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But looks can be deceiving. 
“Doing the long races, skinny guys bonk more easily if 

they stop shoveling food into their mouths,” Curiak joked. 
“I don’t usually have that problem.”

Along with his unusual size and talkative personality, 
Curiak owns the intensity of a bulldog. That intensity has 
helped him quietly de�ne what is possible in ultra-en-
durance racing. Beginning in 1995, when he became the 
�rst person to �nish the Leadville 100 on a singlespeed, 
Curiak has constantly sought out and created challenges 
that require as much emphasis on self-reliance as they do 
on training, technique and speed.  

Curiak has competed in Alaska’s Iditabike seven out 
of the past 10 years, winning the 350-mile version once 
and the 1,100-mile race twice. Until recently, he held the 
course record for the “short” race and still holds the re-
cord for the long course. He also holds the record for 
the Great Divide Race, pedaling from Canada to Mexico 
along the Continental Divide in just over 16 days. He is the 
founder and three-time record holder of the 140-mile Ko-
kopelli Trail Race between Moab, Utah, and Loma, Colo-
rado, as well as the grueling 360-mile Grand Loop, which 
circumnavigates the La Sal Mountains. He recognizes that 
those races aren’t for most riders.

“To do these types of races you have to be a strong 
rider and a good mechanic,” he said. “You have to make 
good bike and gear choices. There isn’t tape strung up 
to direct you where to go, so you have to understand 
navigation, while handling sleep deprivation and main-
taining a constant vigilance for changes in weather. In 
a lot of ways, it is a lot like life: You have to make wise 
decisions.” 

In February, Curiak was preparing to become the �rst 

person to complete the Iditarod Trail on a mountain bike 
without assistance. He would carry all of his own food and 
gear, and receive no outside help. He described the unsup-
ported Iditarod ride as a “training ride” for a bigger, but as 
yet unannounced trip coming up in the next year.

To ride on snow, Curiak contacted Moots Cycles in 
Steamboat Springs for a custom ride. Brad Bingham, 
Moots’ all-star welder, created the titanium machine, 
named the “Iditabike.” The burly bike has wide forks to 
handle extra fat tires, thick tubing to carry white gas for 
Curiak’s stove and thick “pogies” attached to the handle-
bars to keep his hands warm. For the trip, Bingham made 
a titanium trailer that weighs 90 pounds when fully load-
ed with gear. 

IT’S ABOUT EXPLORING
Curiak’s Iditabike stories go beyond endurance biking and 
into the realm of survival biking. Sometimes it’s 60 de-
grees below zero on his rides. Blizzards cover the packed 
trail and leave racers struggling to �nd the unmarked 
and buried route. Wolves are constant companions. And 
drunken snowmobile riders often harass riders on the 
trail.

“They pass on both sides of me about an arm’s length 
apart going easily 60 mph,” Curiak said. “I just put my head 
down, pray they aren’t too drunk and get covered in snow 
by their rooster tails. When I ride into the village, they just 
sit glaring on their machines, daring me to �ght.”

But to Curiak, dodging snow machines, wolves and bliz-
zards is more about exploring, seeing what’s out there, 
than having a normal mountain bike racing career or even 
making an easier living.

As a self-proclaimed middle-of-the-pack rider, Curiak 

started racing in 1990, doing stan-
dard cross-country mountain bike 
races in Michigan. After moving to 
Crested Butte, Colorado, in 1992, he 
began doing long rides over moun-
tain passes, linking up the singletrack, 
backcountry trails that crisscrossed 
the Colorado Rockies. In 1994, he en-
tered his �rst solo 12-hour race and 
surprised himself by winning it.

“All that winter I thought about it,” 
he said. “I knew I could do 12 hours, 
maybe even 24.”

Wes Williams, of Willits Brand Bi-
cycles, was one of the bike design-
ers pioneering the singlespeed and 
29-inch-wheel movement at that 
time. He was living in Crested Butte 
and built Curiak’s bike for the 1995 
Leadville 100. Curiak has since fol-
lowed Williams’ example by pushing 
the 29er movement forward over the 
last few years.

Curiak completed a whopping 34 
24-hour mountain bike races be-
tween 1995 and 2003. Eventually he found himself looking 
beyond the format for something different.

“In the late 1990s, everybody started going to these 
huge crews: mechanics, chefs and masseuses, two and 
three back-up bikes, spending obscene amounts of mon-
ey,” Curiak said.  “I thought, ‘We’re missing the point here, 
folks.’”

Along with a core group of racers who had grown tired 
of the circuit, Curiak began setting up unsupported, ul-
tra-endurance races. There were no entry fees, no prize 
money and no insurance required. Anyone who wanted 
to show up and toe the line was allowed to race, but they 

Mike Curiak does not possess the rail-thin, wiry look of someone who spends a good 
portion of his waking hours on a bike. He looks more like a bulky rugby forward 
than a bike racer. 

Seeking Another Horizon
A pro�le of ultra-endurance racer Mike Curiak
by josh mcdaniel
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had to be able to take care of themselves.
The Grand Loop Race covers some of the most remote 

trails in the West, alternating between alpine and desert 
terrain with over 48,000 feet of climbing in 360 miles. 
The Kokopelli Trail is shorter (140 miles), but covers 
some equally serious terrain. It has become a badge of 
honor among endurance racers to �nish the trail in less 
than 24 hours. Until last year, Curiak held the record at 
just over 14 hours.

Curiak was not alone in seeking out these challenges. 
In 1999, Mountain Bike Hall-of-Famer John Stamstad 
completed a time trial on the Great Divide Mountain 
Bike Route, which roughly follows the Continental Divide. 
Stamstad originally planned to do the ride with a support 
crew and sag wagon. However, just before starting he 
decided to leave the crew at home. Stamstad completed 
the course in just over 18 days, living off any water and 
food he could pick up and carry with him along the way. 
This opened the eyes of many endurance riders, includ-
ing Curiak, to what could be accomplished in unsupported 
races.

 In 2004, the �rst Great Divide Race was held, starting 
on the Canadian border in Montana and going all the way 
to Antelope Wells, New Mexico. Curiak set the new re-
cord of 16 days and 57 minutes. The record still stands and 
is one of the most envied in ultra-endurance racing.

HUNKERED DOWN AT HELLSGATE
The importance of the Iditarod Sled Dog Race to Alaskans 
cannot be overstated. Mushers are treated like heroes and 
cheered when they �nish under the Arch in Nome, Alaska. 
Curiak received a much different reception when he won 
the 1,100-mile Iditabike race for the �rst time in 2000.

“I rode down Front Street through Nome and pulled 
up under the Arch. I looked all around and did not see a 
single person on the streets,” he recalled. “I just laughed. 
That really summed it up. You are on your own when you 
do a race like the Iditabike, even at the �nish.”

But Curiak says he didn’t tackle the race for notoriety 
or media attention. 

 “You and only you are in control,” he says. “I am a con-
trol freak of the �rst order. I knew my fanatical, obsessive 
preparation would put me in a better position to �nish 
than the money and genetics that determines other types 
of races.”

Beyond the racing format, his enthusiasm for the Far 
North becomes obvious as he describes the remote 
wilderness — the uninterrupted isolation of pedaling 
for three non-stop days to get from one bush village to 
the next, seeing the aurora borealis above the horizon 
and fresh wolf tracks on the trail. And, not all of his 
human encounters are negative. In 2000 Curiak actu-
ally caught and passed a dog sled and musher on his 

bike. Instead of speeding away, Curiak stopped to trade 
food. 

“All I had was junk food — candy bars, Twizzlers and 
Pop-Tarts — that kind of thing,” he said. “He pulled out a 
bag of smoked salmon that he had caught during the sum-
mer. I was making these lip-smacking noises eating the 
food and I started to feel bad about trading him sugary, 
processed junk for this. But I looked over and the trapper 
is making the same noises while eating the Pop-Tarts. The 
looks on our faces were priceless.”

In Alaska, Curiak had been turned away from com-
pleting his unsupported Iditarod Trail attempt. He ran 
into a blizzard at Hellsgate and had to hunker down 
in his tent with temperatures down to 30 degrees be-
low zero and winds blowing steadily between 70 and 
80 mph. After a few days of waiting, he turned around 
when he realized that the trail was not only disappear-
ing in front of him but was being buried behind him as 
well.

 “I got just what I was looking for — six days of brutal 
weather to test what my body and gear can handle,” 
he said. “Some of the worst I experienced in Alaska 
could be normal where I am heading. I don’t think 
anyone else has even considered attempting it. Fortu-
nately, now I have a higher level of confidence in my 
preparedness.” VN
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