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It’s nearly three in the morning and Markus Ingebretsen is asleep in the Braeburn Lodge, a log 
cabin roadhouse 100 miles north of Whitehorse, Yukon Territory. 
He’s reached the first checkpoint of the Yukon Quest 1,000 Mile International Sled Dog Race, 
an annual event that leads mushers and their teams of up to 14 dogs across the frozen tundra of 
the North.  
Ingebretsen left the starting chute in second position at 11 a.m. He’s now in 14th place. It’s taken 
him more than 15 hours to travel the 100 miles to Braeburn.  
His body is folded in half as he slumps forward from his chair, his head resting on a table in front 
of him. His close friend, Marijn Baert, sits to his left. He’s traveled from Belgium to join him. 
Across the table is Sheldon Berkowitz, the father of Jake Berkowitz--the reigning Yukon Quest 
rookie of the year. They silently sip coffee from styrofoam cups as the room buzzes around them. 
Mushers, veterinarians, media and volunteers fill out papers, take notes and talk logistics. 
Outside, dog trucks idle in jagged rows across the parking lot and huskies howl into the night, 
waiting for the next leg of the journey to begin.  
An hour earlier Jake Berkowitz sat the same table, chatting with his wife and his teams’ handler, 
Robin. He passed Ingebretsen a few hours outside the checkpoint, while the younger musher 
rested off the trail. 
The two have spent the last six months training together. Berkowitz, the up and coming star, and 
Ingebretsen, the untested and unknown rookie. Leaning back in his chair, Berkowitz says he’s 
impressed with what he’s seen from the 21-year-old, but his concern is on his own race. 
After placing fourth in last year’s Quest, Berkowitz was on pace for a top finish in the Iditarod, 
another 1,000 mile race that stretches between Anchorage and Nome, Alaska, until a hand injury 
forced him out of the field. This year he’s hoping to solidify his status as one of the top talents in 
the sport.  
“He’s a good young musher,” he says of Ingebretsen. 
“But we’ve been training together all season. This is Quest time now. It’s not babysitting time.” 
Ingebretsen heads into the dog yard shortly after six in the morning to prepare his team. The next 
checkpoint is Carmacks, another 77 miles north. While Ingebretsen is a rookie, many of his dogs 
are the same ones that led Berkowitz in last year’s race.  
He slowly works his way down the gangline, rubbing the heads and bellies of each of the 14 
Alaskan huskies. For the next 900 miles, they will lead him over some of the harshest conditions 
on earth. 
* 
Ingebretsen never expected to be a musher. He grew up in Kristiansand, the south of Norway, 
where the sport is relatively unknown. Living on the coastline instilled a love of the sea and by 
16, he owned his first sailboat. Two years later, after losing his job as a photographer in the 
aftermath of the recession, he decided to sail the world. He planned to do it in four years. 
He’d been at sea for four months when a broken engine forced him to dock in Morocco. The 



weeks dragged on as he waited for the repair and eventually frustration got the better of him. He 
decided to leave the port, relying only on his sail. He was just outside the Canary Islands when 
his mast broke. With no engine and a thousand miles of open water surrounding him, he made 
the call to be rescued. 
Ingebretsen says it’s a series of coincidences that led him to the Quest. Including that day at sea, 
where a desire for the unknown, and for adventure, could have cost him his life. It was a fellow 
sailor who planted the idea of running dogs into his head. 
“I’d never even thought about it before,” he says. “It seemed a little crazy.” 
Within months of returning home he was guiding sled dog tours around Norway. He eventually 
worked his way up to the Femundslopet race, his first taste of competitive mushing. Out of more 
than 100 teams, he placed 19th.  
“It was inspiring,” he says of that race. “It made me want to keep trying. To keep getting better.” 
He began plotting a solo-expedition into the Canadian Arctic with a team of two dogs. It was a 
chance to hone his skills and get back into nature, back into the unknown. While researching the 
terrain he learned that a musher in Big Lake, Alaska was looking for someone to train his B-team 
and run in the Quest. The toughest race in the world. Six months later he was working for 
Berkowitz at Apex Kennels. 
Berkowitz knew about Ingebretsen’s past. He knew about his sailing, his love of the outdoors 
and his ability to cope with isolation. He was the perfect man for the job. 
His first challenge came in December, when he ran in the Top of the World, a 350-mile race 
between Tok and Eagle Village, Alaska, and back. It was the inaugural race and brought out 
some of the most impressive names in the sport, including last year’s Quest champion, Hugh 
Neff.  
The route traveled across barren arctic wilderness and forced teams to climb American Summit--
an imposing 3,480 foot mountain known for its sudden storms and powerful winds--twice. 
Competing against the best in the sport and running in his first North American race, Ingebretsen 
crossed the finish line in eighth place. 
Less than two weeks later, he entered the Copper Basin, a 300 mile race. Once again he lined up 
against veteran Quest and Iditarod mushers. This time he placed fifth overall. Two spots ahead of 
Neff. 
Despite his success in the mid-distance circuit, the Quest represents something more. 
The distance, the terrain and the unpredictable weather are enough to drive many mushers away 
from the race, choosing to participate in the Iditarod instead. With fewer mountain ranges, 
shorter distances between checkpoints, less challenging topography and a larger purse, the 
Iditarod is celebrated as the premier sled dog race in the world.  
Steeped in tradition, the Quest doesn’t have the flash of the Iditarod. Mushers compete to earn 
their spot in the folklore of the North. It’s a historic race, retracing the routes of the Gold Rush 
Era, and paying homage to the past. 
“The Quest not only captures the spirit of the North but the history of the North,” Neff said after 
winning the Quest in 2012. “Whenever I’m out there, I always think of all the amazing people 
that have been out on the trail and that’s what gives me motivation.” 
In 2006, the force of a northern winter displayed how dangerous the Quest can be.  
Twenty-two mushers entered the race that year. Eleven finished. A third of the field was 
eliminated on Eagle Summit, a towering landmark lying in the White Mountains of central 
Alaska.  



One by one, six teams attempted to climb the summit. They swayed from side to side as the 
snowdrifts hit them like waves in the ocean. The trail became impassable, leaving the teams 
stranded on the peak. Their only hope was to wait for the storm to pass. By morning, they 
remained on the mountain. 
By early afternoon, helicopters circled the summit, searching for any sign of life. 
Doug Grilliot, who was the race judge at the time, took to the sky with the National Guard. 
“There was no visibility,” he recalls. “The trail was totally obliterated.”  
Hours later, each of the mushers and all 88 dogs were recovered. 
The events made many question whether or not the race should continue. Others believed that if 
the teams had simply waited the storm out, the situation could have been avoided. 
“We leave these decisions to the mushers,” says Grilliot. “They know their team. They know 
what they are capable of. We understand that and support them, whether they are rookies or vets. 
But obviously, that night, some of those mushers should have made a better decision.” 
Grilliot says there are two types of rookies. Those who are experienced in other long distance 
events, such as the Iditarod, and those who are ‘rookie rookies’. The mushers who qualified for 
the Quest through the shorter 200 or 300 mile races. The mushers that have never faced the 
challenge of 1,000 miles and the extreme conditions and isolation that accompany it.  
The mushers like Ingebretsen. 
* 
Dawson City, a town of little more than a 1,000 people on the banks of the Yukon River, is the 
halfway point of the race. 
It’s 8:30 in the morning when Ingebretsen arrives; the sun still hours from rising above the tree 
line.  
In the summer, the streets fill with life as tourists flock to what was once the heart of the 
Klondike. Wooden boardwalks lead to swinging bar doors and pastel coloured buildings shine 
bright in the never setting sun, but in the winter, the town sleeps. The sun reveals itself for only a 
few hours a day and temperatures routinely dip past 40 below. The stillness of the morning is 
interrupted by a bobbing head lamp in the distance. 
Ingebretsen’s voice echoes down the empty street as he calls out to his team, pulling them away 
from the river’s edge and into the checkpoint. Arriving to Dawson meant climbing the first and 
largest summit of the Quest, King Solomon’s Dome. A 4,050 foot peak in the Yukon-Mackenzie 
Divide. 
“There’s a couple of fallen trees at the base of the trail,” Ingebretsen tells the checkpoint 
manager as he arrives. 
His red hair is coated with a thick layer of frost. His breath floats in the air as he speaks. 
“The trail is completely blocked off.” 
He’ll spend the next 40 hours in Dawson, a mandatory layover that forces the teams to rest. He 
arrives in sixth place.  
Baert has been waiting for him. He’s spent the last 24 hours shoveling a clearing in the snow and 
preparing a campsite for Ingebretsen and his team. It’s the first time in the race that the mushers 
are allowed any assistance. The teams travel across an ice bridge to the other side of town, where 
they camp in the deep snow and biting cold.  
At its peak more than 40,000 people lived in Dawson. The population plummeted after the Gold 
Rush but remnants of its history still fill the town. Including the heavy drinking.  
The bridge marks a divide.  
The campsite is quiet and still, tucked away from the booze soaked bars. Canvas tents dot the 



landscape and the smell of burning spruce fills the air. During the Quest, the handlers settle into 
the temporary village while the dogs sleep under tarps and atop beds of straw. Some of the 
mushers spend their time in the camp, visiting with the teams and catching up with their 
handlers, while others stay in town. 
Ingebretsen doesn’t seem interested in the socializing. He signs in with the checkpoint manager 
and travels back into the darkness of the northern morning, across the bridge and into camp. 
* 
The following afternoon Ingebretsen and his competitors are called to the back room of the 
Dawson City Visitor Centre for a trail briefing. The teams will travel nearly 150 miles across 
frozen riverbeds to reach the next checkpoint in Eagle, Alaska. 
Ingebretsen takes a seat on the floor. He’s flanked by Quest veterans Brent Sass, Allen Moore 
and Berkowitz on his left and Neff to his right. He’s the only rookie in the room.  
“I wish I had good news,” John Mitchell, a veteran Canadian Ranger and trail co-ordinator says. 
 “In 35 years of running the river, this has been the toughest trail we’ve ever had to break.” 
Days of heavy snowfall have erased months of work. 
“Weʼve got a perfectly hard trail,” he says. “But itʼs three feet down underneath.” 
Mitchell tells the group it’s taken his team more than eight hours to travel the first 50 miles of 
the trail on snowmobiles. 
“They got stuck about two dozen to three dozen times. What we need is traffic.” 
Ingebretsen remains silent, unmoved by the news. Mitchell’s voice is marked by worry as he 
wishes the mushers good luck. The most difficult sections of the Quest are waiting on the 
Alaskan side.  
Berkowitz remembers what those challenges were like as a rookie; he knows what Ingebretsen 
has yet to face.  
“The hardest part is the unknown,” he says. “I was blown away by the size of the hills, by the 
distance between checkpoints. The Quest is so different than any other race. There are moments 
that remind you why you’re out there and they are moments that make you question why you’re 
doing this. Mentally, it’s an extremely difficult race.” 
Dawson is a chance to recuperate and prepare for the difficulties to come, but after 500 miles in 
isolation, many of the mushers find the temptation of the nightlife impossible to resist. 
“Too many people lose focus here,” Berkowitz says. “They don’t take the rest they need.” 
Many of the veterans and rookies file in and out of the bars during the layover, but Ingebretsen is 
nowhere to be found. He’s scheduled to leave Dawson shortly after midnight on a Friday.  By 8 
p.m., he’s in his camp, sorting out supplies for the next 150 miles.  
He works in silence, his headlamp casting a soft white light across his sled. He stirs his team 
awake around 11 p.m., they yawn and stretch as they rise from the straw. Within minutes they 
fill with energy, their howls echoing into the night. Ingebretsen remains stoic and checks his 
supplies again.  
The lead teams departed from Dawson a day earlier. Vanishing into the morning fog as fans 
watched on from the river’s edge. Now, at half past midnight, the only people to see Ingebretsen 
off are Quest staff. He doesn’t seem to mind. 
“I’m just trying to enjoy this while I can,” he says. “We’re already halfway through the race. 
Soon it will be over. It’s crazy to think about.”  
He says goodbye to Baert, to the race officials and pulls his team back onto the Yukon River. 
Five hundred miles to go. 
* 



Three days later he reaches the base of Eagle Summit. The 40 miles in front of him are widely 
regarded as the most difficult section of trail in any sled dog race in the world. It’s dusk when he 
arrives; he’ll have to pass it in the dark. 
Ingebretsen begins the climb and behind him, another team, lead by Yukon’s Normand Casavant, 
follows. Their movement stirs the mountain awake. The wind intensifies and the snow drifts 
begin to blow up to three feet high. Casavant’s dogs stop running. The trail has disappeared. 
Ingebretsen anchors his team, throwing a steel claw into the mountain face.  
Both he and Casavant are carrying SPOT devices, tracking units with the ability to send an 
emergency signal. One push of a button means help is minutes away. It also means 
disqualification.   
Ingebretsen finds his way to Casavant’s lead dog and grabs hold. With carefully placed steps, he 
walks up the mountain, leading the team through the storm. Casavant then does the same for 
him. Together they defeat the summit. This time, the rescue call isn’t made. 
The austere beauty of the northern wild isn’t lost on Ingebretsen. His love of adventure, of 
conquering the elements, has grown stronger since that day he was pulled off the sea.  
“To do a race like this at my age is amazing,” he says. 
“To be out in this nature, watching the sun rise on the mountains. It’s a beautiful thing.” 
* 
The mountains and open country disappear over the next 24 hours as Ingebretsen approaches 
Fairbanks, a city of nearly 100,000 people in interior Alaska and the Quest finish line. 
During the Gold Rush, it was known as the city with a heart of gold. Today, it’s a growing 
metropolis and the second largest city in the state behind Anchorage.  
Ingebretsen crosses the finish line midday on a Tuesday. The race was won a day earlier when 
Moore out ran Neff by an hour and 15 minutes. 
A yellow Yukon Quest banner hangs above the Chena River in the city’s downtown core. A 
chain link fence marks the last 100 feet of trail. Berkowitz, Robin and Baert wait in the midday 
sun. An uncorked bottled of champagne lays in the snow at their feet. Beside it, a bottle of Coca 
Cola. 
“We got this bottle of champagne but he said all he wanted was a coke,” explains Baert. 
“He’s a pretty basic guy.” 
Just before 1 p.m., a silhouette of Ingebretsen and his team becomes visible on the horizon. A 
small group of fans leans into the fence, watching on. He crosses the finish line at 12:51 p.m., 
finishing in sixth place. His mustache drips with frost as he feeds his team chunks of frozen 
steak. He smiles as Berkowitz hands him the bottle of champagne. 
At 21-years-old and with less than a year of racing experience he’s completed one of the most 
challenging races in the world. 
“I think it’s a pretty acceptable finish,” he says, his smile widening. 
The checkpoint managers slide the fence open, creating an exit for Ingebretsen and his dogs. 
Slowly, he moves down the ice and out of sight, disappearing into the frozen abyss. 
It’s taken him 10 days, one hour and 36 minutes to conquer the wild; to overcome that day at sea. 
 
 

 


