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IRONMAN FRANCE 2007
By Chf Tech Phil McNeill  Comms Fleet ILOC


So there I was, stood by the side of the water, 06.30 in the morning, my nether regions covered in Vaseline and severely bricking myself for the ordeal to come.  Ironman France…..bring it on!  Ironman…….to the uninitiated, the word itself conjures up mental images of sweat, snot and faces contorted in agony.  This was exactly my impression of this race, the Holy Grail and pinnacle of Triathlon.  I wouldn’t have even contemplated the thought when I was harangued into doing the Cosford Try-a-Tri in 2000.  Yet here I was a member of the RAF Ironman squad 2007, about to put my body on the line at last after years of indecision and months of training.

To those of you who are unaware about the ins and outs of Triathlon it really is quite simple.  You swim, you get out of the water and cycle, you get off your bike and run, you finish and get your medal and/or t-shirt.  As far as the level of difficulty goes, it really depends on how far you want to race (and as a mid-pack plodder I say ‘race’ in the loosest possible way).  The shortest distance is the ‘Sprint’ event which is generally made up of between a 400 to 750 metre swim, a 20 kilometre bike ride and a 5 kilometre run.  Next there is the ‘Olympic’ or standard distance which is a 1500m swim (normally in a lake or the sea), a 40 kilometre bike ride and a 10 kilometre run.  Then come the 2 big distances, the ½ and full Ironman.  Needless to say one is twice the distance of the other.  The full Ironman is a 2.4 mile (3.8k) swim; 112.5 mile (180k) bike and a marathon run (42k) to finish off.  Did I also mention that it all has to be completed in 16 hours otherwise no medal and after all the gruelling hours of training that would be heartbreaking.

Anyway back to the start of my journey to Ironman.  As I already mentioned, I took up the sport in 2000 after retiring from football with knee damage in 1998.  I was based at Cosford and one of the PTIs in the office next door persuaded me to ‘just have a go’ in the annual RAF Sprint Champs.  So armed with no history of swimming or biking and only cross-country from school, but with my mates mountain bike and my eldest lads bike helmet, I entered the race.  After breast-stroking my way through the swim (couldn’t do front crawl then) I headed off on the bike only to be overtaken by numerous gleaming machines of aluminium and carbon, ridden by lycra-clad speed merchants.  Not to be put off, I finished the bike section and headed out on the run.  Well, what an experience!  Getting off the bike and running straight away can only be compared with running with your great granddad’s legs on after a couple of drinking games at a Squadron beer call.  Eventually I finished and found myself at the bottom of the bottom end of the results page.  Still I felt strangely euphoric, I had become a triathlete (admittedly a rubbish one, but one nonetheless) and had completed what most people say they could never achieve (including myself 2 weeks previously).  Unfortunately after 3 Guinness’s in the Nuffield Pavilion and listening to experienced triathlete’s tales of races past and future, I promised myself that although I had only just dragged myself round a sprint distance I too would be an Ironman one day.

The following morning I awake with a stinking headache and a body that felt more like it had been battered by an iron bar rather than one of an Ironman.  In the garbage can for that stupid idea then!  However, as the years progressed and I found myself racing in 4 to 5 races each season the original idea kept coming back to gnaw at me.  Eventually last year after watching the RAF team compete and perform brilliantly in Ironman Germany, I decided to enter Ironman France in Nice.  After hovering over the ‘enter’ button on the website for what must have been at least half an hour, I paid my entrance fee and declared my intent to the RAF Triathlon Association.  That was the easy bit done, all I had to do now was train for 8 months, get a marathon and some 100 mile bike rides in and turn up on the day.  Sounds so easy when you say it quickly doesn’t it? 

Then begins the training.  As a qualified level 1 British Triathlon Coach I had some idea about what I needed to do……but an Ironman?  I needed to plan everything properly, training, nutrition, recovery, goal-setting.  My first port of call for advice was, and always has been, the RAFTri set-up.  With a great website and forum I could get advice and bounce ideas off the other members of the association.  Also with regular training weekends I could try stuff out and get free top quality coaching.  It’s a little known fact outside of the triathlon world about the quality of triathletes that the RAF has, from Ironman Hawaii finishers to World Championship and European Age Group qualifiers (including a Gold Medal winner in the European Champs in Copenhagen in June this year)….and of course the run of the mill like myself.  However nothing is too much effort for these guys and gals and I received huge support and encouragement from them all, they want as many people to take part in their sport and you cannot help but get carried away by their enthusiasm (tempered with the usual dose of Service mickey-taking of course!).  Anyway after planning the training, it was then ‘just’ a case of getting in with it.  So numerous long swims, bikes and runs through the winter months ensued.  I utilised the treadmill in the Ops building gym and the exercise bike in the Sgt’s Mess to great avail during this ‘base’ training period, and endured the standard calls of ‘Are you nearly there yet?’ and ‘Are you still on that bloody thing?’  However, everybody was aware of what I was training for, and after the initial shout of ‘You must be mad!’ I received massive support from everyone.

As part of the build up to the race, the tour manager Sqn Ldr John Crewe organised an ‘Epic’ training week in Cornwall at RAF St Mawgan.  The aim of the week was to carry out a period of focused distance training (primarily through cycling) to gain the known physiological benefits which can be achieved through an intense period of high training load, followed afterwards, of course, by a commensurate period of rest.  Importantly, the week would also provide significant mental benefits as it would be cumulatively harder than the IM itself and require a huge amount of determination and willpower to complete; all things which are required for an Ironman.  As it turned out, the week was a great success, the weather was fantastic and I managed to cycle nearly 400 miles, swim 15K and run 20 miles in that time.  The squad used the Waveriders club on the base which is a fantastic facility (as anyone who has surfed with the RAF will tell you) and will no doubt be used again in the future.  Overall a brilliant weeks training, and psychologically a massive boost.
The weeks rolled by and the training continued, with my average weeks schedule clocking15 hours training.  The biggest problem (or should I say challenge) on the day would be the bike ride.  With over 5000 feet of climbing (similar to a day in the Tour de France), including a 20 kilometre long climb, finding a hill of that magnitude to train on around Northolt was going to be difficult.  Eventually I decided on a combination of ways to train.  In one session I would use the new spin bikes in the Gym (thanks Nick!) to grind out 3 hours on a high resistance and in another session (weather permitting) I would do numerous loops of Harefield taking on the hill every time (ask Flt Sgt Andy Smailes about it, he used it to good effect in his training for the London – Brighton bike ride).  This seemed to do the trick but I had to stay out there for a few hours to get the best training benefit.  To put the ride into perspective 112 miles sounds manageable.  Until you consider that it’s the same as going from Northolt to Dover, or Northolt to RAF Marham (which takes 2 hours 40 by car).  It’s a long way to just ride, but to race it and then get off for a marathon………… 

Anyway, the weeks rolled by and before I knew it I was on an Easy Jet flight out to Nice.  The majority of the RAF squad were staying in a holiday park 10 miles out from the race registration and start, and I would be sharing a caravan with Flt Lt Vicky Webb and Flt Sgt Paul Breeze.  This was fine by me as it was Vicky’s first Ironman too, and Breezey had completed Ironman Austria in 2005 and was a brilliant source of information.  I’m sure that after a couple of days of constant (and probably inane) questioning, he was probably sick of us but he put on a brave face and took it all.  Three other members of the squad were in the next caravan, Sqn Ldr Mike Scott (first IM), Flt Lt Martin Ball (IM Germany 06) and SAC Daz Sharpe (first IM).  We arrived on Wednesday (except Bally who couldn’t get there til Friday) and spent the first day building the bikes and then going out for a gentle ride to make sure the airport baggage handlers hadn’t damaged them.  John Crewe had driven down to Nice with his wife Carole and they were staying around the corner in a chalet, with SAC Daz Cole the last member of the team staying with his family in Nice itself.  Registration opened on Thursday at 10am, which gave us plenty of time to go down to the organised morning swim session on the beach and then go and register in the expo area.  The rest of the morning was spent perusing all the stands and stalls at the expo before we retired back to the park for another leisurely bike ride.  One of the odd things about endurance events is the way that you ‘taper’ in the last couple of weeks before the race.  This involves gradually reducing the volume of training to almost nothing in the final couple of days.  This allows the body to be fully rested and fully fuelled before the big day.  It also involves eating and drinking copious amounts of pasta, bread and water, or more commonly known as ‘carbo loading’.  On the Friday night all the entrants had to attend the race briefing, which is also the pasta party (more eating!).  Mark Allen was one of the guest speakers (6 times winner of the World Ironman Champs in Kona, Hawaii) and he gave a bit of a chat to motivate the first timers in the crowd.  After eating our own weight in pasta and bananas we made our way back to the campsite for an early night.

Saturday was the day to rack the bike and hand in the 2 transition bags.  The bags contained our kit for both the transitions, swim to bike and bike to run.  These contained things like bike shoes, run shoes, sun cream, run cap, etc depending on which bag they went into.  Numerous double checking was carried out before these were handed over.  Nothing worse than getting off the bike and finding you have no shoes to run in!!!  That was that then, just a case of a gentle run in the afternoon before sitting around for the rest of the day, staying out of the sun and keeping hydrated.


Sunday, Race Day!  The alarm went off to the tune of Johnny Cash’s ‘Ring of Fire’ (in homage to the bike leg to come later!) at 04.30 in the morning.  After forcing porridge, 2 bananas and a cup of tea down (easier said than done, as my stomach felt like it was the size of a walnut) we got our kit together and hit the road to the beach.  With the race starting at 06.30 we got to the bike area early to check tyre pressures, put bottles on the bikes and get changed into wetsuits.  After dropping our ‘streetwear’ bag off we walked down onto the beach and took up our relevant positions depending on our estimated swim times.  So here we are back to the start of this article.  Looking up at the TV helicopter, looking across at the other 1300+ competitors, it was hard to believe that I was actually there, at the start line.  It was then that I thought back to what people had told me, ‘the hard part Phil, is getting there.  Once you are at the start line the race will take care of itself.’  Easy for them to say, but strangely it gave me confidence.  I had done the long hours on the bike, the long swims, and the lonely runs: they were all in the bank.  All I had to do was race.  And then the hooter went and everyone was piling into the sea!  Everyone except me.  I’m not the fastest swimmer in the world and I knew that if I tried to get out quick, within 100 metres people would be swimming over me.  After having had my goggles kicked off my face at a previous race in Rutland water, I was going to play it cool.  I found myself a clear spot of water in front of me and set off nice and steady.  The swim leg consisted of 2 laps of 1900 metres out in the Med with an exit from the water at the halfway point.  With the wetsuit and extra buoyancy from the saltwater, I quite enjoyed the swim.  There was only a small swell and the water was crystal clear, so apart from the salty taste it went rather well and I was out of the water after 1 hour 17 minutes, I was last out of the RAF team but 15 minutes quicker than I thought I would be.  Breezey had a quicker swim than me but had a bit of a nightmare with the saltwater, retching at least half a dozen times on the way round!  Into Transition 1 and a not so quick change.  Over 13 minutes to be exact, but I wanted to be sure that I had the sunscreen on (over 30 degrees by now) and had dried all the areas that needed to be dried; with over a hundred miles ahead of me I didn’t want any random chafing to ruin my day!  Anyway after ramming a banana down my throat, I exited on the bike off into the French Maritime Alps.  The plan on the bike was to not push too hard at the start as it was going to be a long day and I didn’t want to blow up miles out in the hills.  As far as the bike leg went, it was really enjoyable, the scenery was striking and beautiful, and although I was working hard I was having a good time.  The feed stations were every 20K and I kept on eating and drinking even if I felt like I didn’t need to.  By the end of the bike I must have weighed a lot more than when I started as I felt like I’d eaten my own weight in bananas (again).  Every time I went through a village the crowd cheered and shouted “Allez!” and “Vite! Vite!” it was fantastic support and real Tour De France stuff (without the narcotics).  At times I did feel that I had been sat on the bike forever and all I wanted to do was get off and run, but I knew that as soon as I started running I’d want to be back on the bike!  After screaming down the hills and pushing the limits in some of the tighter corners, I caught another RAF rider Flt Lt Vicky Webb and gave her a shout on the way past.  Eventually the promenade and the transition area came into sight I had made it through the bike unscathed (unlike Mike Scott who was taken off his bike in a crash and finished the majority of the ride with a buckled rear wheel and no brake blocks!).  Although I could see the transition area, it was still 3 miles away and into the sea breeze.  It felt like the longest 3 miles of my life especially as I was now cycling alongside the runners on the marathon.  Eventually I made it into Transition 2 where a nice young French lady helped me by rubbing sun cream into my back and thighs while I got into my running gear (probably why my transition took 10 minutes)……….and then out onto the run.

The run itself was not the leg that I had feared throughout my training.  I knew it would be hard and that I would be tired, but I had worked out that if I made enough time on the swim and bike legs I would be able to almost crawl the last 10 miles and still finish before the final cut-off time.  However I went into the run with the mindset that I would not stop running even through the feed stations.  Although my pace was hardly Olympic standard it was steady and fast enough to pick up over 200 places in the final standings.  It was during the marathon (with 4 laps on the prom) that I managed to see the rest of the other RAF athletes; they were all looking fairly fresh and in good shape.  However as I got further into the run I could see Breezey walking ahead of me.  As I came alongside he told me that his quads and calves had cramped up (ouch!) but that he’d be fine.  He did catch me up later but walked through the feed stations taking on food and fluids in order to ensure that he would finish.  After each lap I was given a coloured wristband, 3 in all to make up the French tricolour.  Once I’d got the last it was just one more lap I told myself until the finish.  The support I got along the prom from Brit holidaymakers was awesome especially once they saw the RAF logo on the kit, and that added to the support from the RAF family and friends out there really spurred me along.  Before I knew it I was into the last 200 metres and the finish line beckoned.  As I ran over the line the feelings of relief, joy and pride swept over me and I felt fantastic.  I was an Ironman!!! I had finished in 12 hours 49 minutes and 36 seconds.  Medal, t-shirt, certificate and fluid/food followed (including some bouts of nausea), and some ungainly hobbling as the muscle soreness and stiffness set in almost immediately.  Three hours later we were back at the camp site and I was pouring recovery drinks down my neck like no tomorrow.  It was an early-ish night and I turned the light off in the van fatigued but still buzzing from the day’s event and thoughts of next year turning over in my head.

The next day was spent recovering, and to be brutally honest that’s what it was.  I could hardly move my body when I woke up and when I did it hurt.  Getting down the stairs out of the van was a trial in itself and probably looked rather odd to the other campsite users.  That evening was the race presentation back in Nice and the awarding of Ironman Hawaii places.  As brilliant as I felt I had done I was still in a completely different league to the guys chasing qualification slots.  I felt too tired to go but Daz, Vicky and Martin went down.  Although none of the guys qualified I have since found out the Vicky finished in the top ten of the UK female entrants so well done to her, a brilliant effort (especially since she threw up on the run)!  A day later and it was back to the UK to milk as much glory from the guys in the mess and at work as I could.  Everybody appreciated the work I had put in and were genuinely pleased for me which was great to see.

When I took up this sport I never thought I’d be an Ironman one day, let alone finishing with over 3 hours spare.  The support, financial assistance and planning given by members of the RAF Triathlon Association, the Sports Lottery and the Station PEd Flight has been fantastic and without them it would have been a lot harder to achieve my goal.  To anyone who is thinking about giving triathlon a go but thinks that that they are not fit enough or don’t have the kit, please don’t dismiss the idea.  Have a look at www.raftri.org.uk where you can get in contact with RAF Triathletes in your area and find out about training events and races.  Alternatively ask your Station PTI who should put your onto your Station OIC.  Have a go and you might find that you like it, I did and look where it led me – Just Tri it!
RAF Results

Time      Position

10:25:20  142  Darren Cole
10:44:09  207  Martin Ball

10:58:07  264  Darren Sharpe
11:55:13  559  John Crewe
11:56:24  568  Mike Scott
12:49:36  841  Phil McNeill
13:00:35  887  Paul Breeze
13:08:32  914  Victoria Webb
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Swimming in the Med with 1400+ mates!
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