Ironman tips 


from Steve Braund and Karl Jackson

Pre-race day: bike racking

Leave tyres slightly deflated – in hot climates (France, Austria, Switzerland) popping tyres is a familiar noise when bikes are left in the sun with fully inflated tyres (this is unlikely to happen at Sherborne). You will/should be able to make a quick visit to your bike on race morning. Take a track pump with you on race morning OR simply borrow one of the several hundred brought by other competitors.

Do not leave food/drinks on bike – you never know what might be eating your food during the night! You will/should be able to make a quick visit to your bike on race morning. 

If you leave your bike hat on your bike, make sure it is secure. It is not uncommon to see bike hats kicked all the way through transition as competitors hurriedly drag their bikes off the racking, knocking other competitors’ bikes, causing hats to fall off.

Familiarise yourself FULLY with the swim/bike transition area, especially the position of your T1 bag on the rack and position of your bike in T1. Walk the route a few times if necessary.

Familiarise yourself FULLY with the bike/run transition area, especially the position of your T2 bag on the rack. Make sure you know where the portaloos are and exactly where the run starts.  Walk the route a few times if necessary (make sure you take the direction you will follow on race day).

KNOW how you will move through both transitions, what you will pick up/discard etc.  And don’t forget the direction you will approach the bag racks on race day.
Be psychologically prepared. Never consider stopping, never consider quitting. Ironman is tough and it will find your weaknesses and make it very easy for you to rationalise giving up. Be prepared to face the demons at some point and be prepared to get past them. Start the race knowing that you've already finished, short of a huge mechanical or physical breakdown. 

Swim:

If this is your first Ironman, start at the back and walk into the water. The saying goes that the race is never won in the swim, but it can be lost.  Panic attacks are common, even in warm water and among seasoned Ironmen.  Being hit on the head, pushed under the water, having goggles dislodged are common unintentional occurrences.  None but the top few get clear water until well into the swim leg. The sheer number of bodies in the water creates waves/chop. Be prepared for this for several hundred metres until everyone settles down into their own rhythm and the field strings out.

Gaining your composure is more important than gaining a minute or two at this stage, there is a long way to go.  

If the course requires competitors to negotiate turns around buoys, be prepared for ‘bottlenecks’ and pushing and shoving (ie. being pushed under the water or hit). Don’t panic. Breast stroke for a while; re-establish your breathing. You will lose very little time in the grand scheme of things.

Having established a rhythm you may find yourself overtaking people who set off too quickly – a confidence boost for you early on!  Do not get carried away and start ‘picking off’ rivals. The race has not even started. Maintain a comfortable pace. You need to emerge from the water in good condition.

T1:

Exit the water and KNOW where you are going. Others may well pass you en route to the change tents. Don’t worry – these are generally pointless displays of sprinting brought about by the realisation that several thousand people are watching. You have to travel a total distance of 140.6 miles; the last place you need to run is transition. Take your time to get comfortable. 
Concentrate on yourself and the routine you have envisaged for this bit of the day.  As you progress, take off swim hat, goggles and unzip wetsuit. If the zip strap is mysteriously evasive – don’t panic!  Slow down, reach more carefully, it IS there. (It’s Billabong on Saturday morning and there’s plenty of bacon in Les’s café – no rush). Strip the suit down to your waist and jog to the bag racks – KNOW where your bag is and be prepared for it to have been slightly dislodged as other athletes with numbers near to yours scramble for their bags. Don’t panic – the bag is there. 

Grab your bag and loosen the opening as you head for the change tent. Once inside find a space (this could be tricky!) and strip off your wetsuit. Tip the contents of your T1 bag onto the floor so you can see everything (most Ironman triathletes pack more than they need to allow for contingencies - eg. gilet/armwarmers if early morning conditions are cool). Take the things you need and put them on (remember when donning your number belt that your number must be visible from behind). Throw what’s left into your T1 bag along with your wetsuit, goggles and swim hat.  Leave/hang bag in designated area and head for the bike racks.  Also remember; You have just completed a very long swim which could have taken anything from 50 minutes to 2 Hours 20, depending on fitness / size etc. This could mean an average of a1000 calorie deficit before the real hard work starts. Have a drink and a gel / banana / cold porridge in T1 and try to offset the deficit before getting on the bike. 

Do not forget to secure your bike hat before you grab your bike! Most big races have several transition marshals. They are unlikely to penalise you, but you never know!
Bike:

As you jog your bike out onto the bike course you may well be passed by others. Don’t worry – concentrate on getting onto your bike safely, avoiding other triathletes (many will be wobbling out of T1 as they struggle to get their feet into their bike shoes).  The exit from T1 and onto the bike course proper is often narrow (eg. Austria) yet many triathletes launch themselves onto this section at speed, conscious of, and encouraged by the cheering crowds (this excludes Sherborne).  Watch out for them, they can be dangerous.  Make sure you get onto the main bike course safely.

Handy tip!  As you will be out on the bike course for hours there is a very great chance that your concentration will waver.  Your perception of time will become impaired. This can lead to underfeeding on the bike and a subsequently poor performance on the marathon leg.  If your watch has a timer, set it to ‘beep’ at 20 minute intervals.  This will ensure you eat/drink regularly.  Do not underestimate the importance of drinking/eating on the bike, the calories you take in will stand you in good stead later (the marathon). Not taking in sufficient may result in a very long walk, or even a DNF if you cannot generate the energy to complete the marathon. 

Handy tip: Take water with gels NOT sports drink, some sports drinks behave in a similar way to gels and require fluids for them to work. Also consider taking electrolyte replacement supplements while racing, products such as salt stick and nuun will help replace what you lose. Hydration is about more than water, as you sweat you lose essential electrolytes. Severe electrolyte deficiency can lead to illness and in some cases can be fatal.

In the early stages of the bike leg you may well be overtaken. These are not personal attacks or challenges!  Let them go. Do not be drawn into pointless imaginary duels. No one cares. You need to pace yourself. You have a marathon to run later.  It is, however, quite possible that you will end up riding near others of a similar pace.  Use them to monitor your pace, but as you tire do not allow yourself to drift into the comfortable situation where you simply accompany them around the course – they may be slowing! 

Make sure you do not take draft (ride in another competitor’s slipstream) – Ironman events field plenty of motorcycle marshalls.  Expect a 6 minute penalty if you are caught – no arguments.

It is common practice at Ironman events for spectators to cluster at certain points on the bike course (eg. Austria – St Egyden; Germany – Schoenenberger Beast). Avoid the temptation to speed up at these points (you will see plenty who do). It is a waste of energy. Even if the crowd is looking and screaming directly at you, resist!  Remember, they are only watching, YOU are doing it.

Towards the end of the bike leg you will be feeling very tired. It is possible that at this stage that you are either longing to get off the bike and start the run or you are wondering how you can possibly run a marathon when you feel so tired.  If it is the latter, don’t worry; a few minutes in T2 and a change into running shoes tends to re-focus your mind.

T2:

As you run into T2 with your bike someone will take it from you, leaving you free to loosen and remove your bike hat and head for the T2 bag racks. Once again, KNOW your route through T2. After grabbing your bag (again, be prepared for it to be slightly dislodged) jog to the change tent, loosening the opening of the bag as you go. Find a space in the change tent and tip the contents of your T2 bag onto the floor so you can see everything (most Ironman triathletes pack more than they need to allow for contingencies - eg. Sun cream/extra gels/drinks). Take the things you need and put them on. Throw your bike gear (hat, shoes) into your T2 bag.  Leave/hang bag in designated area and head for the run start (or the portaloo).  

Take your time here; making sure your shoes and socks are on properly will be vital to your comfort on the run.

Remember to swing you number belt round so the number is visible from the front.

Although by now you will be heartily sick of gels, it is crucial that you keep your fuel levels up. Feed stations at most Ironman events are usually no more than a couple of kilometres apart. Take a drink at each one, especially in hot weather (Austria, Switzerland, Lanzarote); better a full bladder than a DNF.  Consider taking a gel every second feed station (either from the feed station itself, or from your own supplies if you are carrying your own gels etc).

Handy tip! Take something to break the monotony of the gels.  A handful of jelly babies, a biscuit, half a banana, anything!  Ironman feed stations often have food other than gels – bananas, flapjack, etc.

Pace your run and have a plan. Very few people actually run the whole of the marathon at the end of an Ironman; the majority work to different strategies such as walking the aid stations and running the stretches in between (good for ensuring the water goes down you and not down your shirt) or walking up the hills and running down (great for Sherborne where you can walk up some of the hills faster than most run them).

If you are likely to be out on the course after sundown, consider carrying a large black bin liner in your pocket on the bike and run. It weighs nothing, can be squeezed into a small space and is great for keeping the weather off you if things start to go wrong. Some Ironman events (Sherborne) can be cold and wet, and when the sun goes down it is even worse! A bin bag can be the difference between finishing the race or being pulled off the course; it happened to quite a few this year!

Heading towards the finish you'll hear the crowds, see the kilometre/mile markers and  know you're almost there! Slow down! Take a minute to take off any reflective material (ruins finish photos), take off your bin liner, straighten your number so you can be recognised and wipe all of the gel / saliva / snot from your face. Look great for the finish!

You've travelled over 140 miles in less than 17 hours. You are tired, your body aches and you've done something you never thought was possible. You are approaching the finish chute at an Ironman race and the crowds are cheering. Your friends and family have tears in their eyes, the commentator is shouting your name, there is cheering and shouting - all for you. It feels like you're about to snatch gold at the Olympic 100m final, so the temptation is to charge down the finish chute like a possessed beast and break the 100m record. Stop! Think back - a years training, many early mornings gingerly wading into Billabong, cold bike rides, long runs, sacrifices in your professional and social life. Don’t squander your hard-earned glory in a 9.7 second blur! It took a lot to get to the finish chute so make sure you enjoy every second of it! Smile, slow down, showboat and give high 5's to the crowd, kiss your spouse, carry your kids, cartwheel over the finish line, enjoy and remember the finish. You've earned it!
You are an Ironman.
