The Twenty Spartathlon 2002

	Twenty years ago 45 runners departed Athens at 07:00 on a cool September morning and set out on the very first open international trek to Sparta in the southern Peloponnese. Among the participants was an unknown Greek runner from Tripolis, Yiannis Kouros, who on the following day would be crowned victor in this extraordinarily punishing event. Kouros has never looked back on his running career since that day but has on occasion returned to either improve or show off his performance over what could be regarded as his home course. Kouros still holds the record for the 246-kilometre Spartathlon course with his incredible 1984 time of 20:25:00.

Sadly Kouros did not return for this year's duo-decade event but on the day a field of 190 exuberant and eminently capable runners presented themselves at the starting line located directly below the Acropolis in Athens. The 2002 Spartathlon Race started in typical brisk fashion and battled its way through the early morning traffic and down the historic Sacred Way as far as the National Highway at Elefsina. The pace here is always fasts because of the early cut-off time of 9 ½ hours at Corinth, 81-kilometre (50-mile). 2001 winner Valmir Nunes from Brazil took the lead ahead of Austrian Marcus Thalman and Christian Fatton of Switzerland as they contested the early stages.

Between Corinth and the 100-kilometre (62-mile) marker some early contenders started to fall by the wayside and Japanese Ryoichi Sekiya took the lead into the mountains. The 35-year-old Sekiya raced on through the night and finished the 246-kilometer (154-mile) course in 23:47:54 (23 hours, 47 minutes and 54 seconds), a little over an hour ahead of Austria's Markus Thalman, who clocked 25:16:56. Jeffry Oonk of the Netherlands finished third with 26:58:55. Sekiya was quoted as saying "I am happy that I was in Greece and won this great race - competition was fierce ... some great athletes didn't make it to the finish line".

While still a race dominated by male athletes, there is growing women's section, which this year was won by Russia's Irina Reutovich, race favourite and record-holder of the 135-mile Badwater Ultra Marathon in the United States. Reutovich finished in 28:10:48 knocking off 36 minutes and 10 seconds from the previous record held by Sweden's Mary Larsson and in this outstanding performance, Irina achieved overall fifth position. Second and third places were both taken by Japanese runners, Hiroko Okiyama 30:25:49 and Mayumi Okabe 31:33:35. Some other notable women's performances from previous years events are: 1983 - Eleanor Adams GBR (32:37:52), 1992 - Hilary Walker GBR (29:49:49), 1995 - Helga Backhaus GER (29:33:00), 1998 - Mary Larsson SWE (28:46:58), 2000 - Hiroko Okiyama JPN (29:16:37), and 2001 - Alzira Portela-Lario POR (30:31:41).

Out of the 190 starters who left Athens 109 would cross the Artemession Barrier via the mountain footpath, with just 89 runners crossing the finishing line in Sparta within the allotted 36-hour cut-off period. The marathon distance was passed in 3 hours and 12 minutes and 100 Km in 8 hours 30 minutes, both times being set by Marcus Thalman of Austria. Three Greek runners completed the course, best placed was George Psailas, who finished 10th in 29:45:42 ahead of 11th placed Andreas Dragatis 30:09:39 and 45th Marios Fournaris 34:21:14. Cypriot Michael Onisiforou finished 34th in 33:11:31.

The SPARTATHLON begins in central Athens and ends in the provincial Laconian city of Sparta. In order to finish, the runner must touch the feet of the massive statue of Leonidas, ancient leader of the Spartans, who gazes out over the city against the majestic backdrop of the Taigetos Mountains.
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