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Y O U  H AV E  T O  H AV E  A  G O A L  I N  L I F E .  F O R  2 3 -Y E A R - O L D  J A C Q U I  B E L L  T H AT 
G O A L  I S  T O  B E C O M E  T H E  Y O U N G E S T  F E M A L E  T O  C O M P L E T E  T H E  FA M O U S 
4 DESERTS GR AND SL AM, A QUARTE T OF ENDUR ANCE R ACES E ACH COVERING 
250KM, ACROSS THE NAMIBIA, GOBI,  ATACAMA AND ANTARCTIC DESERTS. WE 
C A UGH T UP W I T H HER H A L F WAY T HROUGH HER EPIC Y E A R -L ONG JOUR NE Y.
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JACQUI BELL, RACING THE PLANET
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There comes a time when introspection 
strikes a harsh chord, one that forces 
you to reassess your chosen path in 
life. For Queenslander Jacqui Bell, that 
juncture was reached while lying in a 
foreign hospital bed, her face besmirched 
by blood and puffed with the trauma of 
being pulled off her scooter in Bali.

On the surface, hers was an idyllic 
life: she lived in the tropical island of 
Bali, working at a positive-vibe job as a 
personal trainer at a health and fitness 
retreat, and partied hard. Not a bad 
postcard picture for someone in their 
early twenties. In reality, Jacqui had 
instead reached a very dark place. 

 “It was a culmination of things that 
triggered me to re-assess where I was 
and what I was doing with my life,” says 
Jacqui. “I lay in that hospital bed mulling 
over how I ended up there – beyond the 
fact I’d been knocked off the bike – and 
I questioned myself: was it where I really 
wanted to be? The answer was no. I was 
deeply unhappy.”

With time to contemplate, Jacqui 
realised that she was suffering from 
depression. She felt that she had 
betrayed her sense of self. She was no 
longer the person she wanted to be or 
living to her ideals. 

 “Back then, some days were good, 
some great, some terrible. I didn’t know 
what my purpose was not only in life 
as a whole, but also in the day to day,” 
says Jacqui, who describes a feeling of 
complete disconnection from the world 
buzzing around her.

“As a fitness trainer, my job is to 
motivate others. But when I was at my 
worst I just couldn’t do it, I couldn’t 
function at that level. I found myself 
calling in to work sick. Sometimes I 
would spend all day in bed unable to 
get up. I honestly didn’t feel enjoyment 
in anything. My family didn’t really 
understand what was going on.” 

“My mental health issues stemmed 
from a number of things that happened 
to me during the few years prior. I had a 
bad run that I was unable to cope with.” 

Her admission is in stark contrast to 
what you’d assume from her career and 
sporting CV, which clearly signposts a 
young lady determined to succeed. 

“Throughout school my main sport 
was tennis,” says Jacqui. “I played 30+ 
hours a week for years and made the 
Australian School Girls team. I was 
a strong cross country runner and 
represented the state in a number of 
other sports, but it was personal training 
that I was drawn to most.”

Having completed a Certification 3 and 
4 in Fitness while still in high school, 
Jacqui left aged only 16 to attend TAFE 
where she completed a double diploma in 
Fitness and Sport and Recreation. 

Then, having lived and worked in 
thirty countries, managing gyms and 
building her reputation as a fitness 
trainer, her own run of good health was 
shattered. Jacqui broke five bones within 
twelve months, had her tonsils removed 
and reacted badly to the avalanche of 
prescribed pain medication. 

“Having an almost fatal scooter 
accident in Bali was the final straw,” says 
Jacqui. “I was not mentally equipped to 
deal with it all. I was also battling with 
other inner demons that I prefer to keep 
to myself. It was too much for me to 
handle. It was a downhill spiral. I lost 
touch with the things that meant most 
to me and that did make me happy: my 
health, family and friends. I’d lost my 
passion and drive for life.” 

For someone whose existence was so 
intricately entwined with health and 
wellbeing, and who seemed so firmly 
in control of her life trajectory, the 
realisation of suffering depression was 
a jolt.

“It was a real battle. I just felt numb. My 
realisation in that hospital bed was that 
I was living a lifestyle that I’d convinced 
myself I was enjoying when in reality it 
wasn’t at all aligned with what I think of 
as my true self.” 

Jacqui believes the instincts honed as a 
personal trainer helped give her at least 
the tools to pull her from the depths of 
her depression. 

“As someone who is constantly 
preaching action to make a difference, I 
knew I had to take my own advice.”

After much soul searching – and online 
research – her circuit-breaker solution 
was the 4 Deserts Challenge.

“Initially, I was inspired by the Big 
Red Run in the Simpson Desert,” 
says Jacqui. “But I needed something 
bigger, something that required more 
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commitment to keep me honest over a 
longer period of time. One desert wasn’t 
going to be enough. I needed to do 
something big enough to equip me for 
the rest of my life. The 4 Deserts would 
require more training, more preparation, 
more organisation and more of my time. 
It was perfect.” 

Jacqui also knew she had to make her 
commitment about more than herself. 

“I chose to raise funds for a relevant 
charity, the White Cloud Foundation, 
which is a mental health charity. I knew 
that making it about more than myself 
would keep me on track and I wouldn’t 
stray back into making poor decisions.” 

Fast forward, scars from her accident 
healed and inner wounds on the mend 
salved somewhat by her focus on the 4 
Deserts, and Jacqui finds herself running 
4-5 hours with a fully laden pack, up sand 
dunes on Morton Island on a scorching 
hot day in her home state of Queensland. 

“It was perfect training for what 
was ahead,” says Jacqui “But everyone 
thought I was crazy. The irony is that for 
the first time in a long time I was feeling 
very, very sane.”

Fast forward once more, and Jacqui 
has now completed two of the four 
challenges she set herself. With 500km 
of desert landscapes traversed in Nambia 
and Mongolia, her perspectives on life 
continue to shift as much as the sands she 
has stepped across. 

“The whole week (of any event) is a 
huge mental battle. If you begin to think 
of the 250km ahead in each event you are 

going to have a rough time. Even thinking 
about the 10km ahead of you is too much 
in races like these. You have to really 
learn to be in the moment and just work 
with each next step you need to take. The 
same applies in everyday life – you are 
going to overwhelm yourself if you look 
ahead at all the challenges as a whole. You 
have to take it one small step at a time 
metaphorically, physically and mentally.” 

 Of the two races completed to date, 
Jacqui nominates Namibia – her first – as 
the hardest. 

“The heat was another level and all of 
the sand made the event a lot tougher on 
the body. Namibia was my first event, too, 
so I didn’t really know what I was in for 
so it was a steep learning curve.”

“Honestly, after Namibia I was pretty 
crushed. My body was pretty sore and 
mentally it was a whirlwind. I noticed 
myself saying ‘if ’ I complete all four races. 
Whereas if someone use to say ‘if ’ I would 
tell them to lay off the negativity – it is 
‘when’. So I started to doubt myself.” 

“But after completing the Gobi race 
this week I am sure I am capable of 
completing them all. Mongolia was 
incredible and my favourite so far. The 
race was three times larger (in terms of 
participants) than the first event, so I was 
definitely intimidated by the group and 
such strong competition.”

“I came up with a motto on day one: 
the four ‘S’s of smart, steady, solid and the 
main one, don’t be stupid. It’s what got 
me through. I pace myself and with each 
stride I take into consideration that it isn’t 
just one marathon but seven long days.” 

The long game – in the desert and in 
life – has become Jacqui’s mantra. 

“It is very easy to go out super strong 
the first 1–2 days and smash it but if you 
are new to these stage races like I am, 
and don’t know your capacity to keep it 
up over the week, then by day 5–6 you 
can crumble.” 

“As a naturally competitive person, I 
have had to learn to swallow my pride 
a little and leave my ego at home. I 
learned that out in the desert, physical 
preparation gets you a long way but you 
also need a game plan and to be able 
to adapt to the different conditions – 
weather, elevation, the competition, 
injuries, heat – the variables are 
honestly endless!”

The stripping back of life and self in 
the desert is what Jacqui credits with 
bringing her some clarity.

“Especially with these stage races I 
love the fact that everyone is from such 
different walks of life. Many competitors 
are very successful in their careers, 
wealthy, talented … but when we are 
out in the desert it is back to absolute 
basics. We all have a set of clothes and 
a backpack for the week. Stereotypes 
dissolve and we all form relationships 
based on our true character. The weeks 
spent in the desert are the best weeks of 
my life. No one cares if you are winning 
or losing.” 

 “I think trail running and life mirror 
each other. There are always going to 
be struggles, mental and physical, and 
it’s about how you break those down 
>>
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into smaller challenges, so those smaller 
things seem at least surmountable. Knock 
off the next kilometre – don’t think about 
the 30 more after that.” 

Jacqui makes special mention of 
the bonds forged out in the desert, 
highlighting that the experience has 
reversed her past tendency to somewhat 
retreat to being anti-social when the 
going gets tough. 

“I know now that when things begin 
to surface, this is when I need to sit with 
it and face it head on. In the most recent 
desert race, I found a number of things 
presented to me that I had been trying 
to bury in the back of my mind and have 
been in denial about for a long time. For 
once I didn’t react, I lay in my tent and 
opened up to my tent buddy, Tomer. This 
was a massive step for me and felt like a 
real weight off my shoulders.” 

 “I tear up even thinking about those I 
have met and become close to through the 
races. They are what make the experience 
so special. As one of the youngest 
participants, I usually end up with an 
adopted running mum and in the Gobi, 
a running dad as well! I usually remind 

them of their children back home and they 
sort of look after me for the week.”

Having experienced two deserts, 
Jacqui has reconciled that if she is to 
get to the finish line, she can’t allow the 
harsh environment to dictate her mental 
condition, a lesson she is taking out of the 
dunes and into life. 

“My mental health is my responsibility, 
it’s not something I should allow my 
environment to manipulate. Even when 
what is happening around you feels 
hostile, you can work to control your 
mindset, and that’s the first step towards 
working through whatever it is that is 
creating the immediate challenge.” 

“I can confidently say that I am now able 
to handle the curves balls that life throws 
without going off the rails. I have become 
more aware of myself and how to handle 
my emotions when things don’t go as 
planned and I am also more aware of others 
around me. A lot of that is as a result of my 
journey in endurance running.”

“Being out in the desert where 
everything is stripped back to bare bones 
basics is something that very few of us 
get to experience in the world today. The 
whole week is built around connecting 

with amazing people from all walks of 
life and doing what we all love: running. 
You are taken away from technology, 
work, stereotypes and the distractions 
of everyday life. And you finally see what 
you are really made of and who you are as 
a person. Running has the power to bring 
you back to you.” 

With 500km of desert run, Jacqui 
believes she has already grown as a result 
of her journey to become the youngest 4 
Deserts Grand Slam finisher. 

“I can’t wait for the next 500km worth 
of life lessons.” 

Jacqui Bell placed 9th female in the 
Gobi March and  6th in Namibia . She 
will compete in the Atacama Crossing in 
September and the Last Desert in Antarctic 
in November. If she completes both, she will 
become the youngest ever female to complete 
the 4 Deserts Grand Slam in a calendar year, 
at the age of 23 years 11 months. You can 
follow and support Jacqui and her cause by 
logging on to 

www.journey4desertsgrandslam2018.
blogspot.com. Or Instagram @jacquiabell. 
She is supporting the White Cloud 
Foundation: www.whitecloudfoundation.org.

Best desert multiday tip?

Keep things in perspective, leave your ego at home, be humble, 
don’t complain about stuff! 

Be prepared physically and know your limits. It is better to be 
10 minutes slower each day and save a few energy stores for the 
long day rather than going flat stick and getting to day 5/6 and 
having nothing left. You’ll get blitzed. 

How to get out of a slump? 

During these races when you find yourself in a negative mindset 
it can be a really tough spot to get yourself out of – I learnt 
during race one that the only way to climb out is to team up 
with someone else just ahead of you and latch onto them – after 
10km’s I guarantee you will perk up and their positivity will 
filter over to you. Don’t dig yourself deeper and deeper into your 
own rut by staying in your own head – this is a massive one that 
I try to implement into everyday life. Connect. 

Funniest moment to date?

In Namibia (fellow Australian competitor) Sandy Suckling and I 
were running along and it was the longest day. I decided to spice 
things up a little and as a car drove past I mooned them. It lifted 
the mood a little. 

Any hurdles? 

I’ve had a few hiccups in my desert races. I ran out of food, 
my lips got blistered to smithereens,  my achilles played up, I 
had a panic attack in a swamp with 1000 mosquitos and I got 
heat stroke for 10km where I was vomiting every few hundred 
metres. But all these obstacles are just a part of stage racing. 
Unexpected things happen, the challenge is how to keep your 
mind strong and react to them positively. I am also no stranger 
to the water works, I am known by most to enjoy the occasional 
cry throughout the week, it feels good to let it out. 

Typical training approach?

I began at 40km a week split up with 5/10/15km runs. I built 
that up over eight months to 150km/week. I then found that 
anything over 100-130km’s a week I was having niggles and my 
risk of injury increased a great deal. I was also completing 2–3 
days of strength/mobility/prehab work and doing yoga and 
swimming. 

I don’t let injuries get me down or hold me back. If I would 
usually be running 3–4 hours but am unable to do that, you will 
find me still hitting the same energy systems by boxing, bike, or 
rowing. There’s no need to miss training. I just make a plan and 
work around it.

FOUR DESERTS JOURNEY
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