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THE BEGINNING
Just over a century ago, a young administrator in the British Colonial Service
undertook a harrowing, 1,500-mile trek across an ancient and hazardous slave route
in Africa's Sahara desert. Hanns Vischer subsequently published Across the Sahara
about his journey and went on to become one of the most famed explorers of his era.
Recounting his run-ins with hostile tribes and marauders, torrid heat and an endless
search for water, Vischer said of his journey, "I had entered it frivolously, like a fool.
I left it as one stunned, crushed by the deadly majesty I had seen too closely."
Classical accounts describe the Sahara much as it is today—a vast and formidable
barrier that arouses a juxtaposition of apprehension and awe, misgiving and marvel.
Whether struck by fear or seduced by adventure, the mystique of the Sahara
captivates the human imagination and draws many an intrepid traveller to its sands.
I, for one, found its romance and allure too great to resist and when the opportunity
to participate in the Sahara Race came up, there was only one logical course of
action. So, in early 2009, I declared to all and sundry my intention.
Why? Why pay good money to carry 30 pounds of gear, food and water in a sevenday self supported footrace in the world’s largest subtropical desert in western
Egypt? Why run the gauntlet of searing heat, debilitating dehydration, and acute
physical discomfort over 250 kilometres with 126 similarly crazed strangers? Well,
why not?
The events by RacingThePlanet combine a rugged physical and mental challenge with
a rich cultural experience and have been named by TIME Magazine as one of its Top
Ten Endurance Competitions in the world. Basking in the glory of joining an elite
club of individuals would bolster my adjustments to the changes occurring in my
personal and professional lives.
The Sahara Race was the ideal channel for some serious self exploration in a holiday
with a difference. In pushing my mental and physical envelope, I sought, in the
words of Frank Maier, “an epiphany, a spiritual flash that would change the way I
viewed myself”.
The event also provided a fitting platform to demonstrate that anything is possible
in our lives once we put our minds to it. Carpe Diem. Seize the day, live a life of
excellence and in so doing, make a difference to ourselves and to the lives of others.
As a former teacher who puts great store in education, I wanted students from lowincome families to benefit from my adventure, hence my choice of fundraising
beneficiary was the Straits Times School Pocket Money Fund.
All men dream, but not equally. Those who dream by night in the dusty recesses of their minds
wake in the day to find that it was vanity: but the dreamers of the day are dangerous men,
for they may act their dream with open eyes, to make it possible.
T. E. Lawrence, The Seven Pillars of Wisdom
British soldier (1888 - 1935)

PRE RACE
I had begun training for the event earlier in the year, establishing a disciplined
running routine and even joining a gymnastics class in a bid to strengthen my leg
and core muscles. The fundraising work was equally demanding, a gloomy
economic environment proving a daunting obstacle to the procurement of funds. In
spite of the exacting routine, I was fortunate to stay injury free and, importantly,
remain positive and in high spirits.
Devouring books on endurance running and athlete autobiographies, I peered into
the inner workings of the minds of champions, studying the thought processes and
beliefs that make them tick. And what I discovered lent further credence to the
approaches and concepts that I impart to participants in my work as a coach and
trainer in the personal development arena. In fact these values and approaches are
universal in that they are the very same ones embraced by corporate chiefs and
highly successful individuals. These were certainly exciting times.
I was presented with several occasions to live and practise these beliefs as the
departure date loomed and doubts and anxieties began swirling around. These
receded and resurfaced until I was literally standing on the start line. Am I
adequately prepared? Did I train hard enough? Have I packed all the necessary
equipment? Did I bring enough food? Am I carrying sufficient calories and
electrolytes? Can I keep the weight of my pack down without sacrificing the
essentials? Did I miss anything out? Can I do this?
During this period, my spirits were bolstered by numerous offers of help and
assistance with finances, publicity, gear and training. Former competitors graciously
gave me valuable tips and set me at ease. Others with no such expertise provided me
with much needed reassurance and acclamation. And slowly but surely, the
fundraising picked up steam and donations began pouring in.
I was also very encouraged that several people found inspiration in what I was
attempting, and in supporting me, they rediscovered passion and fire in their bellies.
This was truly going to be a worthwhile endeavour. Indeed it already was.
Sneferu. Eight of us were assigned to share a tent named after the first pharaoh of
Egypt’s 4th Dynasty. Credited with developing the pyramid into its true form,
Sneferu built the Red and Bent Pyramids at Dashur, two of the four largest pyramids
known to have been built in Egypt. The Egyptian term, snefer can be translated as
"to make beautiful" or “he of beauty”.
And after a day admiring the artistic beauty of monuments in the mosques, houses
and fortresses influenced by the religion and culture of Islam in Cairo, I was eager to
meet everyone else and head out to the desert to begin our odyssey.
The journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step.
Lao-Tzu, The Way of Lao-Tzu
Chinese philosopher (604 BC - 531 BC)

RESPECT
Racing across 250km of desert is no trivial matter and such events attract a certain
type of personality. Perusing the biographies of the competitors and finally meeting
them in person, certain traits stand out – these are highly driven people and they are
high achievers in at least one of the following areas: business, sport and life.
Heavily represented were corporate heavyweights – CEOs, CFOs, Managing
Partners and Directors. From the sporting and outdoor world were Seven
Summiters, a polar explorer, ultra endurance athletes, Ironman triathletes and fulltime adventurers. And achievers in life were a blind man, a gentleman who defied
the odds against an illness and several golden-agers including a 74-year old.
It was a mini United Nations, with competitors, volunteers and staff hailing from
some 30 countries. Proudly bearing the flags of their nationalities on their sleeves,
this was a cultural gathering of sorts. There was an air of mutual respect as all
differences melted behind the high-tech clothing and everyone was unified by a
shared mission. This was a race where neither age nor size, neither gender nor
nationality, could predict who would succeed and who would succumb.
Attempting an event on this scale for the very first time and with limited experience
in marathons (having managed to haul myself across the finish line on only three
previous occasions), my initial nervous chattering and laughter and constant
packing and repacking of the contents of my backpack bore testament to the huge
task at hand.
Deep respect for others and for this undertaking would not be possible without an
appreciation of self. Pre-race, everyone trained physically, prepared mentally and
equipped himself adequately. During the race we spent lots of time taking care of
our minds, bodies and spirits – encouraging one another, listening to energising
music, reading messages of support, nursing sore feet, filling tummies, slathering
sun cream, affirming ourselves, praying and focusing on strengths. The importance
of viewing ourselves as deserving of such nourishment cannot be over emphasised.
This respect extends to the environment in which we were racing. Despite its
powerfully rugged appearance, the desert is a delicate and fragile eco system.
Egypt’s expanding population causes water to become an ever more precious
resource and as part of an ambitious and controversial plan to reclaim 3.4 million
acres of desert, the government is sponsoring people to settle in the desert to farm.
Human occupancy and use leaves indelible marks and so RacingThePlanet operates a
minimum impact, leave-no-trace policy. All water bottles, bottle caps, toilet paper,
food wrappers or litter of any kind must be taken out. Any breach of this policy
carries with it hefty penalties or disqualification, not to mention social disapproval.
In your clothes avoid too much gaudiness; do not value yourself upon an embroidered gown;
and remember that a reasonable word, or an obliging look,
will gain you more respect than all your fine trappings.
George Savile, Advice to a Daughter
1st Marquess of Halifax and English statesman (1633 - 1695)

RESILIENCE
Travelling in a desert requires a major shift in perspective. The vast landscape makes
it impossible to judge distance, the colour palette makes it hard to discern specific
forms and the intense sunlight and shimmering heat tricks the eye into seeing things
that do not exist.
The dearth of living things in the Sahara attests to its desolation. In the entire week I
saw one dung beetle, a cricket-like insect and, curiously, several butterflies which I
learnt are of the painted lady variety. Deserts are inimical to butterflies and the rich
presence of painted ladies point to their developing exceptional survival capabilities.
To be an extremely long way from anything even remotely civilized, our human
bodies similarly acclimatise to the harsh climate and taxing routine. Sure, the rough
terrain and ill fitting shoes cost many their toe nails and swathes of skin around
heels; the soles of several competitors’ feet were a wasteland of raw flesh, red and
tender to the touch. And as the heat on the course soared to an official 49 degrees
Centigrade (unofficial estimates had the mercury levels topping 51 degrees
Centigrade), people began to suffer and some real battles of survival unfolded.
But survive, we did. In fact we thrived. We wanted this and we chose this. And it
would take a lot more than physical agony to knock us down. Although several
competitors complained of stomach problems and a few ended up on IV drips, no
one stops moving forward unless he is forced down by an insurmountable obstacle.
Everyone focuses on dealing with the moment – that is the only way.
Many people ask, “What do you think about in that entire time?” The short answer
is everything and nothing. I was perpetually hungry so food took centre stage as I
fantasised about miso soup, instant noodles, omelettes and processed cheese with
canned mini sausages – gourmet food when you are out in the middle of the desert!
I thought about people – those who played a big part in my life and those to whom I
made a difference. I revitalised myself by re-reading in my head the email messages
I received each evening, finding solace in their heartening words. I mentally played
songs, recited affirmations, talked into my voice recorder and prayed for loved ones.
I made plans for my next adventure and set new goals, visualising my
accomplishments. Developing a childlike fascination with the desert, I played with
my footprints, explored my imagination, took pictures and talked with the
butterflies fluttering around me. I drank in the entire experience, stopping and
appreciating that I was finally here living one of my dreams.
When I tired of experimenting with different ways of walking I simply put my head
down and marched, walked, shuffled and stumbled along, hypnotised by the
sounds my feet and trekking poles made in the sand. All with a smile on my face.
Whether you think you can or
whether you think you can’t,
you’re right.
Henry Ford
American automobile industrialist (1863 – 1947)

RELATIONSHIPS
Sneferu enjoyed a very good reputation by later generations of ancient Egyptians.
Considered a benign ruler (highly unusual), ancient literature repeatedly depicts
him as a ruler who would address common Egyptians as "my friend", or "my
brother".
If there was an environment where one could develop an instant bond and trust
with another person, then a desert race would be the ideal backdrop. The
camaraderie and friendships that form out of adversity at a 4 Deserts event is the
stuff of legend. Living in close proximity and subject to conditions to which the
average person is not accustomed, a deep sense of esprit de corps is immediately
established.
This fellowship manifests itself in many ways: someone waiting for you at the end of
a stage to help carry your pack to the tent; or checking in on you during the evenings
or early mornings; or hanging back to walk with you when you are struggling. This
was service leadership at its best.
Total strangers find themselves a tower of strength for one another and advice and
guidance are doled out as if they were going out of fashion. Even though we are all
grappling with our own personal predicaments, we somehow discover that little
extra to give someone else a shot in the arm. This is the best way to overcome
challenges and difficulty: focus outwards.
In a multi-stage endurance event, there is plenty of time to get to know our fellow
competitors especially for those of us at the back of the pack. While the front runners
and serious athletes disappear into the horizon within minutes of the start, the rest
of us settle into our relative positions and a familiar pattern establishes itself. This
hardly changes as the days wear on and we continually cross paths with familiar
faces.
More hours spent on the trail means more opportunities to swap stories, exchange
little nuggets of tips on strategy, self care, or sustenance and learn more about one
another. The talking helps time pass a lot faster and makes the going feel a lot more
manageable. Devoid of everyday stresses and worries, life becomes very simple and
straightforward: eat, sleep, run/walk and talk.
The result of all of this? Strong friendships are forged, invitations to visit are issued
and commitments to the next event are made. As the official post-race update
articulated, “The bonds made…are strong and all those who have taken part in this
event are now part of a much wider family, one dedicated to seeing the world
through different eyes and finding out what it truly means to be a member of the
human race.”
The most wonderful of all things in life is the discovery of another human being…
This inner progressiveness of love between two human beings is a most marvellous thing;
it cannot be found by looking or wishing for it. It is a sort of Divine accident.
Sir Hugh Walpole
English novelist (1884 - 1941)

THE WAY FORWARD
In light of the scenes of carnage witnessed at the end of each stage in the medical
tent, I emerged embarrassingly unscathed from this desert adventure, escaping with
five small blisters, a sore tendon, a troublesome stomach, two mouth ulcers, 2.6kg to
the lighter and a body aroma more potent than any artificial repellent. As a fellow
competitor remarked, I had “got it right” in terms of physical preservation.
I had come to test my limits and based on my experience and results, discovered that
those limits were much further than I had anticipated. In putting myself through an
arduous undertaking that is in all probability more gruelling and punishing than
anything I had ever attempted, I found great reserves of untapped strength.
So what’s next?
Like Vischer, I leave the Sahara as one stunned but unlike Vischer, I come away with
renewed vigour and emboldened spirits. From here on, the only sensible thing to do
is to put to good use those stores of inner strength by way of another endurance
event, if not a series of events. On the cards is completing the 4 Deserts series,
including Antarctica.
But it is not all about personal adventure. Every endeavour should bring benefit of
some form to humankind. What I had not anticipated was the large following I had
generated from my participation in the Sahara Race. Somehow this journey had
gripped the imagination of so many and it seems like they had been along for the
ride throughout. It was almost as if I was doing this on their behalf and fuelling their
own passion and purpose.
The entire week was a microcosm of our lives and the way we approach an
endurance event is the exact same way we approach the marathon of life. Every day
offers up a multitude of lessons and prepares us for the next. And as I continue to
reflect on those valuable lessons, I have an opportunity to share them with others. It
would be a shame not to.
The task ahead then, is to seek individuals, businesses and organisations that share
this mission to inspire passion and purpose and work together, utilising the
publicity of these endeavours to engage and educate. Whether it be through a book,
speaking engagements, workshops or special projects, I would wish for them to
revolve around the broader themes of passionate and purposeful living and living in
harmony with our environment.
Dream, Discuss, Declare then Do.
On to stage two.
I dream, I test my dreams against my beliefs, I dare to take risks;
and I execute my vision to make those dreams come true.
Walt Disney, The Disney Way
Founder of The Walt Disney Company (1901 - 1966)

LOVE&RECOGNITION
My first proper wash after the race was positively divine but while the running
waters of hotel showers can wash off all material traces of the desert, the people
from this experience have left an indelible imprint in my heart and consciousness.
When I first contemplated my ostensibly frivolous and foolish participation in the
Sahara Race and set an ambitious fundraising target, many people joined me in this
challenge. This exceptional group of family, friends, employers, colleagues,
sponsors, business partners, current and former students and workshop
participants, and strangers turned supporters provided the impetus in making my
dreams come alive.
From galvanising support to soliciting funds; from offering donations in kind to
making monetary contributions; from building me up from within to keeping me on
the straight and narrow; for all your encouraging words of affirmation and constant
acknowledgement, you are someone, to borrow an oft used but true line, without
whom all this would not have been possible.
I fell short of my fundraising target but am proud that when all pledges are realised
and the final tabulation made, over S$60,000 would have been raised for the Straits
Times School Pocket Fund. The spirit of giving is alive and well and I know the
donations will greatly benefit the children. I thank you on their behalf.
A friend remarked that I have no idea of the number of people I have inspired from
this endeavour and she is right. I am both delighted and humbled that many were
living vicariously through me; that knowledge helped spur me on especially during
the difficult moments. In being inspired you have made a tremendous difference to
my life and enabled me to become a better person. I trust you will go on to make
your own dreams come alive.
I also take my hat off to the wonderful people behind the organisation of such an
incredible event. The extraordinary dedication, energy and compassion of every
single member of staff, volunteer and medical personnel ensured that a smile was
perpetually plastered on my face. It is precisely your competence and humanness
that make RacingThePlanet events such tours de force.
Thank you everyone for showering me with love and for your belief in my ability to
thrive and triumph in this challenge. You are special and I am truly blessed to have
you by my side.
Lastly, I dedicate this race to my mum and dad: you are fabulous beyond words.
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