2010 IRONMAN 70.3 WORLD CHAMPIONSHIPS, CLEARWATER
By Maj Charlie Pennington RM

So the race is over and the “off season” has finally begun.  I write this from the comfort of Florida a few days after the race before the true facts of the race become blurred by the passing of time.  The truth is that I was very happy with my performance and that I don’t think that I could truly have done much better although the mind plays tricks and you try to find the extra minute here or there in your own post-race analysis: this is what keeps me at the sport – the constant struggle to do better.

The preparation for this race started back in January as I began training for IM70.3 California in March.  The training continued right through the normal UK tri season, including various standard and sprint distance events and also the UK National Middle 

Distance Championships.  It was a long time to be training and racing hard and without some serious discussions with my coach, Chris Roberts, I probably would have crumbled mentally and physically somewhere along the way.  As it was, I found myself in Clearwater, Florida, as prepared as I have ever been for a race.  I was confident that I could do well although the race’s reputation did worry me a little (it is renowned as being fast, flat and full of people drafting on the bike - not my cup of tea at all).
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I found myself on the start line, wetsuited up, and ready to go among almost 1600 other athletes.  Fortunately this was broken down into age group waves, with mine (30-34) being split in 2 due to the size of it.  We started early (0710) which meant we would be finished early.  The swim started on the beach with a sprint into the water and then a pretty steady swim round the buoys back to the beach.  The conditions were choppy and it made it difficult to sight: my swim felt ok yet was a little slower than I anticipated (28:41).  After a little hassle getting my bike out of the rack (when will they put the racking bars high enough for us longer-legged athletes?!) I hit the road ready for some action.

The bike leg was exactly as I expected - fast and flat. As predicted there were numbers of bikers working together and it was difficult not to get caught up in the action - I did manage to stay out of it and used it to my advantage where possible, using the athletes as targets to get ahead of.  I kept to my planned power limits and ensured that I remained hydrated and took my electrolyte tablets at regular intervals (it was a “cool” 75 degrees).  Although I felt good for most of the ride, I started to feel a little sore within the last 20km but at this point I knew the end was in sight.  The ride went well and I knew that I had posted a pretty good time with 2:09:12.  The fastest time of the day was only 6 mins faster than me.

I entered T2 behind a large pack of athletes, mostly from within my Age Group and I made sure I blasted through transition quickly to get ahead and away.  I had chosen not to wear socks and to wear my racing flats (trainers) that I usually used for shorter races.  I knew I would get blisters but I also knew that I would be pouring water over my head wherever possible and that the drainage holes in my race flats would help.  I also knew the light weight would keep my foot speed up.  I set off fast and had to slow my pace slightly as I knew I still had 13 miles to go, but I felt good.  My legs felt great and I knew I was capable of running fast.  Quite how fast depended on my nutrition.  As I exited T2 I felt a tap on my shoulder and I saw Graeme Bryce running on my left.  He had started 5 minutes before me and despite urging him to run with me, he declined and I ran off at my own pace.  It was good to know that I had caught him as I knew he was a very strong athlete.
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I had trained to run 6 minute miles and I kept to this pace, even up and over the bridge (4 times).  It was hot but there were plenty of feed stations with water, cola, PowerBar Perform, gels and cold water sponges.  I made sure I got at least cold water at each station and used my electrolyte tablets (Salt Stick) and gels that I carried to make sure I didn’t cramp.  I had a brief feeling of the onset of cramp at about 8km but it disappeared and I continued as planned.  My speed slowed slightly at about 15km as I started to tire a little but I quickly realised and picked it up for the final 6km to finish with a run of 1:18:38 (the fastest run time of the day was 1:09:57 by the race winner but there weren’t many with faster run times than me), with an overall finishing time of 4:02:04.  I had been overtaken by one athlete on the run who I couldn’t catch - he stayed the same distance away for the whole of the second lap.  Regardless, it placed me 4th in my Age Group, 33rd overall (including the pros - of whom I beat a few) and 7th non-pro to finish.  Importantly I wasn’t “chicked” (passed) by any of the girls.  I was extremely happy with my performance and it had gone to plan, both nutritionally and physically.  Only on one or two occasions did I feel uncomfortable but as always there was definitely room for improvement.
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The good news was that my performance earned me a trophy which I had to collect at the awards ceremony.  Embarrassing picture on the left.
The atmosphere of the event was great; the supporters; fantastic and the volunteers who make it all happen awesome.  The whole race was really well administered and despite the bad reputation the event had, I never once felt anything other than a participant in a World Championship event and it did remove some of my bad feeling toward Ironman branded events.  The race moves to Las Vegas for 2011 in an attempt to provide a more challenging bike course that should break up the packs of drafters.  It sounds fun but I’m not yet sure if my 2011 season will take me in that direction.  I have only just finished this one and I intend to rest at least a little bit first.
Graeme Bryce finished in a time of 4:17:37 nad was 158th overall, slower than he had hoped for but impressive given his relatively poor health: Graeme had been in the grips of flu for almost 2 weeks and this had not helped his race or his preparation.  

If you are interested in getting involved in one of the country’s fastest growing sports then check out the Royal Navy Triathlon website at www.rnrmtri.co.uk for access to coaching advice, training weekends, funding and other useful information or speak to one of your PTIs.  
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