Vitruvian Triathlon/Inter Services Middle Distance Championships
The Vitruvian triathlon is a civilian owned and run event with a capacity that has grown from 250 at its inception a few years back to about 1000 participants.  It is one of the most popular middle distance events in the country, selling out very quickly and has been voted the UK’s best event of its type numerous times.  Within the structure of the event the military has been fortunate enough to run its middle distance championships, with teams of 10 from each service competing for top honours.  The event distances are 1.9km swim (2 laps of 950m), 84km bike (2 laps of an undulating 42km course) and a 21km run (2 laps of a 10.5km flat course) and it is held at Rutland Water (a reservoir) near Stamford, Leicestershire.

As with most races in the UK, the day started early with the first wave (done by age group) off at 0620, meaning that we needed to be at the venue for about 0500.  So it was in the dark that we set our bikes on the racking and made the last minute checks to our kit, having made up our drinks and sorted out whatever nutrition we were going to need prior to arrival.  The key to this process is to get it done quickly but properly – there are always too many people “just checking” their kit for the umpteenth time and generally staring a contagious nervous atmosphere which is not productive.  

The first wave left on time and then each subsequent wave did so each 10mins.  Given that the swim was 2 laps, it was going to be interesting to see how crowded the water got as the previous waves came round for their second lap.  My wave set off at 0630 and I started well, quickly getting clear water from those immediately around me.  By the time I had reached the first buoy, which is usually a scrum as everyone converges at a single point, it was obvious that the majority of folks weren’t swimming fast.  I was in 2nd place and we already had a decent gap.  This gap increased and on the 2nd lap I took the lead, only slowed a little by the swimmers ahead of me from the previous waves.  I exited the water in 1st place (it turned out I had the 2nd fastest swim of the day) feeling comfortable.  I had set myself up nicely and quickly made my way through transition and out onto the bike leg.
The promised good weather never really materialised and it threatened to rain for the majority of the bike leg.  The wind had picked up too which made it hard work on some sectors, although as I was reminded, the course was a loop and therefore we would have a tailwind at some point...  I set about keeping to my plan and therefore controlling what I could control: other athletes, motorists or weather were out of my control so it wasn’t worth stressing about them.  My plan went well and I ensured I ate my gels and kept hydrated.  The key is not to go off too fast as 84km is a decent length ride even before you think about the half marathon after!  The only issue I had was traffic getting caught behind slower cyclists from other waves on my second lap – I wasn’t able to overtake until the cars had done so and this slowed me down.  However, on the basis that everyone is in the same situation, I kept the lead on my wave as I entered transition once again.  It was difficult to gauge how far behind me the next guy was, so I didn’t hang around.
I set off fast on the run, knowing that I was able to hold a sub 6-minute pace comfortably.  My lower back was a little sore for a while but my legs quickly got the hang of the run and I was able to keep going.  I ensured that I stayed hydrated but as the sky was overcast still, I wasn’t worried.  The key for me was to set a decent pace and keep it going rather than go out too fast/slow and either struggle or have to work very hard on the second lap.  This strategy worked well and I managed to overtake everyone except the leader (and eventual race winner – albeit only just!) from the previous wave and posted a 1hr 15min run time, the fastest of the day.  I finished the race in 3hrs 54:48 feeling that I had done all that I could (excepting traffic which was out of my control) and knowing that I had won my Age Group.  It took a little while for the results to be consolidated before I found that not only had I won my Age Group, but had come 2nd overall (by less than 2 minutes) to an Elite triathlete (the leader of the earlier wave).  Still, I was very happy with my performance and it meant that I was the Inter Services Champion for 2011.
As a team we did exceptionally well too, winning the Inter Services team category with great performances from Graeme Bryce in 12th, Andy Jackson in 13th, Richard Lomas in 22nd, Matt Stokeld in 27th, Jeremy Gusterson in 39th, Alistair McKean in 44th (his second ever triathlon), Ben Kadinopolous in 68th, Tim Parish in 175th, Shawn Gimbert in 204th and Osgar Rylah in 310th.  Our top 6 to count as a team were all within the top 40 – a convincing win and a good day out for all involved.  Certainly we had earned our tired legs.
If you are interested in getting involved in the sport, or just fancy some good training, check out the Royal Navy Triathlon Association’s website: http://www.rnrmtri.co.uk/ or speak to one of your PTIs.  
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