The highs and lows of my 2008 / 2009 triathlon season.

Charles Coville 

Introduction

My 2008 / 2009 triathlon season was my most amazing triathlon season in the 14 years that I have been competing in triathlons. There are few sports that throw up so many controllable and uncontrollable challenges in the event as the triathlon does with its five different legs. Besides the swim, bike and run sections there is also nutritional and psychological components to master. I raced a record eight triathlons in six months. In one season I have never experienced so many all time highs and lows arising from the demanding physical and psychological challenges. Each race was so markedly different from the next race.  I decided to write a permanent record of my exploits for posterity. 
The race season

As I approached a new age group (60-64 years), I considered setting challenging 2009 goals to allow myself a refreshed focus and inspiration. There were two missing items in my triathlon CV. I wanted to win a major triathlon in my age group as well as qualify for the Australian age group team to the World Championships in the Olympic Distance (1.5k swim / 40k bike / 10k run) on the Gold Coast in September 2009. There was also the Long Distance (3k swim / 80k bike / 20k run) World Championships in Perth a month later that I considered as a secondary challenge.

In 1995 I won an age group Olympic Distance triathlon in the central NSW town of Orange. There were only four in my age group. While I was pleased with my first and only triathlon victory, I nonetheless wanted to win a more substantial event while I was fit and competitive.

My first Australian age group representation was at the Duathlon (10k run / 40k bike / 5k run) World Championships in Newcastle, Australia in 2005 where I came 11th out of 32 competitors. Two years later I was selected for the age group team to the Long Distance World Championships in Canberra registering a 7th in a field of 29. This Long Distance race was based on the European format (4k swim / 125k bike / 30k run). Representing Australia at the Olympic Distance would thus complete the missing piece in the suite of targeted triathlon distances. The Sprint Distance (half an Olympic Distance) did not appeal to me. The Ironman Championships (3.8k swim / 180k bike / 42.2k run)  that I raced in Kona, Hawaii in 2007, where I finished 37th out of 69 in the Holy Grail of triathlons, was a World Championship event. However, one does not represent one’s country in Hawaii at the world’s first ever triathlon.

October 2008 - Maitland Triathlon (1.5k / 55k / 12k)
The swim leg was in the brown Maitland River blanketed by a heavy early morning mist; a strange eerie experience. The cycle and run through quiet country back roads made it a pleasant and relaxed race. I finished last out of 4 in my age group with an average performance (58 minutes for 12k) and knew that I had only one way to go, and that was up.
October 2008 - Forster Long Course Triathlon (2k / 60k / 15k)

Forster was the home of Ironman Australia for 20 years until it was moved to Port Macquarie in 2002. In 2009 it hosted its first triathlon multi sport festival. I chose to compete in the Long Distance event as it was a qualifying race for the World Championships in Perth. Despite a poor ocean swim, which I do not enjoy anyway, I had a solid bike and a good run to come 8th in the 55-59 age group, yet scored top qualifying points by winning the 60-64 age group for the World Championships. This is confusing, as the former is based on ages at 31 December 2008 while the latter is based on ages at 31 December 2009; I was 59 at the time of competing. I ran the 15k in a reasonable 73 minutes. 

November 2008 - Port Macquarie Half Ironman (1.9k / 90k / 21.1k)

A great swim (8 minute personal best or pb; short course?), an even better bike race (12 minute pb, no short course) and a solid half marathon (1h52m vs. 1h51m compared to two years ago). This was the confidence boost that I needed to get my season into full swing. It was the bike pb that convinced me that if I achieved a proportional improvement over double the distance, I had a final full IM pb in me. Port Macquarie is my favourite course - the hilly and challenging yet extremely scenic coastal road for the run and the bike legs. I also secretly believed that I had a good chance of winning my age group. I was training with my 2007 IM training partner Mark Fiore who had targeted his 11th IM in 2009 and qualifying for the two World Championships. I therefore took the decision to end my IM career with a finale performance at the same venue five months later.
November 2008 - Newcastle Olympic Distance (1.5k / 40k / 10k) 

Freak ferocious winds along the NSW coast resulted in a big swell on the swim course in Newcastle harbour.  Add cold water to the mix and I was immediately on the back foot. I struggled in the large choppy waves and despite wearing a wetsuit, I was also cold. Having swallowed copious amounts of seawater within a few hundred meters of the start and feeling extremely nauseous, I decided to quit the race for the first time in a triathlon. Mark Fiore, a competent swimmer, also aborted the race during the swim leg. Due to the adverse weather conditions, all three legs of the course were shortened. Competitors struggled to stay on their bikes in the blustery conditions while the runners were blasted with gusts of sea sand as they ran along the break wall, making it one of the most unpleasant triathlons to compete in.  A record 20% of the field retired early. 
January 2009 - Canberra Olympic Distance (1.5k / 40k / 10k)
There are six qualifying races in Australia for the World Championships on the Gold Coast. I chose to compete at the two closest to home, Canberra and Cronulla. I had kept my training low key in the pre race week and believed that I had recovered from an earlier virus. That assumption proved to be incorrect as my race was to become an unexpected nightmare.
The swim leg is in Lake Burley Griffin, the man made lake in the heart of the nation’s capital. The organisers took a decision to have a non-wetsuit swim based on the hot weather conditions on the Saturday, the day before the race. They erred in not re-testing the water temperature on race day as temperatures had plummeted overnight, certainly qualifying the swim for the wearing of wetsuits. I got cold during the swim and slowed down dramatically. On turning at the last buoy to head home less than 500 meters from the finish, I was swum over by a quicker age grouper who had started in a later wave. His hand smashed into my mouth and face breaking the bridge and crown of my two front teeth. He momentarily paused to apologise before heading on his way. I was dazed and struggled to the finish. 
Maureen was concerned about my pale appearance as I exited the water some ten minutes behind my targeted time. I was cold and shivering and she asked if I was going to continue. In almost any other race I would have aborted the event to add to my Newcastle DNF, but needing points for the Gold Coast World Championships I chose to complete the race. I remained cold on the bike and, despite wearing arm warmers, I continued to shiver and had to stop to access my drink bottle from the holder on my bike frame. Normally this procedure could have been easily achieved while cycling with one hand. I was continually being passed by cyclists and I only passed two during the entire 40k bike leg. The run was just as bad. I walked on four occasions. Although I had warmed up, my body felt totally depleted, no doubt the aftermath of the virus. I did score a meagre 15 points for my last position in my worst ever triathlon performance. 
Interestingly when the Olympic Distance teams were announced three months later, I had qualified as the last of 30 qualifiers in my age group. Due to the current world economic climate and the expectation of fewer overseas competitors at the Gold Coast, officials increased the team from 25 to 30. My triathlon CV was now complete, only just.
February 2009 - Jervis Bay, Huskisson Triathlon Festival – Long Distance (2k / 80k / 20k).

The race swim is in a placid bay where the clear water and sight of seaweed and the occasional small fish reminds me of the Hawaiian IM swim in Kailua Bay, Kona. I had a great swim and after the first of three laps on the bike had recorded a three minute pb. However my tri season of misfortune was to continue as I had a puncture just as I commenced my second lap. An unknown individual had thrown thumbtacks on the road. I, like a number of other competitors, had experienced the demoralising realisation that one’s competitive race had just ended. Undaunted by the setback I changed the tyre in a five minute pb and set off to cycle down my opposition. I nonetheless managed to achieve a bike pb of three minutes and ran a solid 20k in 1h36m for another eighth place. What was important was that I had come fourth in the qualifying points race (double points as it was the Australian National Championships) and after two races ended up with the highest number of qualifying points for the Perth Long Distance World Championships. 

March 2009 - Cronulla Olympic Distance (1.5k / 40k / 10k)
After my disastrous Canberra foray I needed to maximise my points at Cronulla. Many of my fellow competitors were also competing in the second last qualifying race in Perth three weeks later. They were seeking double points as the race was the Australian Championships. I decided not to travel to Perth but to rely on points accumulated at only two qualifying races. 

Cronulla is the home to Australia’s four Kona Hawaii IM winners - Greg Welch (1994), Michielle Jones (2006), Chris McCormack (2007) and Craig Alexander (2008). In the weeks preceding the race there had been two shark attacks off Sydney beaches. While the attacks had me somewhat anxious, it was the huge ocean swell that was more of a concern. 

The race website summed up conditions 
SURF'S UP FOR 1000 ATHLETES IN SYDNEY WATER CHALLENGE
“Rough surf and blustery winds put some of Australia’s leading age group triathletes to the sword at the Sydney Water Challenge in Cronulla. Swells of up to two meters and messy surf saw the 1,500m swim leg off Wanda Beach slightly shortened and relocated 800m up the beach to ensure a safe aquatic environment. Given the testing conditions presented by an exposed beach and recent shark activity in Sydney, Triathlon Australia engaged the expertise and resources of Surf Life Saving Australia to oversee the swim component. Five IRBs (rubber duckies), two jet skis, an offshore rescue boat and 30 volunteer surf lifesavers were on hand to sweep the course and guide swimmers. The field of more than 700 in the Olympic Distance Triathlon was also buffeted by blustery cross winds on the 40km bike course over two loops, before tackling a challenging 10km run that included a number of hills in Lucas Reserve.”
The swim was tough, albeit over a shortened course. Surprisingly I managed to get through the pounding breakers in my first attempt. I survived the bumpy swim parallel to the beach despite swallowing a large amount of salt water as the waves crashed over me. As the organisers had moved the swim further up the beach, it meant a long barefoot beach run back to bike transition in soft sand in a restrictive neoprene wetsuit. This brief run was enough to stir up my bruised heel injury incurred just prior to Kona in 2007. At the time of writing my heel has almost recovered after an adjustment to my running shoe orthotics by my sports physician. 

Another strong bike and run in hot conditions and the 10k in 45m41s saw me come 4th and score 26 valuable qualifying points. 

April 2009 - Port Macquarie Australian Ironman (3.9k / 180k / 42.2k)

In the weeks preceding the Australian Ironman there was torrential rain on the mid north coast of NSW. Coffs Harbour experienced once in one hundred years of torrential rain and flooding. Port Macquarie too incurred the wrath of the wet weather. There was concern that the Hastings River, in which the Ironman swim was to take place, would be unsafe due to floating debris and rumours of E-coli in the water. The “Transitions” blog site was awash with rumours that the swim would be cancelled or modified. The contingency plan in the race rules was for a one lap swim instead of two or, worst case scenario, a duathlon, with a 10k run replacing the 3.8k swim. This latter alternative appealed to me. However race organizers proceeded with the full 3.8k swim as they considered the course to be “safe”. They also declared the swim to be “wet suit optional” as the water temperature was 21 degrees, 3 degrees below the cut off for a non wet suit swim. “Optional” means all triathletes do wear wetsuits due to the benefit of extra buoyancy and additional warmth. The common parkland on which the bike transition, race headquarters and finish area was set up and was a mixture of mud and wet grass. 
Maureen and I had arrived in Port Macquarie three days before race day. We shared an apartment with my daughters Natalie, Lauren and son-in-law Andrew. Also in attendance was John Vickers who had driven down from Brisbane. John and I were fellow university students and members of the Witwatersrand University Cross Country and Marathon Runners Club in Johannesburg. In the mid 1970s we had toured Rhodesia (Zimbabwe) together when we both ran the Matopos 52k ultra marathon in Bulawayo. John’s running credentials exceeded mine and as a 2h25m marathoner his presence would provide experienced marathon support to my team and I. Natalie had printed a large number of “Go # 317” and “Go the Silver Fox” signs that she and Lauren strategically taped to lamp posts, trees and signs on the run and bike course. 

I had meticulously researched my opposition. There were 29 entries in my age group, but by race start, two had withdrawn. The night before race day I distributed to my support team a summary showing each opposition’s race number and times of their swim, bike and run splits from recent IM races. There were only three competitors in my age group of particular interest to me. They, like myself, were the only entrants to have had broken 12 hours in recent IM races. Of those three entrants, # 206 posed the biggest threat. He had recorded a creditable 11h23m at the faster Busselton IM in Perth in November and had cycled an amazing 5h15m on the bike. This compared most impressively with my 11h30m in my last IM in 2007 at Port Macquarie when I had cycled 6h10m. However his run time was slower than mine. 
My publicly announced goal was a top three position. Although I never advised family and friends that I wanted to win the race and hence put myself under unnecessary pressure, my race tactics communicated to my team made evident my intentions. I needed time lags on the run and if possible, although somewhat more difficult, on the bike for those age group competitors ahead of me. I was not concerned about the 60-64 age groupers behind as I was confident that those with slower swims than me were not stronger cyclists or runners than I was. The letter “I” on the right calf was the age classification for the 60-64 year age groupers, the easiest way to identify my opponents from behind.
I felt relaxed and enjoyed the swim despite taking a few hits to the body. My goggles leaked around the 1km mark. I had a spontaneous novel idea of briefly swimming wide of the first turn buoy, away from competitors and then to roll on to my back. This allowed me to remove my goggles and clear them of water without interference and continue on my way. I was surprised to intermittently cramp in the calfs during the second lap and wondered if this was to be a bad omen for more cramping later in the run. I adjusted my kick and concentrated on relaxing the legs ensuring that the cramping did not get any worse. The finish arch at the end of the swim is always a welcome sight and I exited the water satisfied with my time of 1h18m, in the middle of my targeted time range of 1h15m to 1h20m. I was in 12th position. 
The transition marquee used for changing clothes was a mixture of mud, wet grass and puddles of water. After shedding my wetsuit and revealing my tri suit that I had also worn under the wetsuit during the swim, I chose to carry my cycle shoes to my bike rather than put them on in the tent and run the 100 metres to my bike through the wet and muddy transition area. My support team was positioned close to my bike and their welcome cheers got my adrenalin flowing for the upcoming 180k bike leg. 

The 3-lap course was challenging with its numerous hills and strong headwinds. The scenic course follows the coast along Ocean Drive to Lake Cathie before entering the final hilly section before the turnaround. The Port Macquarie course is rated as one of the more difficult IM bike courses. My goal was to average a fraction over 30k / hour for a 5h55m ride. On the first outward-bound lap on the road to Lake Cathie the headwinds reduced my average speed to 28k / hour. However on the return leg the tail wind enabled an average of 38k / hour to be maintained. I felt strong and passed numerous cyclists with few passing me. During the second lap a shower of rain meant increased concentration was required. Corners had to be negotiated with caution on the wet roads.  On a positive note the shower also meant the end of the head and tail winds.
I adhered to my nutrition programme of GUs, salt tablets, energy bars, bananas and the two premixed solutions of Endura Magnesium Rehydration and Endura Optimiser Protein Carbohydrate Mix. The occasional ANZAC biscuit provided by the aid stations offered something more substantial to eat. On a bumpy section of the road just past the golf course on Ocean Drive I lost an empty water bottle, a spare tube and CO2 cylinder. I was able to refocus on my race knowing that the next aid station was 10k away and that a new refilled water bottle would be available. I was also carrying two spare tubes and cylinders. 

After 3.5 hours I started to feel nauseous. I reasoned that being seated in a cramped position on my areobars and eating the combination of sweet carbohydrate gels and bananas may have brought on the ill feeling. Reverting to water for the next 45 minutes did settle the nausea. I increased the pace on the last lap and gained confidence as I continued to pass more cyclists. My cycle time of 5h54m converted to 6h0m45s after adding the transition time. I was elated. I had achieved my targeted time, but more importantly I had moved up 10 places to dismount in 2nd position, less than 5 minutes behind #206. The 20-minute gap I had expected to have to make up on the run was not required. I had cycled the second fastest time and the fourth fastest in the four year history of the Port Macquarie course. My motivation was sky high. 

A quick change into my Brooks Adrenalin running shoes and I was off to run down #206. It took just over 20 minutes before I felt that I was in the marathon running “groove”, allowing me to switch into overdrive and seek to maintain the same tempo for the rest of the race. At the 10k mark I was under 30 seconds behind #206. Noticing my approach at the first southern turnaround, #206 managed to hold a similar pace to myself until the end of the second lap at 14k. Maureen and John yelled encouragement as I ran past, advising me that #206 had stopped for a drink at the aid station just ahead. 
My tactic to run unnoticed past # 206 failed as he saw me approach as he left the aid station. He immediately positioned himself behind me and I reasoned that he would use me as a pacer and later challenge me for first place. I decided to attempt to drop him as soon as possible. Feeling confident and strong I picked up the pace. He responded and stayed with me for the next 2ks. At the next aid station I deliberately slowed to receive two cups of water, one to drink and one to throw over my head to keep cool, and a cup of jelly beans. I was later asked why my cheeks were bloated during the run – I kept a supply of jelly beans in my mouth and sucked on them until the next aid station. # 206 did not take the lead but again slotted in behind me as we left the aid station. Finally at the next aid station at the northern turnaround point at Settlement City he slowed for the first time and I felt that I had made the decisive break. Now I had to manage my mind as thoughts of breaking the course record flashed in front of me. Common sense finally prevailed as I refocused on holding on for a victory rather than gambling on a statistic. There was still along way to the finish. With 24ks to go I decided to slow fractionally to get into a safe pace to see me through the rest of the run without incident 

Natalie, Lauren and Andrew were strategically placed a distance away from the transition area and their encouragement and time splits on #206 allowed me to focus on running to win the race. The two hills leading into the southern turnaround felt somewhat steeper on the second lap. My support crew again cheered vociferously as I passed the 28k mark and they let me know that I had opened up a large and hopefully unassailable lead on #206. I made sure that I enjoyed the encouragement from the noisy spectators lining the course and absorbed the scenic Pacific Drive coastline. Natalie’s coloured motivational signs, especially “Go the Silver Fox”, were a source of inspiration during the bike leg and again on the run, and in particular when I entered the “hitting the wall” zone. At 32k I sensed that I was becoming light headed. Was it pay back time for adjusting my nutrition on the bike and not having subsequently increased the carbohydrates on the run? I reasoned that my blood sugar levels were low and at the next two aid stations consumed large quantities of defizzed Coke. I must have looked somewhat strange as I continued to run around and around the aid station to allay my fear of cramping if I stopped, rather than stopping. I had not cramped since the swim.  The Coke was effective as I started to feel better and at the last turnaround with 4k to go picked up the pace. The thought that winning was a mere 22 minutes away had the adrenaline pumping in my tired body.
“And we have another age group winner running down the finish straight” announced commentator Pete Murray.” Charles Coville you are an Ironman”. It was finally all over. A 20 minute gap over  # 206 to  finish in 11h30m39s,  a personal best IM time out of my five previous races and a mere ONE second improvement over my 2007 time (previous pb) on the same course. I had run the fastest marathon in my age group in 4h07m and had broken the 3-year course record by 3 minutes. As I hugged Maureen in ankle deep mud outside the finishers marquee, her words of excitement were apt. “Good news and bad news. You have won your age group, however you have to keep training for one more IM as you have qualified as age group winner for your second Ironman World Championship in Kona, Hawaii in October”. 
Bring on my final Kona. “MAHALO!”
PS 
Thanks to my support crew of Maureen, Natalie, Lauren, Andy and John who guided me to victory. Thanks in particular to Maureen for all her encouragement and support before race day allowing me to train for 12 hours a week in the three months prior to the race despite the disruption to our normal lives. Thanks to my masseur Coby for getting my body to the start line in peak condition.
In 2006 there were 8 finishers in the 60-64 age group. Numbers increased to 15 in the next two years and finally reached 27 in 2009. The one Kona spot for the age group increased to two in 2009 based on the larger number of entrants.

I qualified for and accepted selection to the Olympic Distance World Championships on the Gold Coast. I was the last qualifier in my age group. Even though I scored the highest number of qualifying points for the Long Distance World Championships in Perth, I chose to withdraw from the team as the race takes place only two weeks after Kona and I believe that I will not have recovered sufficiently to be able to race competitively.

