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2021 was my first attempt, and thankfully subsequent finish, of the Promise Land 50k++, a 

beautiful but grueling mountain race that measures over 34 miles and gains nearly 7,500 feet of 

elevation. The week prior to the race, I had toed the line at the Blue Ridge Marathon, America’s 

Toughest Road Marathon, which was thankfully in-person after being made virtual due to Covid 

in 2020. I was feeling so good that Saturday that I actually made it into an unofficial 50k, and 

felt great and strong while doing it. As Dr. Horton would probably say, that might have been 

stupid before PL. I think living in Roanoke and running the mountains of the course weekly give 

us locals an unfair advantage on that course, though. It’s tough sure, but really not that 

intimidating when you run on it all of the time. I finished the race, and then in the week leading 

up to Promise Land, took it very easy, running enough just to get outside and stay loose.  

 

Friday before Promise Land, I loaded up the SUV and headed to the Promise Land Youth Camp 

at around 4:30 in the afternoon. I was going to camp in the back of my car for the first time to 

save myself from a super early drive to Bedford and so that I could enjoy the prerace festivities. 

Sleeping bag, blankets, running gear, food, check. At the camp, it was already pretty full. I found 

a spot to park and laid everything out for the next morning, knowing that Dr. Horton would be 

waking us all up at around 4:30 for check in and the subsequent race start. I met up with some 

friends of mine, including my great pal Greg James, who had always told me Promise Land was 

his favorite race, but that it was absolutely gut wrenchingly tough. Great, I was thinking. The 

distance didn’t scare me, as after running so many 50k’s and a fifty miler, you learn to grit your 

teeth and get through the thing. The elevation, however, did concern me. I love mountains and 

trail running, but I have never entered a race with that much elevation crammed in to it. I had 

scoured the internet for race reports and maps, trying to cobble a race day plan in my head. We 

all ate some pizza, way too many cookies, and stood by the bonfire a bit. We ate a lot of 

cookies. I ate a whole lot of them. Getting cold and knowing morning would come early, we 

both decided to head to bed in our cars at around 8:30 that evening. I slept decent enough in 

the back of my car, although it did get rather cold. I woke up around every two hours, but it was 

still better than anticipated.  

 

Saturday morning, it is officially go time. My alarm goes off, and I start rummaging around in 

the back of my car, throwing on my trusty shorts that I wear for nearly every long distance 

event, a short sleeve, long sleeve, and a windbreaker. Way too many clothes up top as I would 

find out at around mile eleven or so. I get all checked in, eat some, and before I know it, the 

waves are off and running in to the darkness. I was in wave five, and within a few minutes of 



the first wave leaving, find myself under the banner and ready to go. I wasn’t nervous, just 

ready to get going. Off we go, and after a pretty flat, and very short, section of road, we started 

heading up towards the stars on a gravel road that became increasingly steeper. On the last 

mile or so, the grade was unrelenting. I guess this was the first big climb on the elevation 

profiles that I saw online. After some single track running, the sun was coming up and the 

weather was looking fantastic. We were greeted by an incredible section of downhill that 

seemed to go on forever, giving my legs a break from the uphill a few miles back. It twisted and 

turned around the mountains, going up occasionally and forcing most of the people around me 

to a fast hike.  

 

I unfortunately cannot remember the mileage for the aid stations or where I was at on the 

course distance wise, but I came in to one aid station after the grassy fire road and grabbed a 

warm quesadilla, a banana, and refilled my bottles with Tailwind. I am so fortunate in that all of 

the 50k’s, marathons, and other distances that I have ran, I have never gotten an upset 

stomach, felt hungry, or been abnormally thirsty. Nutrition is one thing I seem to have always 

been able to dial in. Off I went, feeling strong, and on to another huge section of climbing. It 

was this section that I realized I had put on way too many layers of clothes. I hadn’t been paying 

much attention to my sweating, and I glanced down and saw that my shorts were literally 

dripping. Did I pee in my pants? I don’t think I did. I felt under my jacket and hydration vest, and 

I was completely soaked. I sweat like a madman even when it’s chilly out. I pulled off to the side 

of the trail and ditched all of my wet clothes, stuffing them in my pack. I had packed a spare 

short sleeve shirt in a Ziplock bag in my pack, and put it on. I felt so much better. Lighter. I was 

ready to go. The uphill section on this part of the course was challenging. It felt like it went on 

forever. Yet again though, I was welcomed with a very runnable section of course that 

paralleled the Parkway, taking me in to the Sunset Fields aid station. I knew what was coming 

up.  

 

I grabbed some food, refilled my water bottles, and went off down the rocky and rooty single 

track. It reminded me a lot of Mill Mountain in Roanoke, a spot I am at daily almost. While the 

whole course had already been beautiful, this was where it really took my breath away. 

Everything was so green, water was flowing beside the trail for miles. It was just a gorgeous 

day. I ended up eventually on a paved road, which was actually tougher than it should have 

been. The slight downhill grade wore my quads out, but we eventually turned back on to some 

single track and resumed climbing. This was a nice section, and would ultimately lead me back 

to the aid station at the beginning of the paved road section. I saw a sign hanging in a tree that 

said something along the line of “It’s just a 5k, anyone can run a 5k”. Apple Orchard Falls was 

ahead of me. The real challenge was just beginning.  

 



I’m not sure how many miles were on my legs at this point in the race, but the cumulative 

elevation gain, descent, and hours on my feet were definitely making me hurt. I nestled in with 

a pack of five or so runners, and while the first little bit was runnable, it quickly became a 

march. And then a walk. And then maybe even a little something like a crawl. I worked my way 

up the mountain until finally I saw it, and heard it. Apple Orchard Falls. This made all of the pain 

and cramping stop for a while. It was breathtaking. I had to stop for a few minutes just to take it 

in. I am so fortunate to be able to do this, I thought to myself. This is what I live for. I moved on 

from the falls, and then encountered the seemingly never-ending wooden staircase that led us 

further up the mountain. I pushed my hands in to my back and grunted it out. It was getting 

warm, and I was getting worn out. At the top of the stairs, I thought we were done climbing. 

Silly me. The worst section was still ahead, leading back up to Sunset Fields. This section in 

particular did a number on me. Cramps, you name it. It took me a while to get up to the 

Parkway again, but from what I could tell, it did for everyone else around me, too.  

 

Back up at Sunset Fields, I grabbed some finger foods and topped my water bottle off. The 

course darted back in to the woods, and back on to the first portion of trail that we hit coming 

off of the gravel road. Some climbing here for sure, but I knew the end was in sight. Until my 

legs locked up. My right hamstring started flexing my leg involuntarily at this point, and I had to 

stop and massage it. Two people went by me, asking if I was ok. I thanked them, and just let 

them know it was a cramp. It finally subsided enough for me to get back to the gravel road and 

the massive downhill back to the finish. Normally a downhill in a race is a welcome sight, and 

while it was, the sheer grade of it made it painful. I tried to go as fast as I could, but my legs 

were shot and borderline cramping up again. Down and down I went, finally coming upon the 

infamous squirrel. I knew the finish line was right around the bend, and sure enough, it was.  

 

I ran into the youth camp, so happy and thankful that I had completed a race known for its 

difficulty and beauty. Dr. Horton was there at the finish and called out my name as he saw me 

approaching. I crossed the line, and even though I was hurting a bit, I was ecstatic. Dr. Horton 

started talking to me, and he said, “Didn’t you run the Blue Ridge last Saturday?”. I replied, “Yes 

sir, sure did”. He let me know that a little old lady had ran it too, and that she beat me today at 

Promise Land. I started laughing and got my picture with Dr. Horton under the banner. He 

doesn’t know me as well as many of the other runners at his races, but seeing him at the finish 

is such the best feeling especially when you get the hug, and he has been a big inspiration for 

me, and a lot of other runners. I love his races and the enthusiasm that he brings to the sport. 

Absolutely the utmost respect! 

 

I finished at a little over eight hours, way better than I figured I would fare on my first attempt. I 

grabbed my finisher shorts, and they made it all worth it. I had seen many people in Roanoke 



wearing their Patagonia PL finisher shorts at races, and I was always slightly jealous. I knew you 

had to earn them, and by nabbing a pair on Saturday, I had finally completed something I had 

wanted to do for a couple of years. Run Promise Land. I took some pictures at the end, hung 

out for a bit, and then hobbled over to my car to pack up and head out. Getting in the car was a 

little difficult, but I was too happy to care. On the drive back to Roanoke, my only thought was, 

do I now attempt Mountain Masochist? I think I might. I probably will.  

 

Thanks Dr. Horton for a great day and experience, all of the volunteers, and to all of the fellow 

runners who make this sport such a great one. Looking forward to being back at the Promise 

Land Youth Camp in 2022!  


