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MARATHON DES SABLES REFLECTIONS 
by 

Lucy Giles 
 

 
 
I thought it may be useful to offer some reflections on my experience of the 35th Marathon des 
Sables (MdS).  I plan to cover a bit on training and preparation, how I approached the race and 
some things I found useful, which may help people looking to do this event in the future. 
 
So you have signed up for the MdS….? 
 
This picture shows my packing situation about three days before we were due to meet at Gatwick 
for the charter flight over to Morocco. I was also nervously waiting at this stage for the results of 

PCR tests, so to say that I was a little discombobulated 
is an understatement! 
 
So if you are feeling a bit overwhelmed at the 
moment, that is perfectly understandable!  But let’s go 
back to the beginning, which for me was over two 
years ago (summer 2019) when I signed up for the 35th 
Marathon des Sables scheduled for April 2020. 
 

The first thing everyone will advise, whether an elite athlete or not, is what is your aim for being 
in this race? For me it was purely to take part (as it was my 50th year), finish the event, prove to 
the children that Mummy could do some cool things, and raise some money for a charity that I 
could relate to.  For others it was to achieve a certain time, to do it in honour of a loved one and 
there were a few who were revisiting this challenge as they didn’t complete it last time. This 
motivation is really important to get right as it determines your strategy for the race, influences 
your training and will keep those psychological barriers in check. If you are an elite athlete or a 
serious ultra marathon runner, there is probably better advice out there on your training. 
However, if you don’t fit that mould and need some reassurance or ‘top tips’, then read on! 
 
Training and Preparation 
 
I was planning to walk throughout all six stages. 
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I’m now 52 years old and maintain a basic level of fitness, but I knew that my body was not going 
to take 250 km of pounding and I wasn’t going to make the time for the level of training required 
when balanced with job and family. So walking was my approach.  
 
The MdS Expo in December 2019 was great: I 
bought some fantastic poles by Mountain King, 
which were very lightweight and fitted for me 
at the event; bought a few other bits and bobs 
and listened to some great lectures. I then 
spent weekends getting some miles under my 
belt, often joined by my other half. I did want 
to test myself out on a longer event, so 
completed the 62 km Imber Ultra Marathon in 
March 2020, expecting to fly out the following 
month.  Well COVID put pay to that! However, 
it gave me more time. I entered the 100km, 2-day ‘Race to the King’ event in June 2021, which 
basically consists of two marathons and an overnight stay. I wanted to see how my feet would be 
with 8+ hours of work, test out my kit over a 16+ hour event (in total) and practice with the 
Precision Hydration (pH) powders that I planned to use. It was great and I learnt a lot about pacing 
myself, use of the poles and not faffing about at check points!   
 
After another two postponements, the event was scheduled for October 2021, which meant that I 
at least had the summer weather to train in.  This, however, was not going to help my body get 
used to the heat. I wasn’t going to have the opportunity to acclimatise, so instead I tried to 
acclimate two weeks before. This included hot yoga sessions, doing some CV work followed by a 
sauna in my kit (my local gym was really supportive) and also having hot baths. For me, that was 
all really helpful. 
 
In summary, tailor your training to your aim and stick to it! 
 
Kit and Equipment 
 
You will be given a kit list.  Simplest thing is to follow it! However, here are a few thoughts on what 
I took, how I packed it, and some observations. Note that I invested in the 2021 MdS-designed 
rucksack, having previously used the 2020, 25 Litre OMM rucksack (but the elastics wore thin and 
rubbed my shoulders). This was absolutely the best decision I made; it was fantastic and perfect 
for the race. 
 

• Sleeping System: I took a bespoke lightweight sleeping bag (small as I’m only 5’4”), 
ordered at the 2019 MdS Expo in London – this was a big spend, but worth it.  The rucksack 
had its own compartment and I had no problems. The non-inflatable, foldable sleeping mat 
was lightweight and I cut it down (gave the other section it to a friend). It went outside, at 
the bottom of the rucksack under the sleeping bag compartment – easy to get out if you 
needed a rest! 

• First Aid Kit: Some very basic plasters, dressing patches (melanin), some paracetamol (NOT 
IBUPROFEN), and Imodium (ESSENTIAL).  Plus some antiseptic wipes and a tube of 
antihistamine. I put it all in a plastic bag with the anti-venom pump in one of the inside zip 
pockets of the main rucksack. 
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• Blister Kit: I had a small bottle of ‘tinc benz’ antiseptic (would be better to have a spray 
bottle), with some pre-cut adhesive tape (Hapla Band) for strapping feet/toes and a pre-
threaded needle to pop blisters (note you should dip thread and needle in the antiseptic 
first). And small penknife with scissors (ESSENTIAL). I had this stored in the outside top zip 
pocket and used it at most check points. 

• Wash Kit: I took loads of dehydrated towelettes.  Planned for at least ten per day and used 
them for hygiene and cleaning. I found I used more than I expected to. They were hydrated 
using a water bottle cap full of water i.e. not a lot. I kept a couple down my sports bra for 
field emergencies! I put the towelettes, a small bottle of shower gel, foldaway toothbrush 
and small tube of toothpaste.  Packed it at the bottom zipped compartment on the inside.  

• Clothing: 
o Racing Kit: U2X logo shorts, white long sleeve cotton top, U2X compression for calf, 

Hokas (with gaiters sown on by Alex Shoe Repairs in Battersea), ankle socks, buff, 
hat with neck protection, sunglasses, poles. 

o Additional Kit: Colourful stretchy leggings, long sleeve top, T-shirt (so I could layer 
up with long sleeve if cold at night), gilet (also acted as pillow). I took two spare 
socks and two spare pants; luxury items and definitely worth it. I packed the 
leggings and tops, socks and pants in the inside compartment nearest my back.  
Had the gilet on top for evening routine (see below). On reflection I would put all 
the clothing in a plastic bag, as I found they could get damp when I was covering my 
head with water to cool down when I had the pack on. 

• Footwear: You need footwear around the camp.  Some used very lightweight sandals or 
flip flops and some used the kind of slippers you find in hotels. I opted to adapt my crocs! I 
removed the strap and cut out an area for my big toe. They were brilliant and I’d even go 
as far to say it is ‘ESSENTIAL’. Two main reasons; firstly, they protect your feet from thorns 
and the stony ground more robustly than other options and also it stops you from stepping 
into wet areas that you don’t want to step into at night! 

• Torch: You need a simple lightweight one; mine was a night orienteering model and was 
over engineered for this task. It should also have a red filter so that you don’t dazzle people 
in the tent at night. I kept this at the top of the rucksack next to the blister kit as I knew 
that I would need it!  I got into the habit of moving the torch to my front pouch at the last 
Check Point (CP) before the end of each stage. 

• Cooker: Some people choose not to take a cooker and ate cold rations throughout. Not 
me! I had a very small stand to put a tin mug on and some foil to wrap around it.  A friend 
had a proper foil lightweight wind shield which was excellent. Take a lighter that isn’t going 
to burn your hand! Fuel is picked up at the site. I packed this all in the tin mug and placed 
at the bottom of my rucksack next to the food packs and a ‘spork’! My initial mug (a 
robust, black, military metal mug) was too cumbersome, so I borrowed a tent mates’ mug 
(lightweight titanium) when he had to retire; it was perfect. 

• Other Bits: Compass, whistle, signalling mirror, safety pins for your bib numbers, 3 x spare 
batteries for your headtorch and something to write with (I made a sort of diary each day 
on the roadbook). 

 
Food 
 
This doesn’t need to be complicated. You will be checked that you have the correct amount and 
you self-declare the calorie count. It should be remembered that this guidance of 2,000+ calories a 
day minimum is designed for safety, so my advice is not to take any shortcuts…. but you can be 
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smart to keep the weight down! Obviously remove the packaging. Vacuum packing can work, but 
it does make the food ‘packs’ very hard and it can dig into your back. Ideas for foods to consider 
(and I would go supermarket, as opposed to expensive hydrated packs): 
 

• Breakfast:  Porridge packets, dried fruits added and possibly add dried milk.  You can afford 
to have a big hot meal on Stage 1 as you won’t be carrying it with you.  Keep it separate 
from your kit. 

• Snacks: I had two bags per day.  One a handful of ‘savoury’ (nuts and Bombay mix) and the 
other ‘sweet’ (Haribo’s, mangos, apricots, dates).  I found that I hardly touched the savoury 
– but craved the dried fruits when I was on route.  I put one in each side pouch. I over-
estimated the amount I needed.  One runner had taken charcuterie meat in separate bags 
to munch on.  He offered me one on at CP2 on Stage 4 and it was simply delicious! So 
maybe try some pepperoni?  Also, high energy bars are great to snack on when not moving 
and I did get the munchies during the night so kept a bar next to my water. 

• Evening Meal: Opportunity to aid physical recovery here and you must discipline yourself 
to eat. Hydrated foods are great and you can always add protein. I took packets of noodles 
too. Great for the overnight stage as you can get water and flavour into your body quickly.  
Hot chocolate went down well with many people (and I took spares for morale!). Took 
vacuum sealed buns for a bit of variety. 

 
I laid out all my food for each day, but packed it 
for minimum hassle. So I had Day 1 breakfast and 
snacks in one bag (noting that I wouldn’t be 
carrying it in my rucksack), I carried the 
remainder in my rucksack in separate ‘packs’ e.g. 
Pack 1 was Day 1 evening meal, Day 2 breakfast 
and Day 2 snacks. Pack 2 was Day 2 evening 
meal, Day 3 breakfast and Day 3 snacks and so 
on. This meant that when I got in at the end of 
Stage 1, I took one pack out with everything I 
needed (food wise) until I got into camp the 
following day.  It worked for me. 
 
Hydration 
 
I had two front mounted water bottles and I took a spare drinking nozzle for one of them.  One 
idea I picked up was to take a protector for the drinking tops to prevent flies landing on them 
when in camp and to stop sand going into them if they fell over (hence I stood them up in each of 
my trainers).  You can, of course use the plastic packaging on your food to do this; it is a good idea 
to help keep as hygienic as possible. 
 
Right hand side was just water and left-hand side (and a different colour) was for my pH. I would 
pre-load with a sachet of pH 1500, use pH 1000 in my water bottle and recover with pH 1500.  I 
went through three pH 1000 during the day (roughly one between each checkpoint).  I used the 
sachets as they were easier to dissolve and lighter than carrying things in a tube.  I kept them in 
my front pouch. 
 
You will be issued Salt Tablets.  YOU MUST TAKE THEM!  Most people who became fatigued or ill 
had not been taking them. Some, who brought their own ones that were quite big for a pill, ended 
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up trying to swallow then immediately brought them up. You will be advised to take x2 with every 
litre of water. However, after downing a significant amount of water and x2 tablets at CP1 on Day 
1, I promptly vomited it all up about 400m on route to CP2. I needed to change my approach. So, I 
ended up taking x1 salt tablet on the half hour. My stomach enjoyed that more and it kept my salt 
intake regular and balanced. I kept the tablets in a small zip pocket on the rucksack strap next to 
my water. I got into a rhythm of drinking from one side then the other every 15 min. 

 
The good thing with the front pouch on the MdS rucksack is 
that you can put a litre bottle of water at the front.  We had 
an increase in the water rations as it was ridiculously hot, but 
carrying everything, with poles, could be challenging.  I found 
lying the bottle across my front (and you can even get and 
additional one in), was great. 
 
I will also offer one more thing when it comes to water.  
Obviously, it is essential for hydration and being hygienic, but 
you will also use it to cool yourself down. The temperatures 
were over 50 degrees for the MdS 35 and heat injury was an 
obvious risk from the start, so you will need to ensure that 
you factor this into your water rations. If you need extra 
water to help with this – or to help other people – then take 
the time penalty! It may save your life. 
 

Admin and Routine 
 
Being organised prior to and during the race is critical. No one wants a ‘tent rhino’ because they 
have packed the kit they immediately need at the bottom of the rucksack, and spill it out all over 
the limited space to get to it. So, think about your packing what you need where, so that it is 
accessible. A lot of people took far too much extraneous stuff with them. This adds to the weight – 
particularly on the first few days – and you just don’t need full packs of Percy Pigs. You may also 
wish to consider your routine. 
 
My morning routine was to put my sleeping bag away, 
change into my running kit (less my gilet), heat up some 
water and start taking on my pH in a spare water bottle 
(you get issued an overnight supply). I had already 
restocked my snacks and for the day, so wasn’t faffing 
around with repacking food. The Berber tents are 
removed quite early and you are just on the rug (or 
sleeping mat). You can see in the photo I am eating 
porridge (with added chopped up mango and apricot that 
I had prepared) mixed in a cut off water bottle, with some 
hot water left for a small brew. 
 
In the mornings I’d also have ready my ‘ablution kit’ that I 
had prepared the night before: a brown bag (that is 
issued) to put around the toilet seat, some towelettes 
that I had hydrated with breakfast and the essential hand 
sanitiser. 
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I’d also put my shoes on at the last safe moment, having checked the taping of my feet and 
ensured I’d covered any hot spots from the day before. 
 
My evening routine was to enjoy the reception (the tent was always pleased to see me as I was 
the last one in every night!!!) and accept any help they wanted to give!  But I did focus on getting 
into my crocs first, topping up my water bottles and putting them upright in my shoes next to the 
mat that I had rolled out by then.  I’d put some water on and dig out my food pack that contained 
all I’d need for the evening meal, and breakfast the following day plus towelettes, pH and snacks. 
I’d then cut a water bottle up to rehydrate my evening meal.  Once I’d finished that, I’d change out 
of my salt encrusted clothes, put on my evening kit and give the clothing a brief rinse out if I had 
time (again using a bit of water and the plastic bag that my food had been in). On three occasions I 
did give myself a ‘shower’ – well, poured a bit of water on me, soaped up and rinsed off.  There is 
some privacy ‘cubicles’ that allow you to do that. 
 
In summary, it was important to keep your kit tidy and organised, so you didn’t lose things or get 
in a panic because you were behind time. 
 
Tactics 
 
My plan was always to walk. I knew that Stage 1 for me would be about ‘warming up’ and 
understanding how my body (and mind) were going to cope.  I have done endurance events 
before and knew that I could deal mentally with the challenge, but was really concerned about 
what my body would do. We were given our Road Book at the kit check in. I spent the rest of the 
day reading the routes and doing some basic speed /distance/time calculations so I had an idea of 
aiming point for CPs, and what times they were closed. Useful to understand the totality of the 
challenge and that it wasn’t about where you came in on the first Stage (a mistake that many 
people made). 

 
 
Stage 1 was 32.2km.  This was where I learnt a lot!  Lessons included: 

• The top I was wearing was too thick 

• I was travelling at a pace that was a lot slower than I had anticipated 

• That the ground was extremely varied 

• That there wasn’t a lot of shade 

• That my stomach couldn’t handle x2 salt tablets in a one go 
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• That I mustn’t guzzle my water 

• That heat injury was a significant risk. 
 

I also developed several strategies of my own that I employed throughout the other stages: 

• Walking with someone and chatting was a lot more fun than being in your own world! 

• It was OK to stop and gather your breath, cool down and lower your heart rate 

• When that voice in your head says ‘you have taken on too much’ or ‘you can’t do it’ that 
you counter it with your own mental check in. For me it was: 

o I have a hat, damp buff and have put water on my head 
o I have hydration, salt, pH and calories 
o I have plenty of time to get to the CP at the pace I am going 
o Feet are OK with no hotspots 
o I will get in when it is dark…and that’s OK! 

Having had these insights during Stage 1 (which was a bit emotional at times) meant that the 
other Stages were significantly easier on the mind. And I thrived as opposed to survived. 
 
Stage 2 was 32.5km, the ‘dune’ day.  The dunes 
kicked in for 13km between CP1 and CP2.  There was 
no shade and those who had a tough day previously 
were feeling it!  Sharing concerns, stopping where 
you can and getting additional water were all 
required. I finished in the dark and this caught me 
out, I was faffing for my torch. Although the last few 
km were very well marked out, I was trundling on my 
own and wanted the additional assurance that I was 
heading in the right direction and I could see the 
markers.  Lesson learnt.  
 
Stage 3 was 37.1km, going over Jebel El Mraier. There were three CPs and I was more prepared 
for the finish this time. The last 3km were in sandy areas and some smaller dunes.  I had set my 
bearings at CP3 and had my torch already head mounted. I noticed a number of people were being 
drawn to lights off bearing, so ended up leading this small gang out of the area and back on track.  
People have become lost before now and have been timed out. Keep a note of your bearings! 
 

Stage 4 was 82.5km, known as ‘the 
long stage’. We had been given our 
road book for this stage on completion 
of Stage 3. We were all pretty nervous 
and had lost a few tent members 
through illness. I started in Group 1 
(with Group 2 being the top 100 
runners at this stage).  There were six 
CPs and two big jebels to go over.  My 
strategy for this was to hit the first 
jebel at sunset, rest over night for a 
few hours at CP4 and hit the second 
jebel at sunrise.  Amazingly the plan 
worked!  Having a cup of noodles in a 
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deck chair with my feet up next to some camels was surreal!  A couple of hours sleep and that 
extra nutrition made the rest of the 30 plus km fly by! 
 
Stage 5 was 42.2km, known as ‘the 
marathon stage’.  There was a massive 
sense of achievement to have got this far, 
but still I remember thinking when I got in 
the previous day…are they going to shorten 
this, because it is a flipping long way!!! But 
the thought of receiving your medal from 
Patrick was a strong motivator. They had 
also taken off any closing times for the CPs 
as they really wanted everyone who started 
this stage to finish. And they all did! I again 
started in the front echelon with the second 
group starting three hours later. It was just 
great to see the talented ultra marathon 
runners and endurance athletes, from across the globe, zipping by with almost effortless ease.  It 
was great to cheer them on and we all felt like one family by this stage.  Some people were, 
however, really digging into their reserves.  I was annoyed with myself for putting my gaiters on 
too tightly around my ankles and ended up with bruises there as the fluid went down to my ankles 
without the support of calf supports (I had got rid of them previous day – had to cut them off!).  
Another lesson learnt! I did the last 5km on my own and spent the time really feeling extremely 
happy and grateful.  It was actually quite emotional!  It wasn’t about the sense of achievement, 
but it was about those who had helped me get here – family, friends, competitors who had worn 
my number on previous races and emailed me their good wishes.  I felt humbled by the beauty 
that surrounded me, from mother nature to my fellow competitors.  It was awesome.  I went over 
the final jebel and could see the finish.  I was a little sad that this was going to be over, that this 
rare opportunity to spend time with yourself, to get ‘off grid’, meet strangers who became friends 
was about to come to an end.  
 
I finished in good order, I think, with the famous ‘tent 55’ cheering me on and exuding good will 
and kindness.  What an adventure! 
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Stage 6 was 8.5km and known as ‘the charity stage’.  

 
We all decided to do 
this 5-mile walk 
together as a Tent with 
our charity firmly in our 
thoughts.  We were 
given the ‘Solidarity’ T-
Shirts and were 
reminded of what had 
driven Patrick Bauer to 
start this mad idea 
nearly four decades 
ago. So, raising the 
Walking with the 
Wounded flag we 
crossed the formal 
finish line!  
 

Challenges 
 
It was hot. Very hot. Very, very hot.  And I don’t think that anyone realised the impact that the 
heat would have on us all; individually and 
collectively. 
 
A by-product of Heat Injury is sickness, once the 
sickness takes hold and you have 700 plus people in 
one place, D&V can quickly spread and I suspect that 
is what happened here. The sickness can spread 
exponentially and you only need to forget to sanitise 
your hands once, when you have put your hand on 
the rug that someone else the night before had slept 
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on etc  Be prepared that your body will have a bit of a shock to the system…listen to it and ask 
for help if you need it. 
 
I suppose I saw the mental and physical struggle that some people were having because I was 
generally at the back of the pack. I would see people being very ill and would have to flag a safety 
vehicle down to get more water for someone. I was in awe of these amazing women and men who 
had put themselves on the line for us. And I really felt for those who either didn’t make the cut off 
or had taken the courageous decision to stop. There will always be another time….. 
 
Final Thoughts 
 
I had the most fantastic experience.  I didn’t feel the need to have music or audio books as I was 
chatting, lost in thought or just soaking things up. I knew what my route was and how long I did 
because it was being recorded. There were loads of photographers on route to capture the classic 
sand dune moments. 
 
I also met some amazing people:  This is 
Mohammed El Morabity, who came 2nd after his 
brother Rachid.  He was charming and kind 
having negotiated some small keepsakes for me 
right at the start of the adventure. Very gracious. 
 
Thank you the inspiring Tent 55 gang: Chris, 
Ryan, Katie, Sean, Jamie, Jack, Josh and the 
WWTW support team in UK who kept us all 
going.  
 
 
 
 

Camaraderie 
Accomplishment 

Kindness 
Purpose 

Gratitude 
 


