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Background Information

Rachael continued to be teased at school, so she transferred in
the fifth grade to a new school, where she made a good friend. She
lived with her mother and spent weekends and vacations with her
father. Rachael began to think about becoming an Iditarod racer.

During the week [ went through the motions of going to school and turning
| in my assignments. I lived for the weekends. Then I could spend time with my
dogs. They were the most important things in my life. They were always happy

to see me. They were my boys and gitls. They loved me and I loved them back.

Any chance of my ever being able to compete in the Iditarod was a million miles
02 away, especially considering that Dad refused to allow me to run the dogs. I
pleaded with him to give me the opportunity to take them out on my own.

“Dad, do you think I do a lot of work around here?”
“Sure. And I appreciate it,” he would say.
“Then when can I drive a team alone?”

I tried being rational: “Dad, I can’t learn to drive a team any younger than I
am right now, so why not let me do it today?”

“Someday, maybe.”
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Finally I resorted to indiscreet begging: “Dad, just let me drive the dogs.

Please, please, pretty please.”
I tried affection: “I love you, Dad. Will you please let me take out a team?”
“Nol”

And yet, little by little, I thought I detected tiny chinks beginning to form
in his resolve, in his tough exterior. Sometimes he actually talked to me. We
progressed from a flat “No!” to a three-word response: “I said no!” From there
we evolved to full-fledged, back-to-back sentences: “Honey, stop asking all the
time. Someday I'll let you drive the dogs, but not today.”

Spotting a moment of weakness, I would close in for the kill: “Can I drive
them tomorrow? Can I, Daddy?” But it looked like tomorrow, or someday,
would never arrive.

Dave Sims worked for Dad. Dave was more than just an employee; he was
also a close personal friend. Lots of times I went on rides with him either on a
tandem sled or as a passenger. Since I was unsuccessful in swaying Dad, I set
my sights on Dave and began pestering him. If I convinced him I was capable of
driving a dog team, maybe he would put in a good word for me.

But with the passing of time I came to believe that I would never be allowed
the opportunity to drive a team of dogs, that I would never be given the chance
to be on my own, that I would never run the Iditarod.

All my life, my entire life, someone had always been with me. Either I was
in the company of an adult or I was operating under the buddy system with a
responsible friend at my side. In school I was surrounded by other kids, and on
the playground I was under constant supervision. I had never gone for a walk by
myself, had never run on a trail through the woods without a companion. Not
once had I been given the freedom of being alone, really alone.

One Saturday in mid-December it snowed a good six inches on the mountain.
The trails were slow and the dogs, after working all day, had lost their nervous
energy and were settled down. A member of the ski patrol stopped to visit for
a moment and Dad asked him to make a pass on his snow machine and pack
the Kids’ Trail, a little one-mile loop that circled through the woods. I figured
Dad was thinking that we might get a family who had grown tired of skiing and
wanted a short sled dog ride before heading down the mountain. What I did not
know was Dad had whispered to Dave, “This might be a good time to let Rachael
make arun.”

New Beginnings
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“Not a bad idea,” Dave responded.
“She’s eleven years old; think she’s ready?” Dad asked.
“Ready as she’ll ever be.”

Dad and Dave hooked two of our best dogs, Coyote and Shane, to a sled. Both
were leaders. Both had run the Iditarod. Coyote was an Alaskan husky, strong,
dependable, and levelheaded. Shane had led a team that won the Yukon Quest.
He was one of Dad’s favorites and possibly the best dog Dad ever owned.

“Hey, Rachael,” Dad called to me. “Do you want to make a run?”

“Sure,” I said. I was always up for a run. I walked over to where Dave was
holding the team, paused to pet Coyote and Shane before proceeding to the sled
where Dad waited. “Who’s going with me?”

“Just you,” Dad said.

It took a second for that to sink in. And when it did, I assumed I had not
heard him correctly. When I asked, “Just me?” my voice was more timid than I

wanted it to be.
‘Just you.”

I moved quickly, before Dad could change his mind. My feet found the run-
ners and my fingers gripped the handlebars. Dave stepped away. I spoke to the
dogs: “Coyote, Shane. Hike!”

Instinct took over. From having run the tandem sled so many times I knew
exactly what to do. But this was an entirely new sensation, to be alone, with
only the dogs out in front. It was the coolest feeling. Fantastic. Exhilarating.
I could use a thousand other adjectives and never begin to do justice to the
incredible joy I felt at that moment. It was the thrill of a lifetime.

The start of the one-mile Kids’ Trail is a fairly steep incline. I had been over it
hundreds of times, but always in the basket or riding a tandem sled. It was an
entirely new phenomenon to be doing it on my own. The shift of the runners
beneath my feet was unlike any time before. The dogs ran faster. In fact, it was

a little scary.

“The brake!” I could hear Dad’s voice drifting to me from a long distance away.
I knew he wanted me to slow down, but, quite the contrary, I wanted to go
faster. | wanted the wind in my hair and the ice crystals kicked up by the dogs
stinging my face. I wanted to race these dogs into the woods and never come
back. I was intoxicated with this strange power of freedom, of being in com-
mand of so much raw energy, of being on my own. What did it matter that only
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two old dogs comprised my team, that we were on the Kids’ Trail, that six inches

of new snow was slowing the sled? The true significance of the moment was
that finally I was taking my first step toward realizing my ultimate dream: to
someday run the Iditarod. From inside me a noise began to emanate, bursting
forth in an invigorating shout that caused me to throw back my head: “Wahoo!”
It was a spontaneous thing, uttered in a moment of total exhilaration. Even I
was surprised by it.

The trail dropped off the hill and we raced across an open flat. I rode the run-
ners like a veteran musher as we careened into the first corner, and when we
started the uphill climb I crossed over to one runner and used my free leg to
pump, pushing to save my dogs and increase the sled’s speed.

And just that quickly the mile run was over. We were back at the staging area
and Dave was taking hold of Shane by the collar. We had barely come to a stop
when I piled off the runners and sprinted to my dogs. I loved my two boys to
death, threw my arms around their necks, hugged them, and showered them
with kisses. I had never been so happy. I lavished every ounce of my affection
on Shane and Coyote. They had taken me out and brought me back safely. One

mile. The significance of that single mile was that if I could run one mile, it
opened the possibility that I could run twelve hundred miles. The Iditarod had
never been as close to a reality as it was at that moment.





