
Against the dark sky and cool morning the 1 800 competitors for Ironman South Africa moved stealthily around their bikes and race bags, checking, re-checking the contents and stroking their bikes as if to reassure themselves that they were up to the challenge of a 3.8 km swim, 180 km cycle and a marathon to complete the race. The suntan lotion was being smeared on in anticipation of the 30 degree day predicted and then the wetsuits were being pulled, stretched and ungainly zipped as the start time crept closer.

As always, the pros were identified by their different coloured swim caps, on this occasion, orange, while the rest of us age-groupers were massed by the apple green of our caps. The spotlights lit the beach and we knew that the time was looming for us to meet the long day ahead. The traditional dancers were beating their drums and dancing on the beach in very skimpy animal hide skirts, which had to be cold in the chilly light of dawn.

The mood was a little unsettled by the announcement, by a race referee, that on the previous day, in the Corporate Challenge, a man had been pulled from the surf and had lost his life. We were told, in no uncertain terms, not to argue if we were instructed to leave the swim. On that note, the pros were moved 20 metres ahead of us commoners.

The swim proved to be choppy, which, along with an impressive swell, sapped our energy more that we expected. Suddenly, sea sickness was a reality as I saw people staggering from dizziness and vomiting up the litres they had swallowed. I was out of the swim in 52 minutes, in 24th, which was fine as I didn’t want to push too hard too soon. I could see the leaders zip through transition and hit the road in no time at all. 

My bike felt comforting after the turbulence of the swim and I soon settled into a rhythm and made up a few places. Towards the end of the first lap of 60 kms, a group of us got together including the Australian Ironman legend, Jason Shortis, Max Renco, the Austrian pro, and fellow British professional, Dion Harrison. Cycling in close proximity with such elite athletes was an exciting experience for me. At one point, Dion and I were in danger of being dropped off the group so I passed Dion, who was struggling to keep the pace, and suggested that he rode behind me, without drafting, of course, and I got us back up to the group.

One of the key components of doing an Ironman is being able to manage your nutrition, salts intake and hydration. Nick Saunders, my friend, coach and professional Ironman, had prepared me well for this aspect of the race so I ensured that I was sipping at my gels and swallowing salt tablets at regular intervals. I used the cycling leg to focus on the needs of my body.

The route was enthusiastically supported by the people in Port Elizabeth, who are renowned for their Eastern Cape hospitality and friendliness. People of all ages were out blowing their mini vuvuzelas (a trumpet we’ll see a lot of at the Football World Cup) and offering their idea of nutrition, “Mars bars, Mars bars!” I saw my wife, Mandy, studiously clocking my time on each lap and yelling support as well as messages from Nick as I passed her under the Nelson Mandela bridge. My parents were there too from Zimbabwe, snapping away with their camera and exhorting me to “get up there!”

Towards the end of the second lap and the start of the third, we were beginning to lap many of the other age groupers, which highlighted the concept and challenge of an Ironman race and makes the three lap course memorable. I was aware of having pushed hard on the bike, so I slowed down a bit in the third lap to conserve energy for the marathon, which, as it transpired, was just as well! I came off the bike with the 14th fastest time of 4 hrs 51 mins - a good result, which put me in the strong position of being 2nd in my age group and 14th overall. 

My lower back and hamstrings felt stiff after being in my seat for so long, which I knew was inevitable. After 4 kms, I felt more relaxed and had found my stride. I kept checking my splits and at 20 kms felt strong and on target to do a 3 hr 15 min marathon. Ironman has its own idiosyncrasies, where you hit not one barrier but several, and suddenly out of nowhere the pain in my right leg hit me! Again, Nick had warned me that I’d be ambushed by just such hurdles. 

It just happened to be at midday, searing heat coming from the tarmac; the glare and quiet roads around the Nelson Mandela University made it all the more excruciating. I knew I couldn’t stop and waste all the hours, weeks and months I had spent training, so hearing Nick’s voice in my head, I knew that I had to manage the pain to get to the finish. I met up with Dion again; we commiserated with each other’s discomfort, as he was nursing an injury. We limped through the last 9 kms, knowing my position in the age group was slipping down. We crossed the finish line together, completing the marathon in 3 hrs 44 mins, giving us a 9 hrs 32 mins 15 sec finish time, in tie 29th position and 5th in my age group.

I was whisked off to the medical tent as my leg had seized and was beginning to swell. The following couple of days my lower leg turned an impressive blue and green and my ankle disappeared under the swelling.

I have mixed feelings after the race. On the one hand, I have a real sense of achievement;  finishing my first Ironman in a good time, beating some professionals and being on ‘home’ soil. It has been a tough year, completing my Master Degree and working full time, so I had hoped that my preparation was good enough to meet the challenge. I felt satisfied with my result in that context. On the other hand, however, the disappointment of not having qualified for the Ironman World Championships, in Hawaii, by a matter of minutes was quite a dampener. I am more motivated than ever to keep going until I qualify for Hawaii and to test myself against the best in the sport. 

The experience was put into perspective, however, when I saw how many people completed the Ironman against all odds. The oldest competitor, a 76 year old man from Port Elizabeth, came in just before midnight to a standing ovation and many a choked back tear. He was the real Ironman of the day.
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