
 

 

 

The Coastal Challenge – the back story, and birth of Total Sport… 

Hi there, 

I was reading something, somewhere recently, and whatever I was reading talked about the 

absolute power and magic of story-telling. Whatever I was reading said that if you want to 

capture people’s attention, regardless of the setting or environment, then start with a story. 

So, I thought I’d start with a story. A story that started 20+ years ago, and finishes with the 2022 

edition of the Coastal Challenge, the event that launched this wee business that is Total Sport. 

I was 28 when Total Sport was born. I’ve told this story a few times, however, if there was ever a 

way in which to not start a business, I took that path. Very little planning, zero capital, just an 

idea that perhaps there were people out there that might like to participate in run/walk events – 

events held in stunning, natural locations for adventurous and like-minded people. 

I grew up along the eastern coastline on Auckland’s North Shore. In particular the section from 

Milford to Devonport was the bit I knew the best, and I’d spent countless hours playing and 

splashing around in my younger years. 

In around 2002 Total Sport had been going for about 2 years, I was a one-man band and I was 

mostly delivering events under contract. We hadn’t ventured into creating our own events, yet. I 

was living in Milford and a seed was sown. The seed was around creating a run/walk event 

where people could start at various points along the North Shore’s eastern coastline, and all 
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ultimately finish in Devonport, where we’d celebrate with a beer and a sausage, hopefully with a 

few others that thought this sounded like a reasonable and fun way to spend a few hours! 

After all, part of the seed-sowing process was inspired by a couple of great guys – Paul Dunphy 

and Jon Ackland – who used to train for Ironman with some of their mad mates by jumping in the 

tide at Arkles Bay and would head for Devonport, where they’d have a BBQ and recount the 

adventures along the way! Legend says it that they’d stuff a pack of sausages for the BBQ into 

their running shorts, and make their way down the coast. 

At this point, I need to take the story and head off in another direction for a bit… I mentioned I 

was living in Milford. Well the reason I was living in Milford was that I’d been living in my Mum’s 

flat while she was overseas on a walking trip in Greece, a dream she’d had for many years. And 

the reason that Mum was in Greece was that she had advanced cancer, and knew that this was 

her last chance to experience this sort of a holiday. 

Unfortunately, the cancer flared up while she was away, so the trip was cut short. Mum arrived 

back in NZ, and moved back into her flat, and I stayed – we became flatmates. I was around 30, 

and Mum must’ve been around 49. I grew up with my Mum, and sister, and had a very close 

relationship with my Mum, my biggest fan and supporter. 

 

 

 

I felt that I was in a privileged position to spend this time with my Mum, and felt like it was my 

opportunity to give a little bit back to her, after her selfless investment in me and all my stuff over 

the past 3 decades. 



During this time, that seed I mentioned earlier was sown. I shared the idea with my Mum, this 

kind of crazy idea of creating a brand-new event called the Coastal Challenge. Mum (her name 

is Sandy) thought it was very cool, so we started building this thing. I would rally my mates and 

take them on reccies of the course, so that we could check out exactly what we were hoping to 

get into. 

We spent a lot of time along that coast, in all sorts of weather and winds, in all sorts of tides – we 

had some pretty adventurous times! I vividly remember Mum sitting on Milford beach (she loved 

the beach!), and was essentially our aid station, as we popped across the Milford marina 

estuary, and kept heading south towards Devonport. Mum was getting pretty immobile at this 

time, so getting her to the beach was a mission in itself, but she wanted to be part of this thing. 

I don’t remember the exact date of the inaugural Coastal Challenge, however, I know it was 

2003, and it was very likely to be in February, as that’s where the event generally lives. 

Somewhere along the event-building journey we decided that to make this the best adventure 

possible, that the event (the longer options anyway) should start on or around high tide. This 

would mean that people had to really embrace the adventurous spirit in which the event was 

designed and intended, and would actually have to spend a fair bit of time in the water along the 

way, including a few unavoidable swim sections! 

The concept of the event was really simple. Start at one of 5 points, depending on how much 

coastline you wanted to tackle. The longest event, affectionately known as the Full Monty started 

at Arkles Bay, and was a 33km expedition down the coast, to Devonport. The shortest distance 

option was around 6km, and started on Takapuna Beach. And then there were another 3 

distances to choose from; 22km from Long Bay, 17km from Browns Bay, and 11km from Milford 

Beach. There was really only one rule – keep the water to your left and no roads allowed! The 

course was the coastline. 

That first year, amazingly we had 567 people decide this event might be a good idea. 567, well 

f&%k me, no one expected that there were that many stupid people out there! We delivered that 

first event, and boy we learnt some lessons. I was constantly sending my two best mates from 

school, Drew and Gerry, to the dairy for more bread and soft drinks, and to the liquor shop for 

more beer! We were manually taking people’s times as they crossed the finish line at the 

Balmain Reserve on Cheltenham Beach, and we were constantly running after some of those 

people, whose race numbers we’d missed as they crossed the finish line. The delivery of the 

event… well that was rather marginal, however, the concept – well people were all about it! What 

had we created? 

My Mum was at that first Coastal Challenge event, and that was very cool, as she’d been a big 

part of getting that event to the start line. Not too long after that though, she started really going 

downhill. This cancer thing was ravaging her body, finding its way into all sorts of places, causing 

huge pain and discomfort, and slowly but surely denying her mobility and freedom, and along 

with that, the dignity of being a living, functioning human. It was tragic to see, however, as I 

mentioned, I felt a sense of gratitude for being able to be with her at this time, and to help where 

I could. 

Probably in September or October things got to the point that we needed help, and that’s when 

we first met the incredible people at the North Shore hospice. I clearly remember the amazing 



and empathetic way in which they treated my Mum during that time, and while it was clear that 

we were heading towards Mum’s finish line, the way these people went about their business was 

so, so impressive and humbling. After a brief period of improvement, where we went home for a 

few days, it wasn’t too long before we were back at Hospice, and knew that time was ticking 

away pretty quickly at this point. At some time on the morning of 18th October, 2003 at the ripe 

young age of 50, my biggest fan and supporter finished her time here on earth. 

 

What the people at hospice had done for my Mum, and the way in which they treated her was 

never lost on me, and would pop into my mind constantly following her passing. I wanted to do 

something to give back to this amazing place, and these incredible people who make those last 

days for so many people, including the families and friends of the patients, comfortable and 

dignified. 

I approached Hospice a year or so later, and asked them if they’d consider aligning themselves 

as the charity partner for the Coastal Challenge event. It all made sense to me, the North Shore 

hospice was virtually on the doorstep of the event course, and these people had given my Mum 

and her loved ones so much in those final days, it just seemed right that we might be able to help 

give back somehow through this event. 

Since then, Hospice have done an incredible job supporting the Coastal Challenge, and have 

used the event as a platform to create an inter-business challenge, which has raised over 

$230,000! 



Let’s fast forward to now… I’m writing this piece in April 2021, and we’re looking ahead to 

celebrating the first Total Sport event that will turn 20 years old! There’s a bit of a theme to what 

we’re planning for the 20th Coastal Challenge, to be held on Saturday 19th February next year. 

The theme number is 50. You may have noticed earlier in this piece that my Mum died aged 50, 

far too bloody young. And guess what, I’m turning 50 in March next year! It’s hard to believe that 

my Mum has been gone for nearly 18 years. And here’s the thing, I’m pretty nervous about 

turning 50, you can probably work out why. 

So here’s what we’re going to do to celebrate a bunch of things… we’re going to create a one-off 

50km course at next year’s Coastal Challenge event. It’ll start 17km before the start of the Full 

Monty 33km course in Arkles Bay (Whangaparaoa), it will be a self supported group run with two 

pace options to ensure that those silly enough to sign up will get to the start line of the Full Monty 

with (hopefully enough) time to have a sausage (probably not a beer!), and get ready to carry on 

when the start horn sends the Full Monty participants away down that magnificent coastline. 

Here's where it gets extra cool… I’m looking for 50 people to join me on this fantastic coastal 

adventure. We’ll cover the entry fee, however, the cost and commitment of signing up for this 

wee jaunt is to commit to fundraising as much as you can, and the target per person will be 

$1000. And that my friends is how we’ll raise $50,000 for our marvellous friends at Hospice, at 

this little event that started most likely over a beer or two, 20 years ago! 

Right, who’s in? Email me to register your interest and we will send out some more detailed 

information at the beginning of July. 

Aaron 

 

 

 

Event date: Saturday 19th February 2022 

  

  
 

A Little Love for our title sponsor 
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