
it’s not really a running race, as it requires 
mostly bushwhacking through terrain that 
is impossible to run. Competitors must also 
be self-sufficient and know how to navigate 
with map and compass. There are no course 

The 
Insanity 
Loops
Why would anyone decide to 
toe the line at Barkley__Matt Hart
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before and after: winner brett Maune (top) and beverly 
anderson-abbs, who has the sole female fun run finisher.
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making tracks

scent rates, to help determine proper pacing 
and gauge how I was enduring.” 

Jared Campbell, 32, an accomplished 
adventure athlete (5.13 climber and 2010 
Hardrock 100 winner) from Salt Lake City, 
was second, finishing in his first attempt in 
56 hours. John Fegyveresi, 35, of Antarc-
tica, hobbled in for an impressive third, in 
59 hours 41 minutes, just 19 minutes before 
the 60-hour cutoff. 

So what is all this pain and torture 
worth? For finishing you get, well, noth-
ing. The entry fee is $1.60, and, there 
simply couldn’t be a group of athletes less 
interested in belt-buckle bling. One thing 
they are assured of getting: honest respect 
from anyone who knows.

For more information about the Barkley 
Marathons, visit www.mattmahoney.net/
barkley/.

drop out of Barkley, a bugler plays taps for 
you. You also don’t DNF (Did Not Finish), 
you RTC (Refuse to Continue). Travis Wil-
deboer, an RTCer from Winter Park, Colo-
rado, says, “Barkley is like a boxer with a 
really good jab. It doesn’t have knockout 
power in one particular area, it just system-
atically picks away at you a little at a time.”

This year’s race saw two firsts: three 
competitors finished the race, and one of 
the three finishers became a two-time fin-
isher. Last year, John Muir Trail speed-re-
cord holder, Brett Maune, 33, of San Jose, 
California, was the first person to ever fin-
ish Barkley on a first attempt. He returned 
this year and set a course record, finishing 
in 52 hours 3 minutes, lowering the previ-
ous course record by 3 hours 39 minutes. 
Maune, a solid-state physicist, used his ana-
lytical skills to get through Barkley. He says, 
“I used calculations, for example, ascent-de-

there where it could be done, but prob-
ably not. It’s on the edge.” 

Despite his heartless, masochistic per-
sona, Cantrell really is an endearing, 
intelligent and gruff 57-year-old. He has 
an impressive handlebar mustache and 
ever-present Camel cigarette balanced 
between his fingers. To signal the race, he 
lights his first cigarette of the morning.

This year, the start line was comprised 
of 35 runners from all over the world, 
including adventure racers, 100-mile 
veterans, long-trail record holders, and 
as Cantrell puts it, “some sacrificial vir-
gins”—the under-experienced athletes 
who will most likely fail “spectacularly.”

The Ray-inspired loop is “20 miles of in-
sanity,” says Cantrell, with impossibly steep 
climbs and foliage designed to alleviate you 
of your protective skin layer. If you manage 
to complete three loops, you still fail, but 
earn some respect for having finished what 
is termed the “Fun Run” at “60 miles” and 
more than 34,000 feet of elevation gain. 
(For perspective, the Fun Run is equivalent, 
in finishing time, to the venerable high-el-
evation Hardrock 100-Mile Endurance Run 
in Colorado’s San Juan Mountains.)

Adding to the ridiculousness, when you 

{ 11,820 }
amount, in feet, of 
elevation gain per 
“20-mile” loop. 

By The NumBers

{ 35 }
Number of runners per 
year allowed by the 
park to toe the line.

{ 11 }
Number of books on course that runners 
must find and tear out a page from to 
prove they completed the correct route.

Immediate & lasting 
benefi ts underfoot – 
especially during 
your daily activities.

For a store near you: 
www.birki.us |866-522-4754


