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Of course it had all started months before in terms of preparation, training, conditioning and kit and equipment selection. Now just a few hours from the race start the bike was racked the majority of my kit was in the relevant transition bags down at the start area. Not so many things to think about as you would have whilst preparing to leave for any other race, just the and yet so many last minute thoughts ‘is there anything I have forgotten’. My drinks had all been made up the night before and were in the room except for my recovery drink which was in the cool box amongst the ice along with the champagne. Premature maybe but planned as an essential part of the day.

The alarm was set for 3:45am but I awoke early, looking at the clock I got up at 3am and began to move around the room as quietly as I could, gathering up my last minute bits and pieces. My stomach wasn’t churning yet, I was as prepared physically, mentally as I could be and everything had been pulled together from lists and reminder “to do’s”, just that slight feeling of tension that something momentous is about to unfold. We finally got away on time, having roused the girls and drove in the darkness to Lake Placid, arriving at the main car park by the sports complex at 5am. We were just in time to claim one of the few remaining parking places which was a big relief. We had been told to be there by 5:30-6:00am as it was a popular choice and we didn’t want to be ferrying back and forth by courtesy bus from the more outlying parking places.
After a short walk down to the event area, where the main transition and expo was situated, around the outdoor winter speed skating rink, final “faffing” commenced. I checked my bike over carefully to make sure nuts and bolts hadn’t just mysteriously freed themselves overnight, tyres inflated correctly, computer reset, correct gear ready for leaving T1. In the background, Mike Riley the Ironman USA compere began offering last minute advice along with his own unique form of building of the atmosphere. You could feel a gathering momentum around you, and yet for me still no huge butterflies. As I fitted my drinks bottles into the cages I was acutely aware of a sudden and desperate need to visit the toilet. With a number of things still to be done and queues at the portaloo’s I decided there was nothing to do but christen the transition area there and then directly behind my bike. Other competitors were also so busy making their own final adjustments that no one noticed me crouched by my back wheel, apparently inspecting my rear tyre with extreme care!

After heading up to the special needs area with Martyn, to drop off the bike bag, my extra insurance, I made a further and final loo stop, this time joining the lengthening portaloo queues by the lakeside. My apprehension was starting to increase but I was not sure if it was race nerves or my now increasing desperation to find Jane and the girls for a final farewell before the race start. I frantically scanned the sea of faces lakeside, a few thousand spectators now gathered to watch the spectacle of the swim start, but no GB flags and no familiar faces. After queuing, time was now ticking by and I ended up running back to transition to deposit my dry clothes in a bag for after the race and grab my wetsuit and swim kit. Miraculously Steve appeared to inform me that Jane was waiting outside on the road up to the swim start, also frantically looking for me. The transition area was now a maze of fenced gangways and hordes of athletes donning wetsuits and I struggled to find my way out, only to exit on the road some twenty yards away from the main exit, having climbed a fence. Jane who was filming the race build up was completely unprepared for my entrance from this direction and so we had to do a quick “take two” before Steve and I said our final farewells and headed up to the swim start pen.

Once inside I had my first gel of the morning, zipped up my wetsuit and Steve and I exchanged best wishes and firm handshakes before heading our separate ways into the water. By now many racers were in the water, swimming around by the start line and standing on the far and rear banks of the start area. I seated my goggles correctly and then headed for the far bank where I had decided I would start from. The pa system was now blaring away and a helicopter filming the event circled overhead. I was aware of some favourite anthems being played, U2, Black Sabbath Paranoid and most striking the Verve Bitter Sweet Melody with its atmospheric and instantly recognisable intro. Mike was again in full swing on the PA describing the scene and spurring the crowds to increasing volume with “Can you see Ironmen out their today?” The skies were clear blue and whilst the water had felt reasonably warm I began to shiver in the cold morning air as I waited for the impending start. Finally there was the singing of the Star Spangled Banner with the inevitable roar of the crowd at the conclusion and not long after the start hooter sounded and the real business began.
My plan, once I had seen the start area had always been to cut in gradually from the far bank so that I would hopefully avoid the main crush. With a guide line positioned about half a meter or so below the surface, the course was an elongated rectangle and so inevitably the two far turns would be problem areas with a short top portion. The first 15 to 20 strokes were reasonably relaxed as I had found large numbers of people had also chosen to hang right back behind me and so I had a comfortable amount of space. As you looked ahead you could see nothing to guide you by way of buoys, just a mass of churning arms and frothing water. All of a sudden things closed in and within another 40 or so stokes I suddenly saw the guide line appear just a yard or two to my left under the water – shit! For the next few minutes progressed slowed, the stroke rhythm disappeared and the inevitable but largely unintentional climbing on legs and pushing and shoving began, as everyone fought for space to swim, this was definitely not in the plan. The large mass start swims are always an imposing experience as brief periods of open water around you suddenly disappear, as the throngs closes in again to prevent your escape, you wonder if it must be how a fish feels swimming in a massive shoal.
By the return straight, towards the exit for the second lap of the swim, things seemed to have settled down a bit and before I knew it I was exiting the water to make the short run past the timing mats and on to the second lap. As I neared the top of the outward straight, suddenly bodies closed in again from both sides and a short ruck proceeded during which by noseclip was punched off and my goggles were dislodged allowing the lake water to come sloshing in. I spent the next 500 or so metres squinting through a half filled lens and although by the time I finally exited the water I was ahead of my schedule at 1 hour 9 minutes, my left eye was stinging and as I found out later heavily bloodshot. At that point I was on somewhat of a high as I ran down the long carpeted roadway to the transition area in the outdoor Olympic skating stadium. En route it was great to stop off briefly and grab  a quick kiss and cuddle with Jane and the girls as they enthusiastically shouted their support.
With the sun feeling relatively warm for the time of day I decided I didn’t need arm warmers as I left T1, and I caught another glimpse of the family as I swept down the exit road from transition. At first it seemed that my decision to leave behind the arm warmers was justified, as I left Lake Placid and headed out onto the road towards Keane with its early climbs. However, it wasn’t much later that I regretted that decision, as I hurtled down the steep descent into Keane. My speed had been steadily increasing and after a couple of cyclists came hurtling passed me on the outside I chanced a quick look at my cycle computer. With the speed at 46mph and increasing it is funny how that action has such a huge psychological effect which actually manifests itself in the physical world with an instantaneous speed wobble! After managing my speed for the next minute or so on the remainder of the descent I was adamant that an extra few seconds would not be chanced on the second lap at the risk of crashing and not finishing, as I knew I would be more tired the second time around. My discomfort in the cold morning air persisted as I headed onward into the valleys that several of the early roads seemed to follow where the air felt almost icy in the shade. This was starting to concern me a little when I thought that at just gone 8:30 it could be another couple of hours before I felt the benefit of the sun in some of these deep gorges. I was at times very cold with lots of huge goose pimples on my arms and within 45 minutes I also had a quite bad stitch, more predominantly on my left side, which was very uncomfortable, particularly when down in the aero position. I am not sure what exactly caused this stitch even now, but it was ever present for the next 5 hours or so and at times gave me that nagging worry about whether it would disappear by the run, would it be worse when I was upright? However I knew I had to get into my rhythm and concentration for the next few hours to make sure my nutrition and effort were closely controlled. I also knew from my conversations with Neill Morgan that I had to be careful not to go too hard too soon on the bike with his mantra being “if it feels about right then you are probably going too fast”. Not long after getting the stitch I also became aware that I was developing a significant headache, I knew that my nutrition plans were going okay and it was only after the bike when I took my helmet off that the pain on the back of my head told me that I had overtightened my helmet – what an elementary mistake!
The initial couple of hours on the bike was at time a bit like a procession although I hasten to add that I saw no one deliberately drafting. The banter between people was also an ever present part of the day on the bike with so much time to kill! Some people were flying at times on various parts of the route and I often wondered if they were going on adrenalin and what would they be like later in the day. All I knew was I had to stick to my plan and so although I was about 7 miles down on Steve on the first lap, then 14miles on the second I religiously kept to my rhythm. In terms of the route, there was some great stretches of fast road, some great scenery, other stretches of very rutted road, thanks to the winter frosts and then those areas where the trees or the mountains seemed to close in on you. There were however for me two real notable stretches that stand out on the day. The first was the climb along the stretch of road into Black Rock at about 35 miles, where it seemed the whole community was out having a party. With the carnival atmosphere, fancy dress was evident everywhere, with Cowboys and Indians and all sorts, including a huge black bear, that looked more like a gorilla, right at the turn around point. The music was blaring and anything and everything was being banged and rattled by the roadside, it really did give you a lift. The second memorable location was the final climb during the 10 mile ascent back to Lake Placid. With the road getting reasonably steep at that point it was out of the saddle stuff and the crowds meant that you were drawn through a funnel where again everyone was shouting and hollering and banging on something, just like in the tour. Of course the first time around I was again thinking okay you are climbing like a hero now, but remember there will be tears if you over do it.
The second lap came eventually, just a warmer and slightly windier version of the first. For me personally it also gave me a big decision to make as after 60 miles I just couldn’t take any more gels. One more at that point and I was literally going to throw up if I had to swallow another. I had this happen on big a training session and after a long conversation with Steve I convinced myself it was just a one off. But here I was again and this time it was for real. The Gatorade on course had been going down fairly well despite my ever present stitch and so I took the decision there and then that I would alternate between Gatorade and water at alternate feed stations rather than risk puking. The second factor to contend with as I cycled away from Black Rock for the second time was my salt intake. My decision on salt sachets also turned out to be a mistake. Having forgotten to go to the chemists in the days leading up t the race I grabbed a handful of paper salt sachets from McDonalds when taking the girls for a burger. This turned out to be my second elementary mistake. As the paper became damp I was forced to put the whole lot into my mouth, chew around to get the salt into my system and then spit the remaining paper out on the road. As you can imagine this was not one of my better decisions. And then finally as I tried to fish a salt sachet out of my bike box my emergency Ibuprofen tablet in its bag, came flying out and disappeared off into the undergrowth at the side of the road. With little hope of recovery as I stared back I made an instant decision to leave it as I had one for the run, just in case of emergency. The final few miles up to Lake Placid were just as hard as I had imagined it would be and I had to reduce my pace at times as a series of potentially debilating cramps threatened in my Adductor muscle. At around 4.5 hours I had found the circulation in my toes was making my feet sore. This is a problem I always suffer with on long rides and so I devised a strategy where I loosen my shoes and cycle for a few minutes with each foot alternately on top of my cycling shoes. Repeating this every half hour or so after the initial onset seems to do the trick. It was on the last climb however as I tried to get my foot back in my shoe and the inner sole slipped down into the shoe. Whilst trying to twist my foot down I got my first real cramp attack, with my foot forced into the shoe the insole remained rucked up inside and quite uncomfortable. I managed to stand for a few minutes to just ease it off but the only way to get the shoe comfortable was to stop and get off. On this climb, with the threat of cramp there was no way I was stopping to dismount and so I decided to cycle what was about the last four miles as I was. With that final climb through the Tour De France like funnel of spectators, I knew my ride was nearly over and I suddenly became aware of my Canadian fan club cheering and shouting as I reached the top of the climb (more about them later). Although this may seem a complete comedy of errors I think this is just symptomatic of the potential problems you have to be prepared to face in such a long ride, albeit one or two could and should have been avoided.
As I pulled into T2 on my bike and handed it over to the helpers I could feel a sense of relief that had begun at the top of the climb. For me the bike was always the big risk period, from either going to hard or the dreaded mechanical failure. Despite the twinges of cramp during the last few miles, the stitch had now gone and as I explained earlier as I removed my helmet the source of the headache became apparent. I was around my target time, the one I had not wanted to discuss with anyone, and now as I felt in reasonable shape in my mind it was just a matter of surviving the run. Surely nothing could stop me finishing, could it?

As I left the stadium I once again saw the girls and that certainly gave me a mental boost. My feet had become numb and sore on the bike and so it was a relief to be pounding down the road and getting the circulation going. It was by now (2:45pm ish) pretty warm as temperatures climbed on the day to about 36 deg C, and so I knew I had to keep on top of my hydration, but it just felt good to be running and on the last leg (last but one if you count two laps).The support was amazing as it had been all day. Everywhere were people calling out your name which was on the race number and there were lots of calls of “Good job” and “Way to go”. In addition I also encountered shouts of “C’mon polka dot man” and “C’mon Coventry”, which I later learned were some friends that Neill had met when he did Lake Placid a few years ago. I settled into a good pace from the start and was running a little over 8.5 minute miles for the first half. I was amazed at how many people were walking at the start of the run and not just on some of the nasty little climbs! Maybe it was as a result of over doing it on the bike. As the miles past away I kept up with the hydration routine but after 8 miles I began to suffer first with wind and then stomach cramps and I knew what that signalled. Fortunately this was near a feed station and so I was able to relieve myself in a strategically placed portaloo. For anyone who has had to have a dump whilst racing in a tri suit, it is not the easiest of manoeuvres in such a confined space, without going into unnecessary detail. Hoping that was the last of the inside of a portaloo I would see, I set off again and quickly got back into my good running rhythm. Having reached the outward turnaround I headed back in towards town and again with nutrition and hydration foremost in my mind I took the decision to try my first gel since feeling sick of them on the bike. Unfortunately this only served to bring on a recurrence of the need to go. I was lucky again finding a portaloo to hand and so began again the whole strip down routine. This was unfortunately due to occur a further twice with the last time on the second lap being in the trees at the side of the road after finding what I thought was just wind, wasn’t. The lesson here was one I had prepared for and was carrying my own toilet paper in a plastic bad so it wouldn’t get wet – thank goodness!
Back to my return to Lake Placid at the end of the first lap and I was still running well. With the hill near the ski jumps out of the way I returned to town and headed along the out and back past the Olympic stadium and tantalisingly the ultimate goal – the finish. On the road with the special needs station I just about spotted the girls as I ran past with Jane calling me from the crowds. As I returned I got a better view of them all supporting me, the girls in their cozzies after paddling in the lake. They had all chalked messages on the road along with hundreds of other messages for competitors, but I only got to see them on pictures when we got back to the hotel. As I had been running so well I was considering telling Jane to get the Champagne ready for the finish, but fortunately I kept my mouth closed with the finish along way away. Instead I removed my nutrition belt containing my Isotonic gels and threw them to her. I had decided by that point there would be no more gels for me this day. After the buzz of the crowds in town the gravity of the task ahead struck home as I headed back out for the second time. The crowds thinned but the support continued to be fantastic as I realised I was starting to feel the heat a fair bit. I think at this point there was no doubt I would finish but it was about keeping going. I had been walking through feed stations since the start of the marathon to ensure that I took on sufficient fluids, but as the run progressed it became more a case of psychological bargaining. I new I was slowing from the high pace I had initially set and I was more than ever looking for the next feed station so I could walk for a minute as I passed through and collected drinks. It was now becoming around 10 minutes between stations and even in between them the mind was occasionally telling me, “don’t push to hard – you can walk a little if you need to”. I had always told myself that to do the Ironman properly I had to run the marathon, okay that had reduced to walking through feed stations but I was determined I would not walk in between. Even where there was no shade and little breeze for long stretches, that requirement of myself was non-negotiable. Despite the stomach problems, at the feed stations I tried red grapes (heaven) and even pretzels for the extra salt, and consigned myself to having to visit a portaloo if my body demanded it. Suddenly,  as I approached the turnaround on the out of town out and back, Brunty appeared running back towards town. At that point in my own little world of one step after the next I noticed nothing in his running gait to raise any alarm bells. However minutes later I realised he had a problem as I saw him a couple of hundred meters ahead and began closing in on him. As I caught him he was jog hobbling along the road in obvious discomfort and I slowed and walked with him just to check on him. After a short time he urged me to get back on running and I wished him good luck for what was still around 6-7 miles to the finish. The hill by the ski jumps on the second lap was torture as I struggled to keep shuffling onward and upward and even as I reached the top, the finish seemed so far away with the second out and back in town still to endure. Finally as I reached town I crawled up a sharp hill of about 100m before the turn toward the stadium. At the top I was suddenly aware of my Canadian fan club at the top of the hill. The husband had climbed the barriers and was in the road almost screaming encouragement at me and I got quite emotional at the top as he yelled at me “You look great, you’re running strong - Your gonna be an Ironman”. I reckoned I had about three miles to go and headed out again on the turnaround past the special needs station. At the turnaround was a bearded marshall standing in the road and he laughed as I smiled and said “I could kiss you”. Despite the exhaustion I was able to pick my pace up a little, or so I thought, and as I ran back towards the stadium I could hear Springsteen, Born In the USA and I thought about the banner I had commissioned some month before departing for the States. Finally, there ahead of me was the short descent down to the stadium and again I felt myself getting quite choked as I became aware of the song playing – Boston “More Than a Feeling”. I now began scanning the crowds frantically as I was expecting to see the girls at some point, with plans to run across the finish line with them and the famous banner. As I rounded the final bend and the entrance to the stadium, I suddenly picked out the Canadian family cheering away and I slowed and went to them at the barrier where we all embraced, me stinking of sweat and worst no doubt. Into the stadium I continued to frantically search for the kids amongst the crowd, and then there they were in front of me on the track, with the organisation being precise to enable those special family moments.
So finally there I was running hand in hand with Ella on my left and Corinne on my right and the finish no more than 20 meters ahead. As I covered those final meters I began pointing into the crowd in a salute of the support and then those words I had been so desperate to hear………”Mark Stewart of Coventry West Midlands from the United Kingdom – You are an Ironman”. My final time of 11 hours and 38 minutes was some 22 minutes under the time I had mentally set myself and I was more than happy. And as I right this account some words stand out to me as being so true……….“It’s a line you have to cross to understand”…………. my itch had been well and truly scratched.

[image: image3.jpg]resented by Presented by

Dianus !‘ ;3800 ®:anvus





Steve Howes, for so long an absolute inspiration to me and one of the foremost reasons I had got into Triathlon had performed in the way that only Steve does. Having seen him hammering those pedals on both laps of the bike, it was no surprise to hear he had finished fourth in his category, qualifying for a Hawaii spot again in a time of 10hrs 27mins and 58s – awesome.
Brunty as indomitable as ever crossed the line some 14 minutes behind me, in 11hrs 52mins and 59secs. Having battled through his cramp attacks and as it turned out severe de-hydration, he had yet again shown the resolve you don’t see in many athletes. A regular training partner over the previous months, his dedication I know is an inspiration and source of amusement to many of us. His progress however, over such a short period of time, to finish two ironmen in back to back seasons is truly impressive.
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Left to Right: Martyn, Ella, Myself, Corinne and Steve
