Into the unknown
The World Double Deca Biathlon Championship 2010 (48 mile swim, 2240 mile cycle),

Mexico

By Arthur Puckrin

I feel totally relaxed, totally calm, at peace with the world and myself.

I have just completed the Double Deca Biathlon Championship - 48 mile swim, 2240 mile cycle in record time.
Everyone has prepared thoroughly for the event, committing themselves totally to the event and racing very seldom in other events to reduce both the mental and physical demands which the Double Deca will make of them. 

I note that there are no severe injuries and none of the drama that I have seen in previous Ultra Distance events. No emotional tears or kissing the ground on completion. Just a quiet smile of satisfaction and firm handshakes from fellow competitors and fellow feelings of a job well done. These men are the Elite of the Elite and it is with a mixture of both pride and humility that I consider myself one of their number.

The story began over Christmas 2009 when after finishing first in the 2009 Quadruple Ironman World Championships, I received an invitation from Jorge Andonie in Mexico to compete in the world Double Deca Biathlon Championship in 2010. When he told me that only 3 people had ever managed to complete the event. Well? How could I refuse? 

(48 mile swim, 2240 mile cycle and 524 mile run) training started immediately. I knew the 48 mile swim would be very difficult.

All the previous failures had been in the swim. After all, very few people, great swimmers, have ever swum that distance – over 2 1/2 times the channel swim. How could I prepare for this?

I tried to swim for 6 hours once week as well as normal swims. As the event grew nearer, I increased this to twice per week. I swam a lot of backstroke although this was slower it relieved the strain on my shoulders and arms and also added variation to my training. I would divide the race into 10,000 metre sections. 8 of these and it was finished.

The bike
As soon as the weather improved in March, I increased my bike mileage. I tried increasing this to 400 miles per week, but in the event I only approached this total twice. I would ride 84 miles in the morning and then after lunch another 60 miles. I completed in the National 24 hour Time Trial as a training exercise and finished on 351 miles without being totally exhausted as many others seemed to be. I did exceed 9,000 miles for the year.

The Run

I would like to have run at least 50 miles per week. Usually 10 or 14 miles at a steady pace after my swim or bike sessions. However in March I managed to injure my Achilles Tendon and despite much medical treatment it refused to heal. More worryingly, I could not even walk very far without pain. I have been unable to run for over 8 months now, although I have recently started to walk further. Reluctantly, I switch my entry to the Biathlon (swim and bike) I concentrated my total effort for the year on the Double Deca in November. Apart from three club events, the longest of which was a Half Ironman, and the 24 hour Cycle Championship, I entered no other races. I was totally committed. 

We left a cold North East at 3:30am for Teesside Airport and arrived in a very hot Mexico 24 hours later. I was pleased to be met by Carlos, assistant to Jorge Andonie, the Race Director. The airline had managed to lose one of my bags in Dallas and that made our arrival even later than planned. However, we did eventually reach our bed in the Villa Deportiva Olympica the centre of excellence for future Olympic athletes from Mexico. A long sleep and a good feed was essential and afterwards I felt a lot better. I put my bike together and rode for 23 miles round the track to ensure that both bike and myself had survived the journey. Afterwards we adjourned to the “Sirloin Steakhouse” where you can eat as much as you like. A bargain for hungry athletes. A taxi back – to full to walk, and then more sleep. My opposition soon arrived. Most I knew from previous competition, others only by reputation. I knew they would all have trained very hard all year and would have the determination of the Terminator. I have to use all my experience and determination to beat any one of them. 
We had our opening ceremony and pre race party in the hotel Gran Ancira. Music, dancing, too much food. The Mexicans know how to party. 

Race day soon arrived and we were up at 6am for an early breakfast of Porridge, Eggs and Toast. It was quite dark and Venus was shining very brightly in the early morning sky as we ate, before cycling “en masse” to the University Swimming pool for the 48 mile swim.

I started steadily as you would expect. My new sleeveless Wetsuit felt very unbalanced and I soon cut off the legs and reverted to backstroke, which although slower did relive the strain on my shoulder and arms. I stopped regularly to eat Jam Sandwiches, Bananas and drink Coffee and Coke. I have little recollection of the passing of the days, but I did fall asleep whilst swimming. My support crew said that all she noticed is that I was swimming slower than normal and kept hitting the lane ropes at the side of the lanes. After that, I decided that I had better stop for a sleep and some food. On the second night I started hallucinating. The roof started to grown grass and it kept moving down towards my head. Nothing alarming, just curious. I was more fortunate than other competitors who received sever Chlorine burns to there chest and face as a results of excess Chlorine in the pool. I shuddered as I notices Ferenz’ chest which was bright red with a bad burn. We all had severe choughs for about a week after the swim. Vincenzo cursed the organisers for inviting him. He was only doing the sprint (Deca) – just as well, although he took nearly as long as I and I was going twice his distance. I was alright apart from the last 3 miles which seemed to take forever. I was not thinking clearly and should probably have had a rest. Eventually the last lap, I got out of the water and felt surprisingly good. It was now 2am, but I changed into cycling gear, mounted my bike and rode off. 2 days 17 hours for the swim. I had an escort front and rear as I rode down to the cycle circuit along the main road in the pitch darkness. 
Onto the track, I quickly overtook Vincenzo and rode a few laps before deciding I had better have a sleep, as it was very cold after the warm water, and I had not slept for 3 days. 

After 5 hours sleep, I was back onto the bike. I started and finished each day with two fried eggs on toast. In between I ate Ritz Crackers and cheese, chicken sandwiches, chocolate bars and ice cream. I drank coffee, coke and tea. If it was cold, I ate soup, porridge and pancakes. Not all at once : ). I had a long day cycling as I soon caught the faster swimmers. On the second day I developed a lung infection, probably from the water in the pool. I collapsed and I had to have a day in bed. Fortunately I had brought some Anti-Biotics as Mexico is the most unhealthy place on the planet apart from Bangladesh. 

After this, I was firmly in last place. However, I had 2000 miles to go, and I would soon catch up.

The next day, I felt better. I was off at 3:30am. It was very cold and I was alone on the track. I would soon overtake the stragglers. I rode 270 miles that day finishing at midnight, not too tired. Next day I continued riding. If it was cool, I rode all day until I was forced off the track by the cold in the middle of the night. If it was hot the sun forced me off the track after midday, then I rode until about 3am, then off for a short sleep. 

One day, I started at 3am after a late night and the body refused to cooperate. I was wasting my time and could not peddle so after 30 miles I went back to sleep until 10am then I felt better and rode all day. I reached 1000 miles and thought how ridiculous is this I am not even half way. 
Once over half way  I increased the pace and mileage. Each evening as it got dark about 7pm a full moon lit up the track. I continued to ride until the moon rose and disappeared from the heavens – usually 3am. At times it was very cold despite the continuous sunshine. I had taken all my winter gear, and I needed it. During the night we could hear quite clearly the sound of loud claxon horns as the trains made there way along the track. In Mexico trains run alongside and across the roads – major and minor. (no fences or level crossings) just very loud Claxon horns) so you have no excuse if you do not hear them. Mexicans take a robust attitude to health and safety. If you are injured it is your own fault. You can hear these horns all day and night. 

We were warned not to come to Mexico because of the drug wars along the border with the USA and Monterrey is about 70 miles from the border. I was not too worried, because, next to the park in which the event is held there is an army camp. I did notice that the soldiers were not the young conscripts which I had seen previously, but commando types – real soldiers armed with heavy weapons. 
Most of the opposition was from Northern latitudes, use to the cold, although Sergio from Brazil was frozen stiff. I lent him my rubber boots to help him thaw. I remember thinking – “only three more days of this and I will be at the end???” Each evening, the local cycling club joined us on the track for a “burn up”. The Peloton, about 30 strong would zoom past practising there bunch riding skills. Usually, I tried to keep out of there way, but once I was trapped against a stout hedge and had to ride along with them. We zoomed down a short hill at 30mph. I hoped these guys knew what they were doing, or we could have a pile up of 30 bikes and bodies. When we reached more open country, I had a rush of blood to the head, and although I had ridden nearly 2000 miles just to show them that Deca Ironmen are not to be trifled with, I increased my pace, put the foot down and rode away from the front of the bunch. I would probably pay for this squandering of energy later. 

Two days to go. At least I wanted to finish it in two days. To do this, I needed to be over 1700 laps tonight. I continued long after everyone else had left the track. Eventually I reached 1701 and bed at 3am. 

Only one day left. I started at 9am not too early. I needed to be as strong as possible to reach the finish. My two closest rivals Roberto and Giorgio had been over 120 miles ahead of me at one point. Giorgio was now well behind and I would overtake Roberto in the next few miles. The miles mounted, slowly. The days passed, slowly. 

On the north side, the high mountains overshadow us during the day, and are invisible at night. Where as on the Southern side at night, the Steelworks cast an orange glow over everything as we crest the small hill and see the Monorail train chug past. I see Vincenzo wrapped in a blanket against the cold, and later he stops, takes off his shoes, and stands in the middle of the track with a despairing look on his face, as if wishing the next rider to make a quick and painless end to his misery. 

I despair of ever reaching the end. It is dark, I cannot see how far I have come. Finally, Mary shouts “7 more laps” I hoped I was closer than that. However, on I go. I count them down. 

Last one finally, the bell goes I cross the line. I could rest my weary legs and sore bottom, which had stood up to the punishment surprisingly well. It became tender after 500 miles, but remained the same until the end. 

Time for 2240 mile bike – 11 days 23 hours 50 minutes. Total time – 14 days 16 hours 56 minutes. 

I have a good feed, quickly, because it is 2am and very cold. Then off to bed for a well deserved sleep. 

We remain in Mexico for a few days to watch the others finish and to attend the prize giving and closing ceremony. I receive the magnificent championship trophy and gold medal from organiser Jorge Andonie. The trophy is a replica of the Aztec Temples used for Human Sacrifice. It seems most appropriate. 

Many thanks to Mary, the world’s best support crew, who kept me fed and water and drove me onto and across the finishing line. She had less sleep than I had. Also to Jorge Andonie and his team who organised a superb event which gets better each year. 

“Clay lie still, but bloods a rover

Breaths a ware that will not keep, 
Up lad, when the journeys over, 

There will be time enough to sleep”

A E Housman. 
