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DAVE CHAMBERLAIN is average height, stocky and 
solid. “Muffin-top” is a term that he says defines both his physique and 
sense of style. “I’m an average dude.”

This “average dude” just happens to be running around the world.
“People imagine that you’ve got to be some 

Olympic god [to do this],” he says. “My normalcy 
makes people realise that we can’t use preconceived 
ideas as an excuse not to do something. All I’m 
doing is embracing potential, which everyone has. 
There’s nothing stopping anyone from potentially 
also doing something awesome.”  

For roughly the next seven years, the 41-year-
old bespectacled South African from Pretoria will 
run across six continents, excluding Antarctica. 
Accompanying him and his contagious smile on 
the 88 000km jog is the pram he lives out of, which 
holds exactly 16 items, including a tent, camera, 
solar charger, battery pack, gas-cooker, spare tyres 
and tubes, and two extra pairs of running shoes, as 
well as his water and food.  

He’s already 19 months into his extraordinary 
journey, which started in Nordkapp, Norway, and 

which has already taken him to several Nordic and Scandinavian 
countries, across Poland and the Czech Republic and Canada.  
Now, he’s zigzagging across the USA, where he’s following the  
run the fictitious character Forrest Gump took in the 1994 film  

of the same name.
“The Forrest Gump Detour is really just a 

rather weak attempt at justifying extending my 
run through the USA,” he says. “I get side-tracked 
a lot; the places are awesome.”

Chamberlain, who has an endearing 
personality, has dubbed his adventure the 
“Hug Run” because it embraces the potential in 
every human being. “It’s saying: ‘I see you and 
value you’ without words,” he says, adding that 
everyone can do their own version of a Hug Run. 

He’s also running to raise funds for non-
profit organisation Children of Dawn and to 
boost awareness of Aids orphans in Africa. 
Chamberlain says he’s running to create the best 
version of his life, but also because he believes we 
all have a responsibility to give back.  

A former scuba-diving instructor, he 
discovered running accidentally. After losing 

his passport in Nicaragua and consequently a job in the Bahamas, 
Chamberlain agreed to join his three sisters on a marathon in 
Antarctica. His parents joked that he should run from Central 
America to Ushuaia, the southernmost point of Argentina, in 
preparation for the marathon. So in 2011 he gave up scuba-diving 
and set off on a 5 000km run down Argentina’s National Route 40 
to catch a ship to Antarctica. He enjoyed the run so much that he 
embarked on another the following year, running 2 700km from 
Namibia to South Africa to raise funds for and boost awareness of 
the African penguin. That adventure was followed by a 15 000km 
run across Canada for the World Wide Fund for Nature. 
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“Running just happens to be the most meaningful  
way for me to see the world,” says Chamberlain.  
“I’ve chosen to ignore the mileage and focus on the  
people and places instead.” Even so, with a goal of 45-50km 
a day, his mileage is impressive. 

He’s lost weight, especially upper-body mass. Without a 
scale, Chamberlain must resort to unconventional methods 
to check his weight. “Depending on how fatty or bony my 
armpit feels, I’ll take in more or cut down calories,” he says, 
adding that he never drops below 66kg.

In preparation for the Hug Run, Chamberlain set a 
training minimum of 15-18km a day, six days a week  
for a month. 

Wherever he goes, Chamberlain 
fuels his body with a supermarket-
friendly and “boring” diet of oatmeal 
porridge, boiled eggs, two-minute 
noodles and/or tuna usually, flavoured 
with butter and honey, as well as 
protein milkshakes, and an occasional 
treat at a diner. “It’s a great way to 
get to chat to locals,” he says. “It’s 
not every day that a white African, 
pushing a pram through a desert, 
drops by for a bite.”

Rivers and lakes are where 
Chamberlain baths. He sleeps  
in ditches, under bridges and bushes, 
and on couches. Not ideal, but he 
goes with the flow.

For our phone interview in 
Vermont, USA, he buys a hot 
chocolate for $3,75 (around R51) to 
use an inn’s wifi, even though he’s on a 
tight $17-a-day budget. 

His family and friends characterise 
Chamberlain as “goofy and 
charismatic”. When he runs, he 

focuses less on the visuals and more on the sounds and 
smells of a place, often running to Beethoven’s Ninth 
Symphony, Ode to Joy, in his head.

“I feel this energy that belongs in that piece of music...  
I absolutely enjoy it,” he says. This energy enables him to 
turn obstacles like bad weather, wild dogs or angry people 
into challenges.

When I ask him to describe himself, he does it in one 
word: “Idiot”, for once mistakenly ending up in Bristol, 
Vermont, when he’d meant to take the road to Burlington. 

I suggest he is an adventurer, to which he says: “Or 
someone who avoids any commitment!” He shares that 
someone once said he was brave for getting up every 
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morning to run. “All I can say is: you spend an hour-and-a-
half every day travelling in awful traffic to and from work, 
you spend your entire day in a box, you work for a boss 
who doesn’t like you and doesn’t know you. You reached 
the pinnacle of your career and you get up every day, five 
days a week, for 40 years and do the same bloody thing. To 
me, it’s freakin’ amazing. That’s brave!”

But Chamberlain recognises the sacrifices he’s had to make 
for his lifestyle. While running in the USA, he lost a friend 
suddenly. While in New York, he missed out on the birth of 
his baby sister’s twins back home. And while away in India, 
his mother lost her battle with cancer.

Chamberlain deals with such losses by relying on his 
senses to find peace. “I find that the sound of pushing 
my pram over wet roads is a very calming and positive 
experience,” he says. During his mother’s last week, he 
pushed her through Pretoria in a wheelchair. The jacarandas 
were in full bloom, carpeting the wet roads and pavements.

“The sticky sound of the wheels rolling over wet tarmac 
and the jacaranda blossoms as I pushed her up and down 
the streets has stuck with me and I use that sound at times as 
a boost. If I see a puddle next to the road, I’ll run through it 

just to wet the tyres so that I can hear that sound again.”
For the man who was once a boy leaning on his mother 

for career guidance, running around the world is what a life 
well-lived looks like. “Obviously morale fluctuates,” he says. 
“So, while there might be less happy moments, they’re against 
a backdrop of pure excitement. I love what I do.” 

Chamberlain’s Forrest Gump Detour, which he began in 
September 2016, has already seen him run from Maine to 
Georgia, across to Santa Monica, back east to New England, 
and then west again. “It’s been rewarding for the backwater 
places it’s taken me through,” he says. “This country changes 
so incredibly quickly, it’s amazing.” 

His journey has given him new perspectives and he draws 
parallels between the rising racial tensions in the USA and 
apartheid in South Africa. “We’ve been through that. It’s 
interesting to see that that’s become a conversation here in 
the USA. The next vital step for [US] society is potentially 
dealing with its history, however you view that history.”

After his USA tour, Chamberlain is heading to South 
America through Mexico and Central America before flying 
to Australia. Kenya will be his first African destination, 
followed by Ethiopia. He plans to finish his run in Cape Town. 

“I can’t change Aids with the money I’m raising, but if 
I can get the concept out that we are all far more capable 
than we think we are, that we have more potential within 
us than we allow ourselves to believe and that if we run 
with it we can give back to the community, then that’s one 
step forward for the planet,” he says.  
Visit hugrun.org, Instagram @thehugrun or donate 
on Chamberlain’s behalf at childrenofthedawn.org.za 
Chamberlain’s main sponsor is Master International.
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