I.M. UK Sherbourne 19-August-07
Well where to start?  The beginning of this Iron journey I suppose.  After 2 years of not being able to compete in the sport I love, due to a fairly serious and extremely rare auto-immune system medical condition that had to be treated with a combination of 4 surgical procedures and medication that suppressed my immune-system to such an extent that I was more or less always either catching a cold or just getting over one and corticoid  steroids required to cure the condition that weakened my bone density to such an extent that I was treated with another drug to counter the effects of early stage osteoporosis.  I was advised not to do any high impact exercise as a simple fall could result in a broken bone and also advised to get into the gym and follow a serious resistance weight training programme which would help with re-strengthening my weakened skeleton.  Not good for a triathlete!!  

August 2006 came and I weighed 12st 10lbs (2 stone heavier than when I competed in my last triathlon, which was the European Emergency Services triathlon 2004 in Guernsey as part of the 2nd placed RAF team), the condition I was suffering from had been cured and all I then had to do was to be weaned off the medication I was on and fingers crossed I would be good to start triathlon training again.  I was advised in December that the bone density scan I had been for showed that the combination of coming off the steroids and my weight training had been successful and my bone density was normal again.  For the first time in over 2 years I was medication free and OK to start proper training once again – that was a good day.  
I logged on to the IM UK website the same day and signed up for the race.  Why?  Well, the draw of long course triathlon is huge to me.  I have been fascinated by the IM event since I first became aware of it and was always amazed at both the distances involved and the times the pro’s recorded over such a long event.  I have always got a kick out of challenging myself physically and love a challenge so long course triathlon is right up my street.  After signing up for the race I tentatively started training again and accessed the RAF Triathlon website and started posting on the forum and E mailing our illustrious Secretary (who’s race results I had followed for the past 2 years as he went from someone I could compete with to one of the best veteran athletes we have – well done Mark).  19th December came and I had 8 months to the day to IM UK race day, I hadn’t been in a swimming pool for over 18 months and went out for my first cycle and rode 12 miles and thought ‘oh dear I’m knackered and come race day I will have another 100 miles to go’!!!  Time to get serious.  
A season long training plan was formulated and a race schedule pencilled in around the RAF / Inter-services races.  It was at this point I realised that I could compete over all distances from sprint to IM over the course of a season so my race plan looked like this: 

IS Duathlon – March 07

RAF sprint distance championships RAFC Cranwell – May 07

Bala Middle Distance race – Jun 07

RAF Odiham sprint distance – Jun 07

RAF Olympic distance championship at the Dambuster – Jun 07

RAF Brize Norton sprint distance – Jul 07
Beaver Middle Distance race – Jul 07

IM UK – August 07

IS Long Course Championships at the Viturvian – Sept 07.  

I worked back from IM race day and broke my training schedules down into base, build and peak periods and read and re-read my favourite reference book – ‘Going Long – a guide to IM distance triathlon training and racing’ – a book that I think I now know inside out and has been a constant companion of mine for the last 8 months.  I knew that the key would be to get back down to some sort of fighting weight and I studied nutrition for hours and hours ensuring I was getting just enough carbohydrate / protein etc to allow me to train and race as hard as I wanted to do but no more and the weight soon dropped off, I could see my body composition change on a daily basis and it took till about the middle of June to get back down to under 11st.  By IM UK race day I had lost exactly 2 stone and was back to where I wanted to be weight wise.   

My training plan all revolved around Sherbourne and all the races pre IM were all classed as ‘B’ races and used to see how my training was progressing during the year.  I more or less managed to stay injury free apart from a quite bad calf muscle strain suffered during a long cycle / run brick that meant 3 weeks of not running before Bala.  Considering the strain I was putting my body under after 2 years of not doing any endurance training, to only suffer one injury pre race day is something I can only really put down to getting enough rest – I have learnt to listen to my body and rest when I need to – but to push and push hard when I feel good.  
After a couple of months of training and racing and building a base level of fitness I felt that I was ready to start extending my training sessions and built my training plan around 3 key sessions a week, simply a long swim, long cycle and a long run.  I read a quote about IM distance training and racing and it went something along the lines of: ‘Ironman distance races are about digging deeper than you thought possible repeatedly and then comes race day’.  This is so true, the sacrifices required to do this distance of race justice are enormous.  I’m a very focused athlete and am very strong willed and minded and some of the 5am alarm calls on a Sunday morning to spend 6-7 hrs in the saddle in poor weather took all of my mental strength to complete, I refused to make excuses for myself though and never once missed a long training session.  I have to say at this point that the support showed to me by both my wife and boy really helped, never once did they complain when I was spending so much of our precious family time together training – in fact they both think I’m nuts!!!  

Well the time before race day rapidly changed from months to weeks to days, I was very conscious of trying to keep everything in perspective regarding the actual importance of what, at the end of the day, is only a triathlon race.  It still became an obsession of mine though ensuring everything I could control was in order and everything outside of my control was forgotten. The final training sessions during my peak period were all done as race day simulations with full kit and race day set up and I worked on my mental preparations over and over again, running through what was important to me and why I was doing the race.  I think I was lucky in a way that right from the outset I had decided that my future in this great sport was very definitely over long course distances and therefore I had the mind set that as a novice this was simply my first IM distance race of many, so it was to be used as a learning experience, as a stepping stone towards my next IM distance race which is Lanzarote next year for which I have already entered.  

The camp site was booked, all my kit was checked and re-checked and loaded into the car and at 6am on the day before race day we were off.  Got down to Sherbourne and registered, went back to the car and packed my different transition bags again running through a pre prepared check list.  Walked back to transition, met Mike Masters (fellow RAF Triathlete who was helping as part of the race day crew and was a big help both the day before and then for the excellent support he gave me during the actual race), racked my bike and hung up my transition bags, walked the route from the swim exit into transition and mentally ran through my plan for the following days excitement.  Went and pitched the tent and had lunch then walked back to the large marquee for the race brief which lasted an hour or so and was very useful.  Following the race brief we walked back to the tent and spent the rest of the evening simply chilling and eating.  I really wanted to try and sleep the night before, but was concerned I would be a big ball of nervous energy, to my surprise I slept like a baby to be awoken by my alarm going off at 3am – 3 hours till the gun.  

Breakfast was nothing that I hadn’t had before and consisted of waffles and honey and bagels and cream cheese, a total of 1000 calories.  Walked from the tent to the start, changed into my swim kit and checked my bike again.  I was ready; all I wanted now was to get a hug off the missus and start.  All the athletes were walked down to the start together as a big gaggle, I managed to find Mrs Watson and got a big hug and a good luck kiss, think she was more emotional than me!!  Entered the water and was thankful of the several long over race distance swims I had completed in the sea off the west coast of Scotland whilst I had been up at my mothers house, the water was cold but warmer than the Atlantic ocean off of the coast of Scotland!!  I was confident of my swim ability and swam to about the 3 row of athletes from the front and positioned myself off a little to the left hand flank where I had a good line of sight with all the navigation buoys.  The start was delayed slightly and I had about 5 minutes to wait, not a problem, I kept myself moving and then the hooter sounded.  1,500 upright swimmers immediately became 1,500 horizontal swimmers and the inevitable scrum ensued, I have to say I really quite enjoyed the start, it was a giggle both swimming over and getting swam over as faster / slower swimmers passed or were passed.  My aim during the swim was simply to relax and concentrate on a good long smooth swim stroke, after my taper I felt so strong in the water and was careful not to push to hard, navigation was really easy due to both the size of the buoys and the amount of swimmers around about me.  I kept drafting off the feet of slightly faster swimmers during the long straights between the turn around points and tried to jump forward to slightly faster swimmers as we all massed at the turn around points.  The two laps seemed to fly past and before I knew it I was heading for the swim exit, I was helped out the water, received my glasses from the table by the exit and ran the 200 meters or so to transition.  The PA man informed us that we had exited the swim in exactly an hour, fantastic, I was really chuffed that I had swam that fast but felt like I was holding back.  

I retrieved my red bike bag and headed for the change tent, I had decided to race the 3 separate disciplines as individual races within the context of the larger combined race so for me it was a complete change of clothing into cycle specific clothing, ASSOS bib shorts (as recommended by Turbo man, and simply the best 96 quid I have ever spent) short sleeve base layer and RAF cycle top.  I would be very thankful for this kit after about 5 hours in the saddle when the heavens opened and coupled with the already low temperatures and cold head wind, I think to be in a flimsy lycra tri suit would have been far from ideal.  Now for lesson learnt number one!!  Don’t get completely changed into your cycle gear before deciding that you need to visit the porta loos – you have to get undressed again to remove your bib shorts!!  Lesson learnt number two – have some toilet paper in your bike bag then you wont have to spend 5 minutes in transition searching through 40 porta loos to find one with some toilet paper in!!  Transition time for T1 was therefore an extended 10 minutes.  I retrieved my bike and stopped for a quick chat with Mrs Watson who wished me luck and I was off.  Ran to the mount line and followed the course down and out of the castle grounds; got a big cheer off Mike Masters as I passed and I was off down the road for the first of 3 laps of the cycle route. 
Lap one is just a blur, I was conscious the whole race that I was a novice and really had no idea what to expect of my body when I asked it to run 26.2 miles after already exercising for 7 hours plus, so lap one was taken very steady and I felt good the whole lap.  I took in plenty of nutrition at every aid station that where every 15 miles or so and had half a banana and a gel and a bottle of Gatorade between each aid station.  The head wind on the way back up the out and back course after the turn at Dorchester was at times brutal, or at least it was for me.  It was at this point that the race got a whole lot more painful for me!!  I experienced terrible stomach cramps that were really quite debilitating, at one point I was forced to stop for a couple of minutes as I was sure I was going to be sick.  The feeling stayed with me for over an hour during which time I was forced to sit up and slow down, I had to bring all my mental preparation to bear during this stage and had to dig deep to maintain concentration.  Luckily the feelings passed by the time I had got to the top of Lyons Gate for the start of lap 3, lap 3 was a whole lot more enjoyable experience.  I tried to up the pace from the speed I was averaging on the second lap but was starting to get slightly fatigued and the conditions took a turn for the worse with rain starting to fall.  I just dug deep and hung on and ticked off the miles till before I knew it I was coming back into the castle grounds and passing Mike again for another resounding cheer from him.  Bike computer told me I had been out for 6hrs 19mins, was really quite pleased that I had managed to post that time when you consider the tough course, the poor conditions and the problems with my stomach.  Transition 2 was started off with a bike grab by the wonderful race crew and I was off to get my blue run bag and into the change tent and again a complete change into run specific clothing.  The relief I experienced that as soon as I started out on the run and almost immediately felt I has found my running legs was enormous.  

The run course was basically two laps of the castle grounds estate followed by a stretch of the town out to the A30 dual carriageway which one lane of was closed and you do two laps of an out and back route along the dual carriageway before retracing your footsteps back through town to the finish.  I had read so much literature regarding IM distance races and they all said that the race really only started after the first half of the marathon.  I was really careful not to push to hard the first half of the run, having blown up at 20 miles before in a stand alone marathon I knew how much time could be lost if the same happened here.  The run route around the castle grounds was really nice, plenty of support and aid stations every mile.  I started on flat Pepsi and alternated between that and Gatorade at every aid station and even managed a couple of bananas.  The weather even picked up and the sun came out for a while.  The end of the second lap took you back through the area next to transition after 9 miles where Mrs W had positioned herself and it was great to stop for a minute for a chat and another hug and a kiss before I was told to get on with it hurry up and become an Ironman!!  The stretch through town was nice with again plenty of support, having your name and number printed in the race programme was excellent as everyone could look up your number and cheer you on personally, it helped me no end.  The two out and back stretches along the A30 were dull, there is no other way to describe it.  The course is hilly and you can see where you are going from the top of the hills, if I had been feeling rough at this stage then I think this part of the course would have been torture, as it was I felt great.  I really enjoyed the run; I felt that I was in my comfort zone, especially after feeling as rough as I did on the bike.  The mile markers on the run were to be honest quite poor and there was nothing between mile 16 and mile 23 and I was not sure how far I had to go before I finished the 2nd out and back stretch of the A30 and headed for home back through town to be confronted by the 23 mile marker, you could say that I was just ever so slightly elated at this point that I knew I was going to finish and finish strongly.  I picked up the pace for the final 3 miles and made up several places.  As I rounded the corner back into the castle grounds I was confronted by Mike once again, this time on his hands and knees praying to Mecca and shouting ‘We are not worthy’ at me, thanks matey your support was really helpful on the day.  High 5’s followed with anyone willing to accept one from me and I ran as fast as my tired little body could for that final 400 meters.  The final 3 miles had been my fastest and to be honest I felt quite ill at the finish for about 10 mins, but a slice of pizza and a finisher’s medal soon put paid to that.  I found Mrs W and got another big hug, I had done it.  11hrs and 24mins, with a run split of 3hr 48mins.  On that course and those conditions – well chuffed.  

This distance of race should under no circumstances be taken lightly.  It is a seriously long way and the training required to achieve your aims are huge.  Having said that, I just loved the whole experience, everything about this race was a new and really enjoyable experience for me.  Long course is soooooooo the way forward for me and I am already planning my 8 months training plan to take me up to Lanzarote next year.  If you want to become an Ironman simply commit yourself and go for it, the rewards are huge, if you don’t then stick to shorter length races, being a triathlete of any calibre over any distance is what is important, and after 2 years of not being able to compete for me just simply racing again has been fantastic.  Roll on 2008.                                               
