Ironman Switzerland Race Report – 25 July 2010
Mark Wood

Zurich is a beautiful (expensive) city, but on the days leading up to the race the Swiss weather system was trying it’s hardest to spoil the impressive vista of the city and surrounding countryside.

The registration and race briefing was a wash out, which was such a shame for the organisers and the near 2500 athletes. There was however great optimism regarding the race day weather. Amazingly the two weeks prior to the event were apparently scorching, and this lead to the water temperature in Lake Zurich reaching 24.4 deg.C two days before the race. It was hoped that the temperature would drop somewhat otherwise wetsuits would be banned!!!

Race day arrived with a 4:30am start and arrival at transition at 5:30. As forecast we were blessed with perfect weather  – thankyou! The good weather not only made for near ideal racing conditions, but also meant the crowd support was immense. Entered the water at the back as I’m not the strongest swimmer. My belief with the ironman distance is to pay it the utmost respect in terms of pacing. My ultimate goal was to simply finish, and I did not want to risk this by over exertion on any stage of the race and going anaerobic. I originally thought the swimmers were just heading out to the water start but the next time I looked up there were arms flailing and a great plume of white water as all the athletes set off. No time for a gentle warm up as I was caught in the wave of bodies. The swim consisted of two laps. At the end of the first lap the swimmers have to enter a narrow channel, then leave the water on an island for about 20m then re-enter for the second lap. Funnelling the swimmers into such narrow and shallow area was bedlam. The rope became dislodged and it was a frenzy of kicking and punching. I’d like to think this was unintentional, but at one stage I had my leg pulled and I nearly lost my timing chip. I’m sure I saw blood in the water from one guys knuckles as he dragged them on the rocks on the shallow bottom. Note to organisers: yellow swim caps and yellow buoys do not work as I’m sure I ended up doing more than the regulation 2.4 miles. Although slower than expected I came out of the water tired and relieved in 1:36.
Quick transition where I opted to change my tri shorts for full cycling shorts for protection. Also started on the nutrition plan for the day with my first energy gel. Instead of taping all 16 energy gels to the bike and wasting time removing the gel and tearing it (difficult on high speed descents) I elected to empty the gels into a water bottle. This system worked a treat as I collected water around the course to drink following the gel (thanks Philip Graves for that advice). It’s incredible to see some of the bikes and the ingenious ways in which the competitors can tape the gels on. Also the gel wrappers are discarded along the course which infuriates me. The first section of the 112 mile cycle course is very flat as you make your way around the lake and I was averaging in excess of 20mph before things start getting tough. The route turns left and heads into the surrounding hillside and beautiful Swiss villages. The worst hill is aptly called the beast. The first lap was difficult and on the second lap it was particularly painful. The support was fantastic with local shouts of Hop, Hop, Hop ringing around the countryside (apparently this means something like on, on, on and is a tour-de-france tradition). The descents are not beneficial as they are too steep and involve sharp bends and roundabouts. Another major hill is called heartbreak hill in the City. This is the steepest section but thankfully is relatively short. The crowd support here was also tour-de-france style with a narrow passage for the cyclists. At the top of the first leg Susie was there offering much needed and appreciated support. The second lap was identical but felt much longer and more painful. For some reason the balls of my feet were excruciatingly sore. Now looking back I laugh at the thoughts which were going through my head, things like.......I’m a Yorkshire lad and I love hills........can’t wait to get off this bike and start the marathon. On my out of transition one of the pro’s shouted ‘looking good mark’ as we all had our names on the race numbers. I replied with ‘surely you haven’t finished already’. We had a good laugh and shook hands warmly before I headed off (I later found out the gentlemen is called Ronnie Schildknecht and he won the race in 8 hours and 12 minutes).
Susie was ever present on the 4 lap marathon run course which helped greatly. I felt really good at this point so set off at a reasonable pace. Things started turning nasty at the end of the first 7 mile lap and my energy reserves depleted massively. I trudged into the event area feeling terrible and hopelessly tired. I even said to Susie that I had I nothing left to give. It took a while to regain my thoughts and adopt a 10:1 run walk ratio. Hot soup and pretzels were consumed and I set off in ernest again. As you look around you can see people just sat in the gutter crying and talking to themselves. After most fuelling station there were signs of people being physically sick due to a combination of fatigue and sugary energy products. At the end of each lap the athletes picked up a different coloured elastic band which meant that at the end of the race you have four coloured bands. This made it possible to see where each person was on the course. There were people with less than 7 miles to go just curled up in a ball sobbing to themselves, whilst members of the public tried to help them to their feet and get them going. This is the reality of the Ironman which makes it one of the toughest events. When I picked up my red wristband I knew I was there. A quick glance at the town clock and reality dawned on me that not only can I complete in less than 16 hours I could achieve a sub 14 hour time for my first ironman. I tested the legs and gambled on running the last 7 miles. Whether it was my last reserves of energy, or just pure joy, but I could actually run at a reasonable pace. As I approached the finish line I could hear the cheers of athletes crossing in front of me. The announcer gets to know your name well in advance and he relays the finisher’s details to the finish line stands. 10 months hard training passed before my eyes as I neared the finish line including the time when I was on the moors in a snow drift on my road bike. A few tears were shed. After a quick hug from Susie I turned the corner and crossed the line with the clock reading 13 hours and 49 minutes – I was an Ironman.
Leading up to Ironman Switzerland I’ve been reading a book about becoming an Ironman and the closing statement of the book sums the whole thing up beautifully:

The water laps your toes and envelops your skin. Close your eyes. The masses become silent and your heartbeat thunders. You have planned for today, talked about today, trained for today, imagined today, dreamed today, and yet you still don't know what to expect.
A cannon blows and you remember, as you dread the uncertainty and the harsh duration to come, to savor every second because in your memory it will be over in the minutes it takes to recount or reread from your journal.

Move, breathe, drink, eat. Move, breath, drink, eat. Move and move. One hundred and forty and six-tenths miles. Know tenderly, intimately every fibre of your being that propels you forward only because your brain says. ‘Don’t stop.’ And don’t stop. Move, breathe, drink, eat.


Manage your day. Stick to your plan. Be flexible. Just finish. Float when your mind and body detach and watch your body move without you - pushed by the crowd, the volunteers, who lust for your finish as if it were their own.

But it hurts. And you don't know for sure why you're doing this and what it will mean when you do. And then you see it. A banner, a clock, a frenzy of applause. And you know you made it happen through whatever means and power source you draw strength from.

Ironman trivializes past hardship and prepares you to minimise those to come. It makes dreams come true. We all have what it takes to bridges aspirations into accomplishments. Crossing that line embraces self: confidence, sacrifice, reliance, invention and worth. Finishing makes you your own hero.
The race organisation, course, facilities etc were exceptional and I cannot praise this enough. Top marks to the cheerleaders who did more for my motivation and energy levels than drinking the flat coke and eating peanuts!!! Thanks go out to everyone for putting up with my training, my self-centred relentless talk of the ironman, messages of support, initial coaching (Tony Main – great advice regarding swim stroke and keeping your head) and the kind and generous donations to the Grace House Appeal. The initial target looks set to be surpassed which is truly amazing.  
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