	Ironman realities 

What to do if things go pear-shaped, and even better  how  to prevent  them

In theory, becoming an Ironman is easy, as long as you train and get your mileage right. NO  pain, no gain  is  a  often heared  phrase. In reality, it is harder to get to the start line of an Ironman than finishing. 

Here are some tips- with  the  first  timer  in mind,  but  also helpful for sub  9 hour  athletes ;-)- on how to get to the start line, despite   those inevitable days, when things go wrong, you don’t feel well, or the myriad of things that can, go wrong. I am not trying to come up with too many answers, but rather  -like  successful scientists do- show you how to ask the right questions and find  solutions. At  the  end  of  the day,bear in  mind the everyone of  us  is different and it takes some understanding of each athlete to give more specific advise.

A lot of it is common sense, but, as we all know, common sense and Ironman are not going well together. If it was that easy they wouldn’t call it an Ironman and I would have an Ironman PB closer to 8,35 h, than the actual meager 8,52h, and Chris Mc Cormack would have won Hawaii by now and needn’t have drafted to come second, last year (Btw, he  changed  his  program so watch him) 

I guess for most of you the Ironman honeymoon is over. At the beginning everything seems to run pretty smooth, you are still enthusiastic your body feels good. It’s at this time when most of us can’t resist the temptation to train harder and more than we should. This is when suddenly the first niggles appear , work gets busier  and after many sessions on your own, you start to wonder what you are doing  and  are getting  frustrated. Reality is catching up, and we discover who we really are. 

Generally, to keep it simple there are 2 types of athletes:

Type A who wants to do an Ironman but lacks the motivation  to train, or type B who is so hyped-up that he wants to  do his very best and over trains. I’m more an expert of the type B athlete, but I have been known to sit in my cycling gear at home for 4 hours, too, and ironed my shirts rather than going out for a training ride. The most successful athletes are those who best understand their deficiencies and find strategies to overcome their weaknesses. But  more  of  this  later.

The perfect Ironman race and training is a myth, its as simple as that,( if it exists it has to be Jason Shortis’ 8h 03 min win at IM Western Australia 2006, improving his PB by 14 min at his 39 th Ironman !!!!) If you understand that there is no single book or video that can outline the perfect training for you, your life and training is going to be much easier. You are facing reality rather than dreaming about the impossible. All of us have to overcome difficulties and unexpected situations, the key to success is to be prepared for the unexpected and know they will come up and then deal with those issues the right way,. Rather than thinking you are the only one with those problems, just understand that they happen to everybody - including Ironman winners ( and before you say those guys have it easy think twice).

So what gets you out of Balance? And how to deal with it. 

There are many factors which can throw you off balance such as  stress, an argument with your boss for example. Some of us thrive on stress, but too much has an impact on your recovery. There  is  many  techniques  to   deal  with  stress,  but   sometimes workouts need  to  be  shortened  to prevent  risk  off  overtraining  which is stress related

You are late for a trainings session and decide to omit your warm up and strain a muscle. Rush is probably the  most   common   reason  for  injuries, and  we  should always bear in  mind to  rather   train  less milage  but   do  a  proper  warm up  , than  not  training for  weeks.

 Sudden changes of climate. I always  hear  athletes  complaining about  the  hot  weather on race  day , when  it  is  the  norm  that  they  will  be warmer  than  the  Irish  weather…. In  Australia some  pros  put  their  turbo  trainer  in the  sauna  to  prepare for Hawaii ,maybe  more  practical  for most  are spinning   classes  running  on tread mills.

 A new environment. Arrive  as  early  as  you  can

A new  type  of  session the  body  is  not  used   to.  Just  take  it   easeier  at  the  first  session.

 Your period  ( iam  amazed  I  have  not  found very  few   coaches   who   bring  up  this  matter  and  changes  the  program   according  to  the  needs  of  the  athletes. Depending on  your   individual   needs   key  sessions  need  to  be  switched  around.

 Basically any quick changes or difficulties in your life need to be taken in consideration, and than counterbalanced before they can really cause you problems. If you ignore them the chances to over-train or get demotivated will increase. The devil is in the details! Before the Roth challenger 2005, I had the first time break first in a car as I live one hour away from the race, I got sick twice in the swim ( in  hindsight  not a too  big  surprise considering that  I  hardly  ever  sit  in a  car)   

Try to see training as a scale, on the one side there is work, training and stress, on the other there is recovery and happiness . For maximum benefit, this scale needs to be either balanced or a little bit more focused on the recovery, happiness side . It’s very simple, if you train harder you need to have more recovery (if you train on your limit and can’t get more recovery, then you cant train harder ) If this scale goes out of balance you are not getting the maximum benefit, but always remember that you will pay dearly if you rest and the recovery side gets just a fraction too light. Always keep in mind that you get stronger when your body is resting. 

Scott Molina (one off the all time great triathletes) said , that his determination, to train as hard and long as he did, at  the  same  inhibited him to get to his full potential, as he couldn’t recover when he should have. 

Its helpful if you can think about your training in cycles – not just a single bike ride or swims,. If you feel good one day and want to push it - try to think how a too intense session could bring this whole cycle out of balance!! Its always tempting to beat your training buddy, but the best athletes train to race……..I am not saying not to play or go hard if you feel like it. We all need to have fun, sometimes!! What I am saying is to make sure you take it the next days a bit easier. If you know what your training cycle is, you’ll know what you have coming up and know you push because you know what’s coming up.

At the same time one bad session means nothing and consistency is paramount in IM training. There isn’t an athlete that has all great training days. You WILL have a bad day, sometimes a bad week. This is when you go back to your training program and log and see if you can figure out what is going on. One of the common mistakes is when someone has a bad day they want to go out and work harder the next day -remember you cant train a tired body !!! 

When you are tired ask yourself, what each session is meant to improve, if it is speed keep the speed but decrease the duration. If it is duration you want to train, decrease the speed and keep the duration.

An athlete of mine who is training for her first time IM in 2008, just told me how helpful she finds it to get back to her training log on those days when she feels like she doesn’t get anything done, and then is surprised how much she actually did. This keeps her  going. Especialy, pro  athletes  tend  to   freak out   over  one   missed training session,  put  stress  on  them,  when in  fact , in the  bigger picture   it  means nothing (  its the same  for  a  one  week  injury   which   sometimes can have   more  benefits  than  pitfalls) 

In an ideal world we follow our program, but inevitably we will have to swap sessions around If you have a coach let him worry about that, that’s why you pay him. If you are on your own, set your priorities, first identify if it is a key session, if it  is  not a akey  session  ,just leave it out and don’t worry about it ( it’s not advisable to try to sneak in a missed session later on)

). If it is a key session than try to identify if you can swap it with another key session, giving priority to the key session of your weakest discipline.

If you are feeling a bit under the weather, have a small niggle and the like there is one very good rule: if in doubt leave it out. 

This can very hard but it could make the difference between making it to the start line or not. The best thing is to get an opinion of a second person who can be more objective (a coach, a training partner or your partner who even he or she doesn’t know anything about sport can see with a look in your face and your attitude,  how you feel. Speaking of partners, getting your partner involved in your training is always a good idea.  You need all the support and a partner who is involved and knows what you will be doing, how much time it will take will be more tolerant and understanding of your goal to become an Ironman.……………… you  can do  easy  sessions  together,  or they  can  cycle  beside  you  when you  go  for a run and encourage  you.

But may I also stress that I don’t think its a good idea to listen to too many people about how to train , concentrate on a selected few who you value their opinions and ONE person you really trust to help and guide you. 

There is a strong possibility you will get tired of all of it and don’t want to train anymore (to many people this will often happen about 4 weeks before the race or when really stressed ).You will have a few moments when you want to give up .My recommendation is buy yourself a 2 liter ice cream tub , finish it in one go and you will feel better ;-) April 2005 I had just cycled solo through Australia, New Zealand and parts of Usa and did 3 Ironmans in the process, I was  a  bit tired and frustrated ( the last 2 ironmans didn’t pan out as I had wanted). I went to a friend telling him I had enough. He asked me what I have achieved in the last year and I said nothing, so he asked me, how can you give up ! I had my usual 2 liters of ice cream, cycled to a 10 k running race, beat a really good guy to win the race ( this guy organised me a free entry to the Roth Challenger, which was one problem less ) and got on with it. 

To increase your recovery there is many simple ways, generally active recovery ( a 20 min easy jog or spin or swim, stretch) is better than just lying on the couch . Get a 10 min nap at your brakes at work.

 Improve your diet (especially after a hard workout try to get in proteins within 30 mines off exercise . 

I have only had a handful massages in my life, but religiously used foam rollers, self massages (after training ice massages are great, freeze water in a plastic cup its so good for your IT band ) use the plunge-pools, Jacuzzi, and sauna, and stretch to increase blood circulation, get rid of lactate, and keep flexible. Some call it luck, but I have never been to a physio in my life ( that doesn’t mean that it wouldn’t have been a good idea to  see  one  sometimes , but I haven’t needed it. I am  always  prone  to  overtrain  but  I  was  always very  sensible  to  back  off  training  when   I  had  a  niggle  and  take  a  few  days  recovery. 

What I learned when I was traveling( camping most nights ) and training , is the importance of a good matress, because a better sleep is better recovery. 

Arnica based creams (anti inflammatory ) served me well on my travels in the outback. 

Injuries are always a threat but can be kept at bay by doing a good warm up , stretching (more important after sport than before)

Good technique, reduces risk of injury significantly! Yes its not only about endurance. Try to run on grass as often as possible. If you have a niggle at the end of the session (most of the time you just have train a different discipline and keep training) as it is better to miss one or to sessions than a few weeks of training.

When coming back from injury don’t be hasty. Start short and slow till you are confident you are fine.

One of the better guidelines is the, 10% rule, which means you shouldn’t increase your   training volume  by more than 10% (a session, week. Training cycle) 

To conclude I haven’t told you many new things, but   its  not   really this   special   wheel, this  new   super  gadget  on the  market which   gets you   to the  start  line, its   just   being   smart and learning   to  listen  to  your  body . A lot of  it is  common sense  but just be honest, how many times have you not used your common sense in the last 2 weeks! There we go. We cant run before we walk, and even those who remember the basics, most  of   time will admit it wasn’t easy, and  even  the  most   experienced athletes disregard  those  basic points, and  lose  out.   

Once more, things will go wrong ,  but it is not as much about talent as it is about making the right choice at the right time.  Kick yourself in the a.. when you are lazy, but try to identify why you are tired , or even better why you did get too tired  and counterbalance your scale  to get you back on track. Sometimes a little notch is all that is needed, and can it make the difference. Always try to ask yourself what could happen if you do X, Y or Z  and   how this  can  impact  on  future  sessions . If you try something knew give your body time to adapt to it. 

Consistency is definitely the most important word for an ironman, way more than short term gain. Ironman  is  20% no  pain  no  gain,  80% no brain  no gain.

WHEN THINGS HAVE GONE WRONG, LOOK AHEAD AND MAKE THE BEST OF IT! Like life, becoming an Ironman is a learning process.

Enjoy the ride! Its a great journey! And it will teach you many lessons for the next time……. (
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