In the shadows of Sierra Madre  - By Arthur Puckrin 
The World Quadruple Ironman Championships – November 2009 – Mexico

(10 miles Swim, 448 miles Bike and 108 mile Run)

After our 30 hour journey from a cold North Eastern England we were pleased to be met late in the night in Monterry Airport by Carlos, Assistant to Race Director Jorge Andonie. We had to sign a declaration of health to enter Mexico and I noticed that Carlos was very subdued and had a bad cough; I hoped that he was not going to inflict upon us a dose of “Mexican Flu”. Eventually we arrived at our destination, The Villa Deportiva Olympica, which had grown into a centre of excellence for young sports athletes in Mexico. I was pleased we had a room on the ground floor and did not have to carry our bikes and other baggage up 8 flights of stairs – no lift. After a good nights sleep and breakfast, I put my bike together and had a ride around the track and was pleased to note that both the bike and myself had survived the journey intact. 

I felt instantly at home in Mexico as it is very like the industrial North East of England where I live. Dust, Steel and Chemical Works, Industrial Estates, but also 20 degrees warmer. I will suffer in this heat. 

I note that we are surrounded by mountains know as the Sierra Madre, the highest of which is called the “Eagles Nest” and which over looks the race track set in Parque Ninos Heroes. During our stay we meet and eat with many young athletes from all sports – the future Olympians of Mexico. 

Gradually the other competitors arrive. Some I know others only by reputation. I know they all have the determination and desire to win of the “Terminator”. I feel very humble when I consider I will spend the next two weeks in the company of the worlds best Ultra distance triathletes. 

Before the race, each morning I ride for about 22 miles round the track and then swim for 45 minutes in the Olympic sized University pool. Then Suraya, Mary and I visit the “Sirloin Steakhouse” where you can eat as much as you like – a good bargain for hungry triathletes, and carbo loading for next week when we will need all our fat stores to keep us going. We are accompanied during the race by Adele. BBC Reporter, who will report our efforts for radio and TV. 
When I notice her filming the opening ceremony, I observe that if this is shown Ultra Triathlon will be the fastest growing sport, as everyone will want to sample our activities. (The best ever part, food, music, dancing, top class hotels – why am I telling everyone)

The format of the race is 1 Ironman Triathlon a day for 4 days. You complete the 2.4 mile swim, 112 mile cycle and 26 mile run, and then stop. All the times are added together after the finish. Not my favourite form of competition, but we have to accept what is on offer. Race day soon arrives and we cycle to the pool “en Mass” with a escort in front and back.  

Day one:

I make a steady start in the swim. It is very hot and I feel very uncomfortable in my wetsuit. However, I exit the pool in quite a good position and cycle steadily along the main road to the race track. This part is very dangerous as we are on a 3 lane main highway and are exposed to savage road calming measures which consist of large metal studs which could shred your tyres or bend a wheel if hit in the wrong place. Mexicans take traffic calming very seriously. It is very hot and the temperature is rising. However, I survive the first hurdle and reach the park and race track. We start when the sun is rising and we can seek shade on one side of the course, the sun rises, becomes very hot and then sinks in the sky and we are still riding. I eat bananas and try in vain to keep cool with iced coke. Eventually Mary signals the last 10 laps and I count them down. 

Beat Knechlte from Switzerland is not so lucky. Riding well and in the lead, he hits a flying duck, falls, breaks his collar bone and is out the race. He is double unlucky in that the time keepers have miscalculated and he is riding one lap too many. I had to stop for a faulty timing chip after 39 miles and also ride an extra lap otherwise I would have beaten my best ever Ironman bike time of 5 hours and 38 minutes. As it is I fail by 4 minutes. I eat tinned peaches, egg sandwiches, Ritz crackers and cheese. A quick change and onto the run. 

Adele films my change. I tell her it will have to go out after the 9pm and I risk disqualification or nudity which is strictly forbidden in Mexico. Mary is careful to cover me with a blanket as I change into running gear. A steady start, just cruising around. I must have something for tomorrow and the next few days. I eat, drink and finish easily in 14 hours 58 minutes. 

Day 2:

We cycle down to the start. Hopefully, I will be recovered from my efforts on day 1. Into the swim. This time – no wet suit. It is even warmer today. I am a bit slower, but much more comfortable. I finish in 1 hour40 minutes, and then onto the bike. A steady start near the rear of the field. I had very bad sunburn on my back where my race bib had blown up in the wind. I wear a shirt to avoid this again. I am reluctant to start as it is very hot and windy. Also I saw at the side of the track a giant RAT who had obviously grown as a result of eating some of the 500 ducks who lived in the park and who wandered across the track at in convenient times. The local rule was – if you killed a duck, you had to eat it. The rat was doing his best, but he needed help. We had already lost one competitor to a duck, and I did not wish to be the second. Particularly when one flew across in front of me and clipped my front wheel. He seemed to be unhurt and flew off. Later 3 of his friends dive bombed me and I “ducked” quickly to avoid them. I soon moved ahead as everyone was very tired now. I tried to keep cool with iced coke. I finished the bike in 3rd place in 6 hours 1 minute and started the run very steadily in my MTB walking sandals. I ate a large carton on ice cream as I walked in an attempt to cool down, later on a had egg sandwiches, crackers and cheese. The laps seemed to pass quite quickly and I finished in 15 hours 59 minutes. Tired but with no problems. 
Day 3:

Friday the 13th was to prove disastrous for the competition. Roberto fell and gashed his mouth badly. He needed stitches but the doctor could not stitch him on site and he refused to go to hospital until he had finished for the day. 3 athletes had contracted lung infections, probably from the water in the pool, and others felt they had to retire because they felt they couldn’t win ???? I tried to persuade them to continue but privately thought – how sad is that. We are all friends her and if you loose to your friend – does it matter all that much? I finished the swim quite comfortably and rode through the traffic to the park. The heat intensifies and we are all tired now, but I am riding fast, but ease down half way to conserve my energy. I have to stop after 75 miles to change my cycling shoes as my feet swell and become increasingly painful in the heat. I have ice cream and ices coke as well as a cold wash. This revives me and I power onto the finish in 5 hours 51 minutes. A quick change and onto the run. The laps pass quickly as I eat ice cream, tinned peaches, egg sandwiches. After each lap I have a wash in cold water to keep cool and stop my hands from swelling in the heat. My legs and feet are holding up well and I have no problems apart from fatigue and I finish in 15 hours 51 minutes. 
Day 4:

I feel very nervous now, and I must finish as we ride to the start under the unforgiving eye of the TV camera. I do a quick interview before the start and into the swim. For some reason I swim 4 extra laps. I don not argue, just do them it is quicker and easier. Vincenzo narrowly escapes disqualification as he abuses the time keepers. If he had been in England then he would have been out, but this is Mexico rules. Onto the bike. I reach the park. The wind is easier now, and I sustain  the pace as others drop. My feet become increasingly painful and I have to stop after 78 miles to change into my cycling shoes with the sides split open to allow my feet to swell. I eat ice cream and iced water to cool down and eventually finish in 5 hours 55 minutes. I feel better now, I know I will soon finish. A quick change under the blanket to avoid disqualification and the TV then onto the run. I cruise around the first few laps quite easily eating and drinking. 

Suraya joins me for the last few laps. She is many hours behind, but arouses everyone’s admiration for her courage and determination in keeping going to the end. Eventually, the last lap, I complete it after 16 hours 10 minutes. With a total time of 62 hours 58 minutes 50 seconds. 

A sit down and a cup of tea equals happiness. 

The emotional demands of this long race are shown when many weep or kiss the ground after crossing the finishing line. As for myself, I am just please that I never have to swim, cycle or run ever again. 

Later the awards presentation, Mr Jorge Andonie race organizer presents me with the magnificent championship trophy. 

My thanks to the worlds best support crew – Mary, who kept me fed and watered throughout and drove me on and across the finish line, without who’s support I could not have completed the course and Mr Andonie and his team, whose organization improves each year. He has promised us a Deca Ironman next year and in 2011 a Double Deca – of course we all signed up for it. 

See you next year. 

We sadly leave Mexico with fond farewells, Many new friends and memories to last a lifetime. 

“Old age hath yet his honour and his toil;

  Death closes all; but something ere the end,

  Some work of noble note, may yet be done,

  Not unbecoming men that strove with Gods.

We are not now that strength which in old days

  Moved earth and heaven; that which we are, we are;

  One equal temper of heroic hearts,

  Made weak by time and fate, but strong in will

  To strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield.”
Ulysses – by Alfred Lord Tennyson 

