Race Report - Ironman France, 22nd June 2008.

It was a very, very dumb idea. I blame Mark Rees of NYP Tri for the whole thing: he talked me into it. I came back from Ironman Austria last year and said “No Ironman in 2008”. At the Ripon Tri, Reesy took me aside and said “everybody from Klagenfurt is going to Nice for Ironman France, come along and I said “No way, I am bored with it. It is not going to happen. There will be no Ironman distance events for me in 2008. I am going back to the rugby pitch. No way. Forget it”

I entered Ironman France less than 24 hours later.

Ok, so it isn’t really Mark’s fault. After all, I typed in my credit card number. When the online entry system asked “are you sure?” I checked the box and said “yes”. I might as well suggest that it is the organizers fault for not having a “are you a complete plonker who hasn’t really thought about this?” question
.
The end result was on 17th June I boarded a plane for the south of France where it had rained almost non-stop for a month. I would like to say I did this with my normal degree of vigour and zest. I would like to say that I had been enthused by the prospect of the forthcoming event. I would like to say I was inspired by a tightly managed and successful training program. However, if I did I would be lying through my teeth
. I hate to say it, but I was right. I should have had an Ironman free year. I had no enthusiasm. The only exercise I did over winter was some swimming and refereeing rugby and the occasional short run. My enthusiasm was somewhere between zero and didilly-squat. Just as I was getting into the swing of training I came down with winter vomiting virus
, and then got it back 3 weeks later once it had done the rounds of everyone else at work. Therefore, when I got on the plane to leave for Nice I had managed 6 weeks of consistent training. Many of our triathlon coaches suggest training with a coach for 6 months prior to an Ironman
.
The journey from Leeds to Nice was so uneventful it was not worth talking about
. However, on arrival I discovered that the bus drivers were on strike. This necessitated a taxi from the airport to the hotel. For the journey of 5km this came to the modest sum of 40 Euros i.e. roughly £33
 and this is when the painful realization hit home. France might be cheap but Nice – bracketed by Cannes and Monaco – home of the “beautiful people”
 was certainly not. That night I had a starter and a main course and a half bottle of French wine
 which came to about £35. Some serious re-appraisal of my holiday thinking was called for. It possibly meant I would have to eat nothing but gelato
 all week. I settled into my hotel (125 Euros per night – for a quiet room off the street – a good investment as it turned out) and realised that at the rate I was spending money I may have to re-mortgage the house, or given the current market, just sell off bits of it.
The week prior to the race progressed as such things do. Registration came and went with the customary “athletes gifts”
 which turned out to be a rather cheap and nasty rucksack
. I met with Matt Woodruff and his wife Sarah along with their parents. Matt’s parents paid for dinner that night (thereby demonstrating that they had recently sold something small like Buckingham Palace) and I said I would buy the post race ice scream
,
. I met up with NYP Triathelets for pre-race dinner on the Saturday and we all retired early for a good night’s sleep.

You may recall I stated earlier that the 125 euro per night room was a good investment: this is when it paid off. On the 21st June every year in France is the Fete de la Musique. This as the name suggest is an annual music festival. Outside the hotel with most of the NYP Triathletes there was Clash Tribute band playing; outside Matt Woodruff’s hotel there was a band playing; outside other hotels other bands were playing. Outide my hotel – only blissful silence. I was in a sound-proofed room on the far side of the hotel with functioning air conditioning. I was asleep by 11pm and awoke at 3:30 for the feeling alert and refreshed
.

I was in transition checking my bike by 5:15 and ready to start by 6:30 down by the water. So far everything had gone swimmingly
. There was a special mention for NYP Tri by the announcer and Reesey made a rather abortive attempt at an “oggi, oggi oggi” which was treated with general contempt by the people around him. At 6:30 am the gun went and the game was afoot.

For Valley Striders who don’t know the Ironman structure here is a brief resume. You start by swimming 2.4 miles (3.8km). You then proceed to T(ransition)1 get your cycling kit on
 grab your bike
 and then cycle 112 miles (180km). Having completed this little spin-ette you dismount, throw on your running kit in T2
 and run the customary 26.2 miles (42.2km) to finish. All of which has to be completed in less than 17 hours. The French of course
 came up with something interesting. On the basis that everything in Nice is inflated – they decided to buck the trend and deflate the time allowed to complete the race: there was only a 16 hour cutoff for this event
. 
I would like to say I surged into the water, but I didn’t. The beach at Nice is very pebbly
 and it was just damned sore on the feet, so having got into the water up to about 12” (30cm in SI units
) I realised at this point I could swim and started to surge through the hundreds of shoes that people had worn into the water
. The swim involved a fair degree of navigation - something which I am pretty dire at. There was a big loop of 2.4km back to shore – out the water for a painful trot of about 20m, and then another loop of 1.4km and then out. I self-ceded by putting yourself in one of the slowest swim sections only to realise within about 20m that I was surrounded by people who may not make the swim cutoff of 2 hours and 15 minutes. Dire swimmer that I may be, I have never come close to this. I also found my goggles leaked and my wetsuit chaffed at the neck (as usual). However I pushed on and did the swim in a painfully slow 1 hour and 28ish minutes (I have not seen the official split at the time of writing) and surged into T1 pondering another Ironman personal record
.
In T1 a piece of positive inspiration paid off. I had thrown a bottle of fresh water into the change bag to wash salt off things like heart rate monitor and strap and one or two places where you don’t want salt for 12 hours + and this also allowed me to wash salt out of my mouth. The experience of 90 minutes swimming in the Mediterranean Sea can only be described extremely salty. However, swim bit done – it was time for the joy
 that was the bike leg.
Rather unusually, the bike part of this race was a single loop. Cyclists emerged from T1 and turned west towards St Laurent sur Var on crossing the river to the west of the airport they continued along the river valley until about 20km and then a sharp turn left resulted in a climb for about 500m at an angle of about 10%. This was a little foretaste of what was to come. The joy of the early morning start had resulted in a headwind heading seaward due to differential cooling of land and sea overnight. The bike course then followed a long steady climb up to the town of Vance at about 35 km with some flat riding and then a good downhill to Ponte de Loup. Up until this point things were going relatively
 well, however at this point the hard work began. From Ponte de Loup up to the town of L’Ecre there was a long climb. To put this in context, the main road from Otley to Leeds climbs for c. 1.5km at an angle of about 2% but never steeper than 4%. The climb from Ponte de Loup averaged 4.7%, rose to 8% and lasted for 20km. This was a long climb. Fortunately some recent spending on my bike had left me with the gears to accommodate this. I would like to say I surged up this climb, but the only way I would have achieved a ‘surge’ would have been to stop pedalling and surge downhill. In effect I spun my way up the hill in low gear with my legs spinning as fast as they could. The real low point
 came at about 15km when you could look up the hill and see just how far there was left to go. A long snake of cyclists could be seen disappearing into the distance with only sounds of gasping breath and the occasional cries of ‘allez, allez, allez’ breaking the peace of the French countryside. On reaching L’Ecre there was some undulating terrain and a long fast descent until about the 100km mark. It was at this point things started to go somewhat flat for me.
I became aware of a rubbing on my front wheel. I stopped and looked carefully and found that my front wheel had buckled. It was not in any way clear how as I did not recall hitting anything. However, it was clearly rubbing against the break blocks near the valve for the inner tubing. Even putting the brakes to an open position to allow the wheel to be removed, still allowed the wheel to rub. This however seemed to be very localized. The wheel still appeared broadly straight so I thought ‘best get on with it’ I only had one more climb of any note left to do (a 5km long uphill section to St Pons at about 118km) so get on with it I did. I managed another 2km before the valve blew causing the tire to go flat almost instantaneously. However, I got kit out to replace the tube wishing I had a way to knock the dent out of the rim of the wheel. As ever geology came to my rescue. Having had a look at the rocks on the last kilometre or so of climbing I had noted that these were mainly limestones (and therefore pretty strong-I could get REALLY technical on this of course….) so I found two conveniently sized chucks, rolled up the lens cleaner for my sunglasses against the rim and proceeded with brute force and ignorance to hammer the wheel with two rocks. It appeared to be successful. I replaced the tube, fitted a CO2 canister, prepared to pull the trigger and then paused for one more glance at the scrapes on the rim. I then squeezed the air release trigger and the tire almost instantly inflated. No bang, no hiss, only a functioning wheel: success! This had cost me about 30-40 minutes
 but I felt I could now get on with the race although I was now beginning to fear for the bike cutoff. During this time, Mark Reese had seen me repairing the wheel and actually cycled back down the course to see whether I needed spare parts. Given the traumas he was having on the bike that day, this was noble
 in the extreme. 

I finished the climb up to Coursegoules and then swept down the 40km of almost constant
 descent back down to the first steep climb and then fats back to Nice – by this time being driven by the prospect of missing the bike cutoff and thereby picking up my first DNF. The last 20km was characterized by a certain amount of swapping of places between myself and other competitors before I finally shook them off near Nice Airport to hammer down along the Promenade de Anglais. It was also characterized by a stiff headwind blowing up the river valley – the wind direction had ion fact managed to switch around 180o since the morning. However, I dropped down onto my tri bars and pushed back into Nice to head for T2 avoiding the long snake of triathletes running the marathon.
In fact, I was not really in danger of missing the bike cutoff time. It didn’t happen for another 75 minutes after I arrived, but I posted a thoroughly unimpressive time of 7 hours 40 mins on the bike. While it is possible to say “but take 40 mins for repairs off that and it is not bad” I can also say that I benefited from 40 mins of rest while I fixed the wheel. So, putting all of such debates aside – I picked up my running kit and headed for the run.

The run was flat. There was no other way to describe it
: it was flat. The course was simple. Athletes
 emerge from T2 and run
 west along Promenade de Anglais. It was a little over 5km to the turnaround at the airport and you then ran back. This was done 4 times to complete the distance. At the west end close to Transition you collected a coloured elastic wrist band and ran over a chip timing matt to make sure you did all the laps
. 

After emerging from T2 I trotted – I couldn’t really call it a run as far as the first aid station. I had realised that something was seriously uncomfortable in my right foot
 so I took a moment to sort this and get shouted at by some NYP supporters and some Pirate
 supporters who politely told me that I should get off my backside and start moving
. With this mild prompting, I did so. I employed my simple tactic of trotting between aid stations and walking the length of aid station while taking on the fluid. Aid stations were well stocked – they had salted biscuits, powerbars, energy drink, coke
, powerbar gels and of course water. Water came in 3 varieties: in cups, in sponges and by hose as it was still seriously warm. It was on lap one that I saw Matt Woodruff from David Lloyds who looked as if he had been sweating so much he would not make it to the finish line
 moving at a speed that can only be described as a run. I also so a number of my NYP compatriots and was getting cheered by Pirates, NYP supporters and Matt’s family. It made for a thoroughly fantastic atmosphere. The first 10.5km took me a grand total of 75 mins which I thought was ok given my shoe fix requirement. I spent some of that time trotting with a Royal Navy triathlete, talking about diverse matters. Sadly he was on his last lap
 so when he ran down the finishers chute and I turned left to the turnaround point I had to find someone new to bore for 10.5km. The second lap was in many cases the toughest for me mentally. Made all the harder by seeing Matt Woodruff charging i.e. moving at speed towards the finish line. During this lap I visited my special needs bag. This is a bag where you put anything that is you feel you may need on the course (either bike or run) which is individual to you as an athlete. In my case I had put some Vaseline, sun block and a cliff bar. It was the first two I needed
. I stopped to put some Vaseline on my right foot as I could feel a growing blister due to getting wet feet when some other athletes were being hosed down. I also put on some more sun screen as it was still pretty warm 
. With this interruption lap 2 took me 1 hour 22 mins and 52.6 seconds for 10.5km
 which was only about 10 minutes faster than a brisk walk. During this lap I had also visited one of the race toilets
. The third lap was my best lap as I was beginning to see the end
 of the whole process. I was slightly delayed by the arrival of Richard (brother of Matt) Woodruff who cheered me on and we chatted for about 50m. He was quite happily able to keep up with me at this point in spite of carrying what appeared to be about 30kg of rucksack. This is either a testament to Rich’s fitness or my lack of pace
 at this point. I did the 3rd lap in 70 minutes and was actually feeling ok apart from my injured right calf was beginning to stiffen up and my toe flexors, which had been complaining since about the 60km mark on the bike course, were really beginning to give me grief. However, after a cheer from the Pirates a cheer from NYP I picked up the last arm band with a skip and a jump and a short dance with the marshal who handed it to me
. The last lap involved more stretching than any others to keep calf and toe flexors ticking over. I strolled for a bit with one of my NYP colleagues and then trotted on. As much as running caused my calf to ache, walking made the growing blister on my right foot worse. The blister was in fact the greater of the two evils. I ran on, turned down the finishers chute was told again “William Murphy from Leeds in Grand Bretagne, you are an Ironman” and I thought – number 8, in the bag
. The whole marathon had taken me a little over 5 hours – pretty appalling really. However I had, despite feeling pretty bad for bits of it stuck to my vow after Ironman Couer D’Alene of never walking another marathon again. Well, not all of it anyway.
This was a fantastic, well organized and challenging event. Despite the description I thoroughly enjoyed it. There was great support on the run and in some of the villages on the bike course and the views on the bike course stunning. The only criticism I would have is the lack of toilets on the bike course i.e. none. I cannot imagine however that it will retain it’s current bike route. There were tight turns on sections of the bike course that could reasonable be described as being on the edge of a cliff.  Tragically, two competitors missed such turns – one was rescued from a tree, the other was killed. After someone died in similar circumstances on the bike course in 2005 (this may be the wrong year as I am working from memory here) I suspect the route will be looked at very hard indeed. Sadly, another competitor died of a heart attack somewhere during the race this year.  In terms of the number of people competing in the 17 or so Ironman events worldwide these numbers are small, but for most of us, this is supposed to be ‘fun’ not ‘fatal’.
Nice is a great location with plenty of good, well located accommodation. It is however a very expensive place to visit and the strength of the Euro didn’t help. This is probably the most expensive race I have done – including Ironman New Zealand. I am thinking somewhere cheaper next year – I might go to Ironman Western Australia.
I am back from Ironman France feeling enthused and ready to go again. I find myself pondering whether I can still get a place on Ironman UK in September….
� Actually in this case there almost was such a question. In order to satisfy French bureaucracy you either had to be a member of your national race organization. In our case the British Triathlon Federation or present a doctor’s certificate saying you were fit to race. Any GP signing this was stating your physical fitness but probably was implicitly certifying you as stark staring bonkers*.  


* Doubly bonkers in fact as at least one Leeds GP was asking a £90 fee for stamping the form and appending a signature. On the basis of the length of time taken to do these actions this will amount to an hourly rate of about £5400. So much for healthcare free at the point of use….


� Clenched teeth that is. Clenched on the basis of the simple feeling of dread I had every time I thought to set foot outdoor.


� Which does exactly what it says on the tin so to speak.


� Now to some of the more cynical striders this may suggest words like “rip”, “off” and “con”. However, this is naturally done for the benefit of the athlete since what would you do with that extra £50 a month but drink booze and eat food. Thereby leaving you above your race weight. See – it enforces good dietary discipline. Just what the doctor ordered**


** Presumably the doctor that charges £90 per signature.


� Not that it has ever stopped me before – why let the truth get in the way of a good (or even pretty mediocre) story.


� At this point I wondered if it was being driven by an NHS GP.


� i.e. obscenely rich. 


� Much to the disapproval of some proper triathletes sitting on the table next to me***.


*** one of whom I last saw throwing up at the side of the road during the marathon…. Just proves everything in moderation. Including moderation!


� During my April reconnaissance with Matt Woodruff he introduced me to the delights of Fenochio’s. This place sells c. 40 different flavours of ice cream – and it was considerably cheaper to eat than anything else. 


� With an entry fee of £250 this is more of a present to yourself.


� i.e. a present I wouldn’t have got for myself even out of desperation.+


+ although my mother always told me that when you are buying presents you should always buy things that the receiver wouldn’t get for themselves – and this certainly satisfied that criterion.


� Not to be confused with “I scream” which would have been appropriate given the event.


� Those of a meaner disposition may suggest that the prospect of a jock actually coughing up cash for something was the reason why I took so long to finish.


� Well as alert and refreshed as anyone save Count Dracula can be at that hour….


� In fact, given the way I swim, I can honestly say it went considerably better than swimmingly.


� Or given the time it took me – change into bike kit; catch some sleep; have bacon and eggs and promenade towards the bike with some vague intention of cycling.


� Or someone else’s if it looks like it might get you around the course faster.


� Or again given the time I took in T2 have a few glasses of red and indulge in some of the local cuisine – thereby necessitating selling something small – possibly my kitchen.


� No Franco-phobia here. I am a Scot after all we have been mutually attacking England since the reign of an old enemy of France; Edward I who decided he wanted to be King instead of Phillip ‘le bel’ de Valois.


� You may also thing after paying £250 you are actually getting an hour less of a race than you get anywhere else, so perhaps it is a typically Nicois event after all.


� TECHNICAL NOTE: I’m a geologist so I feel I have to be correct on this. Given the particle size distribution it is probably more correct to say it was gravely-cobbly. i.e. composed of gravel and cobbles, but that doesn’t really paint much of a picture does it????


� HISTORICAL NOTE: At the risk of another technical note the whole SI (systeme internationale or metric) system of measurements was effectively a Napoleonic invention (it is why the standard for a metre is based in Paris). The Emperor wanted a continental system that was completely different to the way things were done in Great Britain. This is why most of Europe drive on the wrong side of the road. Had the Americans not supported France in the Napoleonic Wars they may have adopted our system of road usage. Of course they also would not have had the Whitehouse as a presidential residence. The only reason it is white is because after we burnt it down in the Anglo-American war (fought because they were supporting the French fleet) of 1812 they only had enough money to whitewash what remained. Ultimately the Americans have us AND the French to thank for one of their biggest tourist attractions, and what do we get? Euro-Disney: that’s what I call gratitude….


� Rumour has it that some local traders did a brusque business in sandals and flip flops rescues from the water later in the day. Some of them even matched.


� In this case a personal worst – it has never taken me this long to swim that distance before.


� Joy as in the same way that being hung drawn and quartered could be considered a pleasant morning activity.


� This is relative by comparison to a red hot poker enema++ 


++A reference to another previous enemy of the Auld Alliance: Edward II King of England who also wanted to be King of England, Scotland and France and came to a nasty, pointed and hot end when he failed to achieve this.


� And that is a seriously mixed metaphor given that this climb took your from 270m above sea level to 1080m asl.


� I was very careful about my choice of rocks.


� It is worth pointing out that I felt no need to repay this nobility as I hammered (well ground past him at a snails pace) past him on the bike trying to make up time muttering something about “don’t worry fella, this is the last climb of any note”. This was a blatant lie; but sometimes the truth is just too brutal. 


� NB – the ‘almost’ is a pretty important part of this statement here.


� Actually there were other ways to describe it. “Horridly flat”, “disgustingly hot” and “abominably dull” all would be useful descriptions of the run course.


� And I am of course talking about other people when I use this term.


� Or after what had gone on before, shuffle, walk or cry.


� It occurred to me on lap 2 I could run down the finishers chute get a medal and a T shirt and be away before anyone realised I hadn’t done all the laps. Trying to reclaim such items would have been as easy as trying to get a limpet to let go of it’s rock.


� That was discomfort in addition to all my leg muscles screaming “why are you doing this to us????” at me.


� The Pirates are an internet tri club characterized by wearing Yellow kit with a black skull and cross bones on it. There were about 42 combined pirate competitors and supporters which was only a bit ahead of the NYP contingent.


� Or words to that effect.


� Of the drinking variety. This was Ironman triathlon not professional cycling.


� If I had been thinking straight I would have thought that maybe he had just been hosed down at an aid station – which he had.


� Sadly for me that is, he was positively ecstatic.


� Actually, there were a number of things I needed none of which I had been able or allowed to put in the bag; enthusiasm, a motorbike or possibly just a white flag and a sun shade.


� Which is the only thing that was pretty at this point in the proceedings. 


� Only a complete ‘spotter’ would know this sort of information. Either that or someone desperately fiddling about with their heart rate monitor in an attempt to take his mind off how far he still had to go.


� In visiting a portaloo that had been sitting around in temperatures of over 30oC I succeeding where the UN, USA and British Governments had failed. I found Sadaam Hussain’s Weapons of Mass Destruction. There should have been a level 4 Biohazard label on the door. One of these was last seen being wheeled off by members of Al Qui’eda for use in some terrorist atrocity somewhere. It certainly added a new terror to the horrors of Ironman distance triathlon.


� Metaphorically that is. Given the curve of the bay and the flatness of the shoreline the end was in sight all the way from the far end of the run course. This made it all pretty soul destroying as you could see just how far it was to go.


� Given that Rich was supposed to be in the race but was advised by a doctor not do so as he was clinically diagnosed with overtraining syndrome it is pretty clear which one of these options it was. That’s not to say he is not in good shape – in fact I suspect that had I given him my chip for the race he would have posted a much better time than I did.


� She was left shocked. She was also left covered in salt, sweat and sun block. On reflection I understand why she seemed unenthusiastic about waltzing.


� The race was in the bag, I was metaphorically in the toilet.





