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Never Quit . . . Except 
When You Should Quit

THINK OF IT AS AN ULTRA DECATHLON: A RACE IN 
which competitors complete a 26.2-mile trail mara-

thon, a 50-mile mountain-bike race, a 100-mile moun-

tain-bike race, and a 100-mile trail run. Throw in a 10K 

running race the day after biking 100 miles (for God-

knows-why), set the whole thing high in the Rockies, 

and you have Leadman, a sort of six-week immersion 

into endurance hell that I wanted to win in 2013 more 

than almost anything else in the world.

Leadville had been in my thoughts and dreams 

since I was a boy watching my dad, ill-prepared, hal-

lucinate and hobble his way to the fi nish line back in 

1988. Years later, when I heard about the six-week su-

persized version of the Leadville 100, I realized that’s 

how I wanted to do it. I wanted to become not only a 
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Leadville fi nisher, but a Leadman. It takes mettle to achieve this metal-

lic title: one becomes a Leadman by successfully completing each of 

the fi ve Leadville Race Series events over the course of six weeks during 

the summer. It starts with a trail-running marathon that peaks high on 

Mosquito Pass. Two weeks later, you race on a mountain bike for 50 

miles over steep, rocky terrain.

Either of those two events alone could be the capstone of a normal 

racing season and would be followed by weeks of recovery and less in-

tense training. Not for a Leadman competitor. Less than a month later, 

over the course of eight brutal days, you mountain bike 100 miles, run 

a 10K road race (the day after the bike ride, adding insult to injury), 

and then, the following weekend, race the Leadville 100 run as the 

grand fi nale.

Each race is contested at elevations between 10,200 and 13,186 

feet, each involves signifi cant climbing and descending on rocky 

trails, and each presents a signifi cant challenge of its own. Blogger and 

coach Richard Diaz put it well, calling Leadman an event that “makes 

the term ‘Ultra’ seem inadequate.”

Who came up with this strange and torturous schedule, and why? 

Not surprisingly, it was the same character who had founded the Lead-

ville 100 Run in 1983: Ken Chlouber, a man who’s part Old West, 

part New Age. The shotgun blasts with which he starts each edition 

of the race are equaled in volume and intensity by the barrage of his 

self-empowerment calls to action—as evidenced by his explanation 

for what gave him the idea of expanding the 100-miler into a series 

of ultra-endurance tests. “We started these events in Leadville based 

on two principles,” said Chlouber when I called him to ask about it. 

“The fi rst is, ‘don’t quit.’ That same damn principle applies to your 

work and your family and these brutal races and whatever else you 

do in life. The second is ‘do more.’ I’ve said, ‘You’re better than you 

think you are, you can do more than you think you can’ one thousand 

times, and I mean it. Leadman is all about doing more. We wanted to 
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you’re going to run such a distance, you sure as hell better break it into 

manageable chunks. Particularly since this was my fi rst 100-mile run, 

my general plan was to start conservatively, not get caught up in the 

racing early on, and tackle the course step by step, focusing on getting 

to the next aid station rather than worrying about the entire course. At 

each aid station, I would grab a fuel bottle, a water bottle, some food, 

and dry clothing (if needed) from my crew. I wouldn’t stop to talk, but 

seeing my friends and family would give me a nice boost.

Things went smoothly enough for me over the fi rst 60 miles at 

Leadville. I chatted with other runners in the dark until the fi rst aid 

station at 13 miles, and then climbed and descended conservatively 

over the Powerline climb I had done in the bike race, reaching the 

Outward Bound aid station (so-called because it’s located on the 

Whether it’s the sunrise start of the Leadville 100 bike or the still-nighttime gun blast 
of the 100 run a week later, seen here, the atmosphere at Leadville is always electric. 
I was stoked to line up for my fi rst 100-mile run as the last event of the Leadville Race 
Series in 2013. CREDIT: JAN DEPUY
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fi rst time years ago, in last place with legs trashed but spirit unfazed. I 

took those same steps that night with tears in my eyes and happiness 

in my heart.

In short, I mobilized the entire Ultra Mindset to help me get 

through the last few miles of the biggest race of my life. It was an un-

stoppable force.

I had pushed hard enough to fi nish the run in fi fteenth place over-

all with a time of 20 hours, 15 minutes. When all was said and done, 

over the course of the Leadville Race Series I had run and biked 282.4 

miles and climbed 44,951 feet in 36 hours and 20 minutes. I had won 

the series and set a new record.

I hadn’t quit. I was the winner. I was a Leadman.

Ultra Mindset 8: Never Quit . . . Except When 
You Should Quit

HERE’S WHAT IT COMES DOWN TO: IF YOU’RE DOING SOMETHING 
you really care about, something you know aligns with your true self 

and highest purposes in life, never quit because you fear what will 

happen if you continue. Fear will be there, and that’s just part of the 

deal—keep going anyway. Failure is the worst possible outcome, and 

that’s not all too bad given that everyone who puts himself out there is 

bound to fail, often regularly, on the path to success. Finishing Lead-

man aligned with who I want to be and how I want to spend my life, 

so quitting was not an option.

On the other hand, if you are doing something you come to know 

as incongruent with your true self and highest purposes, odds are that 

you are continuing to do it because fear tells you not to quit. You’re 

afraid of what will happen if you quit. Or because other people tell 

you to keep going. Or because making money has somehow become 

more important than being happy. Or because you made a decision 

long ago to pursue a certain path and can’t come to grips with chang-
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grounds of Leadville’s Outward Bound school) after around a mara-

thon. In the fi eld of about 1,000, I had been somewhere in the 30s, 

and I moved up a bit en route to Twin Lakes at 40 miles. As I climbed 

from Twin Lakes at 9,210 feet to Hope Pass at 12,540 feet, I passed 

more competitors.

The higher we go, the stronger we get.

As we dropped down the other side of Hope, though, the tem-

perature rose signifi cantly. You don’t expect heat to be the great 

challenge at a race high in the mountains, so this was a surprise. 

And I was running out of water. Refi lling at Winfi eld, mile 50, I was 

enthused to see my family .  .  . though I didn’t consider following 

Dad’s lead with a relaxed picnic. I headed right back out on the 

trail, and then ran out of water yet again. Over the next few miles, 

I slowed down. Bob and Luke both caught me as I ran down from 

Hope Pass.

Aid station effi ciency and effectiveness are key to a good performance at sup-
ported ultra runs like Leadville. We planned ahead carefully, and my family 
knew just what I would be looking for at each crew point. Credit: Jan DePuy
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ing your mind. If you are doing something with your life that you 

don’t want to do, then QUIT. True courage is overcoming fear and 

spending your life in what you believe to be a purposeful manner. A 

year and a half later, I joke with friends that I’m “proud to be a drop-

out” after quitting the principal licensure program. The truth is much 

more serious: I’m damn glad I quit something I was doing out of fear 

that would have set me up for a life I did not want.

People often quit endeavors in which they really should persevere 

because they’re afraid of the enormity of what lies ahead. If you want 

to achieve the goal, and you are ready to commit, break the process 

into manageable steps.

In my work with high school students, one of my most important 

roles is to help them gain and maintain motivation and ensure that 

they enter the real world with the work habits and mindset neces-

sary for success in academics, work, and life in general. With this in 

mind, I work often with them on practicing the strategy of breaking 

large challenges into manageable chunks. Need to write an essay? 

Create an outline, draft, edit, revise, and fi nalize. Want to earn a high 

score on the Advanced Placement Calculus test? You’re not going to 

learn it all in one night, so study chapter by chapter, gaining mastery 

over each concept as you go. Feeling overwhelmed by the pile of 

work in front of you during fi nals week? Make a checklist (including 

when and where you will accomplish each item), and then simply 

go down the list without even thinking about the entire body of 

work.

Fear is one of the most powerful forces that keeps people from 

taking on and/or overcoming signifi cant challenges. When something 

seems too hard, we simply avoid it by not even starting in the fi rst 

place. Thankfully, one of the most effective ways to keep fear at bay 

is using the exact strategy that’s so important to high school students: 

break your large and challenging task into manageable chunks, just as 

I did in the Leadman ultra-endurance series.
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This strategy is imminently applicable in almost every aspect of 

life. Sometimes, we quit something big, such as a certain career track, 

in order to drastically impact our life direction. Other times, continu-

ing forward in a meaningful direction requires quitting pursuits, activ-

ities, and actions that hinder progress with regard to the greater goal. 

In his excellent 2001 business text, Good to Great: Why Some Companies 

Make the Leap  .  .  . and Others Don’t, Jim Collins and his team intro-

duced the Stop Doing List, which asks us to identify things we need 

to, well . . . stop doing in order to become great. If I’m running a small 

business, for example, I might stop doing my own taxes and account-

ing and instead pay a professional to do them, because I can make 

more money in the extra time I spend running the business.

I’m always looking for compelling books related to education and 

motivation, and in addition to Collins’s, I have recently appreciated 

some of the points William Deresiewicz made in 2014 in Excellent 

Sheep: The Miseducation of the American Elite and the Way to a Meaning-

ful Life. While the book has sparked controversy in many circles for his 

critique of the elite university system in America, Deresiewicz’s advice 

to young people resonates with what we’ve been saying here and what 

I tell my students. To get to a higher purpose and deeper life and in-

tentional existence, Deresiewicz suggests a few options most people 

usually run away from: moving toward fear, quitting the natural course, 

and failing regularly.

If fear lies ahead, then you must be pushing your limits and grow-

ing. You moved toward fear every single day when you were a little 

kid doing things for the fi rst time, and consequently you grew and 

matured. Now, keep growing and maturing! What seems to be the 

natural course or direction for you may have been determined by your 

parents or by what you wanted to do when you were in ninth grade 

or by what you wanted to do ten years ago. It’s time to give it some 

thought: if your boat is headed where you want to go, paddle hard; if 

not, then by all means change direction! And if you never fail, then 
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odds are that you are not shooting high enough, because you’re stuck 

in a comfort zone you’ve already mastered. Some of the people I’ve 

mentioned in this book—Mike Kloser, Josiah Middaugh, Danelle Bal-

lengee, Dave Mackey, Emma Roca, me—have won a lot of races over 

many years. All of us, though, have lost far more races than we’ve won. 

If you want to go big, failing repeatedly is part of the deal.

Said otherwise, don’t quit because you’re afraid of something you 

really want to do. Do quit if you’re on a less-than-ideal course and 

you’re afraid of what will happen if you change directions.

Mindset 8 REFLECTION

Sometimes we quit without really thinking about what we’re doing, and 

other times we keep slogging forward without even analyzing whether 

the course is a good one. One effective way to carefully consider whether 

you should start something new, continue what you’re doing, or quit all 

together is to take a very close look at your fears, which—consciously or 

not—play a big role in the decisions we make. Here’s a three-step guide 

for assessing (and maybe banishing) your fears.

To start, write down something you want to do or are thinking 

about doing; this is the change you’re contemplating, the decision you 

are mulling over. Remember, this could be about starting something 

(running your fi rst 10K, asking someone on a date), about continu-

ing something (completing the law school program you’ve already 

started, fi nishing an ultra when you’re really suffering), or about quit-

ting something (dropping your full-time gig to start a new business, 

relocating from a place you know to somewhere new).

I want to: __________________________________________.

______________________________________________________

______________________________________________________
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1) Now list the fears that are keeping you from doing it.

(If you need help articulating these, see the list of common 

fears below the exercise.)

“I am afraid of doing this because . . . ”

 . . . ______________________________________________

_________________________________________________.

 . . . ______________________________________________

_________________________________________________.

 . . . ______________________________________________

_________________________________________________.

 . . . ______________________________________________

_________________________________________________.

 . . . ______________________________________________

_________________________________________________.

 . . . ______________________________________________

_________________________________________________.

 . . . ______________________________________________

_________________________________________________.

2) For each of the fears you have listed, create a new story. 

It could be a rational response to that specifi c fear, a way to 

neutralize or overcome it, or just a positive mantra, like the 

“Don’t quit, keep it consistent” mantra that I used in the 

fi nal stage of Leadman.

9780738218144-text.indd   238 1/26/15   11:44 AM



MINDSET 8: Never Quit . . . Except When You Should Quit | 239

New stories responding to each of your fears:

__________________________________________________

_________________________________________________.

__________________________________________________

_________________________________________________.

__________________________________________________

_________________________________________________.

__________________________________________________

_________________________________________________.

__________________________________________________

_________________________________________________.

__________________________________________________

_________________________________________________.

__________________________________________________

_________________________________________________.

3) So, where do you go from here? How do you know if 

your fears are enough to hold you back from the endeavor 

that’s challenging you?

Take a look at your new stories and what you have learned, 

and check the box that applies.

___ A. Pursuing this endeavor aligns with my true self and 

higher purposes in life.

9780738218144-text.indd   239 1/26/15   11:44 AM



240 } THE ULTRA MINDSET

 ___ B. Pursuing this endeavor does not align with my true 

self and higher purposes in life.

If you chose A, then keep going. If you chose B, then you 

might want to consider quitting.

Some common fears:

 I’m afraid my performance won’t live up to all the hard work 

I put in.

 I’m afraid the process or experience I’m about to undergo is 

too intense, too new, too uncomfortable, or something similar.

 I’m afraid the suffering is too much right now.

 I’m afraid I’ll suffer too much in the future if I do this.

 I’m afraid that if I fail I will have trouble dealing with it.

 I’m afraid that if I fail someone else will have trouble dealing 

with it.

 I’m afraid that if I fail I’ll know I’m not good enough.

 I’m afraid this endeavor does not align with my greater goals 

in life.

 I’m afraid that I’m not capable of doing it or qualifi ed to do it.

 I’m afraid that continuing is not best for my family.

 I’m afraid of quitting because I have an “I don’t quit policy.”

I followed these three steps to complete the biggest race of my career. 

I not only wanted to complete the Leadville Race Series, I wanted to 

win it and set a new record for the series.

What was holding me back for a while during this process? Fear. 

Fear is a powerful force, perhaps the single most compelling factor 

that prevents people from meeting their potential and living life to 

its fullest—on their own terms. Fear acts by preventing people from 

doing what they want to do and, just as signifi cantly, compelling them 

to keep doing what they don’t want to do.
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Fear can also creep up on you. I was confi dent when I was setting 

my goals, but as the races got closer that summer, I found myself beset 

by fears—a wide range of them, which I listed at the time, just as I’ve 

recommended you do:

 I was afraid the bike training would hurt my running.

 I was afraid the run training would hurt my biking.

 I was afraid the run and bike training would hurt my family.

 I was afraid I might get hurt.

 I was afraid I might train too much.

 I was afraid I might not train enough.

 I was afraid all of the little aches and pains I always have were 

turning into real injuries.

 I was afraid sleep deprivation from raising an infant and 

camping before races with two kids would slow me down.

 I was afraid other competitors would outperform me.

 I was afraid I might not win.

 I was afraid, in many ways, of the entire Leadman concept.

Some list, huh? Enough maybe to have kept me from even attempt-

ing Leadman in the fi rst place. I needed positive stories, and I needed 

them fast. Luckily, I had them ready. My inner voice speaks to me in 

second person, and this is what I heard:

 You’re doing something important.

 You may not have run 100 miles before, but you have the 

experience needed.

 You are training wisely.

 You have trained enough.

 You are setting a good example for your kids.

 You have a winning mindset.

 You know how to fuel your body and take care of yourself.
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 You are ready for the altitude.

 You’ll have fun. Or something like it.

 You’ll be proud of yourself.

 Your dad will be proud.

 You can win; you will win.

This positive self-talk gave me confi dence that the decision to take 

on the Leadman challenge at this point in my life was a sound one. But 

clearly, fi nishing Leadman would be an extended exercise in fear man-

agement. My positive stories and good training could get me to the start 

line. But winning it, I knew from the moment I signed up, would be a 

true test of my Ultra Mindset from start to fi nish; the only route to success 

was to prevent fear from ruling my thoughts and dictating my actions.

Rock star David Bowie once sang about being “ready to shape the 

scheme of things.” What a great line! I like to think I shaped the cir-

cumstances of my life to allow me to compete in and win the greatest 

athletic challenge of my life. Are you ready to shape the scheme of 

things in your life, your career, your running, or your other endeavors? 

You start by assessing the fears, as I did, and then by addressing them 

with a new outlook, a new resolve, and a new perspective.

Mindset 8 ACTIVITY: Just for Fun Run

Whether you’re running, biking, or participating in another type of 

exercise, you’re not likely to stick with it for long if you’re not having 

fun . . . even just a little! Here are some ways to make endurance more 

enjoyable.

Mental growth: One key element to maintaining enthusiasm for 

something you are dedicated to and do not want to quit is fi nding 

times to have fun doing it. Sometimes it’s important to be intentional 

about having fun. I believe in a “fun transference” between various 
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“In his wise and engrossing book, Macy shows how the same  
‘Ultra Mindset’ that enabled him to win some of the world’s  
toughest races can make anyone a winner in everyday life.”

—MATT FITZGERALD, author of 80/20 Running and Racing Weight

“The actionable concepts in this book are very relevant to life beyond racing.”
—ROBYN BENINCASA, world champion adventure racer and 

New York Times bestselling author of How Winning Works
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