2004 SPARTATHLON  -  1st & 2nd  October  

 This year 187 athletes set off as the dawn sun peeped over mountains round Athens.  The start was from the grand 

entrance to the Acropolis, recently renovated for the Olympics, and they faced a 246 km painful odyssey in the 2,500 

year old footsteps of Pheidippides to reach the statue of King Leonidhas in Sparta.   

The lead in the men¹s division constantly changed, making it the most interesting race for many years.  Initially two 

times winner Costas Reppos of Greece set a cracking pace, considering that by one o¹clock on the first day the 

temperature had risen to 39 degrees C.  At that time most of the athletes were running along the corniche of the 

Saronic Gulf with the sun reflected off the sea on one side and rocky cliffs on the other.   The glare caused headaches 

and the tared road became soft.

At the first major support station at 81 km near the Corinth Canal, Reppos had a short lead over Markus Thalman of 

Austria and last year¹s winner.  But in distress Reppos had to retire at the 97.5 km refreshment station which is in a 

cool and pretty bower in a vineyard.  This left Thalman to be chased by the Japanese runner Ichiro Hiyoshi.

By 110 kms Hiyoshi had gained first place.  But he was not to keep it for long in the mountains of the Peloponnese, 

where most of the 7,600 feet of climbing takes place.    Indeed between 154 and 161 km there is a pass through the 

Irligirtos Mountains with a 2,700 foot climb in one go.  

The rough path is scarcely discernible at night when most competitors struggle up the steep climb over loose stones 

and scree fields.  With precipices first on one side and then the other side of the route, it would be banned in the UK.  

In the cold mountain air many competitors donned light anoraks in spite of the exertion needed for such a steep climb. 

 The experienced ones had long since changed their shoes for ones a size larger, or even two, as their feet swelled. 

Several times the lead changed between Nemea and Tegea.  But Hiyoshi, who had not previously been in the first 

 three, could not maintain the pace and began to fall back, whilst Jens Lukas of Germany, who had won in 1999, 

surged to overtake Thalman at about 200 km on the high plateau of Arcadia.

Lucas won in 25:49:56.  A remarkable achievement considering the heat of the first day.  It was only 11 minutes 

slower than his 1999 win.   Whilst in second place Thalman finished in 26:20:02, or nearly three hours slower than in 

2003.

Yet the athlete who captured everyone¹s hearts was the diminutive Japanese lady, Kimie Noto.  She looked less than 

four foot high, but always had a four foot smile.  Indeed she often politely bowed in acknowledgement of the cheers 

she received at refreshment points.   She was the first lady to finish in 29:57:40, a dramatic improvement on her 

previous best of 33:01:35.  Thus, like the leading men, she demonstrated how experience is crucial for success in this 

great ultra distance race.

Of the 183 athletes who started out from the Acropolis only 73, or 39%, finished within the 36 hours time limit.  

This was the target of the RAF runners in 1982.  John Foden thought Pheidippides took no longer than this as 

Herodotus reported that Pheidippides "arrived the day after".   Most experts thought this just a myth, but they thought 

it might be possible.   Having shown it was Foden suggested a race to the mayor of Sparta.

10 British men entered this year, of whom only Mark Williams and Glyn Marston successfully finished.  Williams¹ 

position was 20th in 32:38:49 and Marston was 56th in 35:24:04.  Williams therefore won the new  challenge trophy 

for the first British runner to finish.  This was donated by Foden the race¹s founder, to encourage more British runners 

to compete, and so return to the early days of the race when British athletes were dominant.

