Ironman Switzerland Race Report – by Simon Wise

What could be easier?  Having cracked Ironman UK last year, and having checked the course stats on-line Ironman Switzerland looked a doddle.   Nice freshwater swim, less climbing on the bike than the UK route, and a pancake flat run course, surely a course to set a new PB – not quite!

The day started fine, met up with the other RNRM Triathletes just after dawn, Tony Gray also competing in his second Ironman and Simon Ablett (first attempt), completed the final checks in transition, completed the nervous wait for the last minute visit to the portaloo and made it to the beach for the start with about ten minutes to spare.    Sun, just breaking over the top of the mountains, glorious.

Hooter sounded and we were off!  Oops, first mistake, orange can bouy for the first turn on the swim (500 metres away) still in the shadow of the mountains on the other side of the lake, haven’t got a clue where I’m swimming to, never mind, I’ll navigate using the smaller round yellow bouys spaced every 100 metres, shame about the other 1850 swimmers in the water all wearing bright yellow swim hats.  Fought through the crowd around the first two turns, found a nice pair of feet to follow, swimmers to the left and right of me, started to relax, caught occasional glimpse of orange can bouy ahead of me over the heads of the swimmers in front, on track, happy!   Not for long though, found that I and about two hundred other swimmers had been swimming towards the wrong “orange can”.  The correct route should have taken us “clockwise” around a small island close to the west bank of lake Zurich, we had swum to the “exit” rather than the “entrance” of the island circumnavigation (identical bouys at entrance and exit).  Hasty readjustment (90 degree left turn) and some serious ground to make up, at least now the crowd had thinned out enough so that I could start to sight my own “headmarks”, gave up trusting anybody else to know the right route.  Eventually got to the swim exit (restrospective estimate of distance swum 4,500 metres) pulled out of the water by lovely female assistant wearing little but a soaking wet, bright red tee-shirt, things definitely starting to look better!

Swift transition, two puffs on the inhaler to control the asthma, and onto the bike.  First twelve miles, on the level around the edge of lake Zurich, slight head wind but settled into a steady, sustainable 22-23 mph grid, ok, I should be able to keep this up.  First hill, long steady climb, about 3 miles of about 6%, sat in the saddle all the way up, but working a bit harder, cracked that one.  Fantastic views looking down to the lake, cows in the fields wearing bells, overtaking Swiss female athletes in pink lycra with the names Heidi, and Ingrid stencilled on their race kit, yes this is definitely Switzerland.  Blazing hot sunshine, but super smooth roads and regular feeding stations, felt good.  Had a swift chat with Simon Ablett as he churned past me on the next climb, he was looking better than I was, bugger.   Seemed a shame to do all the descending in one go (in just under five minutes) when it took so long to get to the top of the climbs, bit scary on some of the blind bends on the first lap!  Cracked the first lap (of three) in just under two hours, this was going to be tougher than I thought.   At the start of lap two, saw some poor sod being scraped up of the pavement, (having ploughed straight into a rogue ice cream trolley), thought rather them than me, and pressed on with the rest of the ride.  

Another slick transition, and straight in to the run.  Perhaps a pancake flat run is not such a good idea after all.  The bike course was an absolutely unrelenting effort, with no chance of getting any recovery into the legs, I definitely started to feel the after effects on the run.  Running on the flat also started to focus the pain on just one set of muscle groups, and the blazing overhead, mid day sunshine and lack of cooling “cycling breeze” was noticeable from the off.  Course was easy to follow though, four loops which included lots of out and back sections, at least I might be able to spot some of the other guys and see how they were getting on – saw absolutely nobody I recognised for the first two laps.  At the start of my third loop spotted Simon Ablett in the transition area, showered changed and looking remarkably relaxed, bloody hell, he must have gone like a bat out of hell to finish that quick, well, not quite, he was the poor sod that ploughed straight into the ice cream float, (a marshall had allowed it on to the course to cross to the other side).  Simon’s bike mangled beyond repair, he’d lost of consciousness, gained a broken right hand and got a free ambulance ride.  He and his wife Elie, were brilliant supporters for the rest of the race staying right to the end to see the rest of us home.  Getting bored with the run by this stage until about half way around the third loop when I spotted a fellow “Chippenham Wheeler”, Mike Cox., who, on a weekly basis thrashes me on our club time trial programme.  Because of his prowess on the bike I was expecting Mike to be well ahead of me, however we passed each other (going in opposite directions) so quickly I didn’t have a chance to see how many “lap counter wristlets” he was wearing, made a mental note of our relative positions on the loop and kept a good lookout for our next encounter.  Result, he’s wearing exactly the same number of “wristlets” as I am and is about a mile behind me; our next “crossing” confirmed it, he was definitely behind me and I was pulling away from him.  Also started to spot Tony Gray on some of the out and backs, repeated the sneaky wristlet check on Tony (about a lap down)!  Started to relax over the last couple of miles, no-where near the personal best that I’d hoped for at the start, but a relatively strong race none-the-less, even managed a bit of a sprint for the last two hundred metres, I must have been loafing.

The crowds were fantastic throughout and I would definitely recommend the race to anyone, though I would also recommend specifically training for the particular type of terrain that will be encountered.  Wearing the Royal Navy strip with a big White Ensign on was also a huge boost to morale, with a great deal of unexpected support and encouragement being provided from travelling supporters.  The race was well organised, although T1 was decidedly al fresco for those that wanted to strip completely and get changed.  Final scores on the doors and happy snaps:
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