
SWIM, BIKE, RUN 101
WHILE THERE’S PLENTY OF SOUND SCIENCE AVAILABLE FOR EAGER NEWBIES TO 
DIGEST, AN UNDERSTANDING OF TRIATHLON BASICS IS ALL ONE NEEDS TO GET 
STARTED ON THE ROAD TO MULTISPORT SUCCESS. IN THE FOLLOWING 26 PAGES 
YOU’LL FIND ADVICE FOR PICKING THE PROPER GEAR, AS WELL AS A NUMBER OF 
TIPS FOR SETTING UP EVERYTHING FROM A TRAINING PLAN TO A TRANSITION AREA. 
WHETHER YOU’RE GEARING UP FOR YOUR FIRST TRI OR YOU’RE GETTING READY 
FOR YOUR FIRST SERIOUS SEASON, OUR BEGINNER’S GUIDE WILL HAVE YOU AT  
THE START LINE OF YOUR NEXT RACE FEELING FITTER AND MORE CONFIDENT  
THAN EVER BEFORE.

BY THE EDITORS
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T he sport of triathlon has three simple disciplines—you swim, you 
bike, you run. But you need a few key pieces of equipment to get 
yourself from the start line along the water’s edge to the finish line. 

And despite what you see at races—all the lightweight this and carbon 
fibre that—you don’t have to break the bank to get from point A to 
point B. Here’s a list of the bare essentials you really need to be ready 
for training and race day. 

1. BIKE If you’re just getting into the sport and doing your local 
sprint race, it can be your beach cruiser or mountain bike. If you’re diving 
in with an Olympic-distance race, we think dad’s old 10-speed will do 
the trick. If the tri bug bites you, then start thinking about buying a more 
appropriate bike, maybe with clip-on aerobars. But for now, any bike will 
do. Take it to your local shop to be sure everything’s tight and safe, that 
the tyres are aired up and that the chain is lubed (nothing like hearing 
squeak, squeak, squeak for 10 miles). Don’t worry about feeling fast just 
yet—that’ll come later.

2. BIKE SHORTS Yeah, it might feel funny to have that nappy-feeling 
pad under you when pulling on cycling shorts. But that pad—or chamois—
serves a purpose. Aside from padding, it’s made of special micro!bres that 
not only move with the skin but move smoothly against the skin, preventing 
cha!ng. The cotton of your undies might seem !ne, but cotton actually 
abrades the skin. Not good. A basic cycle short for training will make your 
bike riding experience much more enjoyable.

3. FLAT KIT BAG Gotta have this one (and know how to use the 

goods within). Installed underneath your saddle, this little bag should be 
stocked with the essentials should you experience a "at tire, including a 
mini-pump, a tube and tyre levers. Check with your local shop to see if it 
offers seminars on how to change a "at. Because like death and taxes, "at 
tyres are inevitable. Be prepared.

4. HELMET No, you don’t need an aero helmet. And you don’t need 
a £150 one with vented channels and carbon !bre structure. A £40 brain 
bucket will protect your head just as well as the expensive ones. Just be 
sure to get it from your local bike shop, which generally carries brands that 
have passed standardised testing for safety. Bell, Giro, Met and Specialized 
are among the top names in the category.

5. GOGGLES We recommend getting two pairs of swim goggles—one 
clear or with light tinting (for swimming at indoor pools and race day under 
cloudy conditions), and a smoke-tinted pair that act as sunglasses on days 
when the sun in your eyes can make sighting the buoys during the race a 
challenge. Try them out in the store to be sure they !t. Some beginners !nd 
the mask style of goggles less claustrophobic than traditional goggles.

6. DIGITAL SPORTS WATCH After your !rst triathlon, you’ll 
want to pick up a little digital Timex to compare your times from that !rst 
event and see how you’ve progressed. A simple sport watch should offer 
split timing, allowing you to split up and separate your swim, bike and run 
times as components of your overall time.

7. RACE BELT Clip your race number onto this elastic belt, and 
strap it on once you’re headed onto the bike, turning it behind you so 
of!cials can track you. Once done with the bike and headed onto the run, 

15 GOTTA-HAVES:  
ESSENTIAL BEGINNER TRI GEAR
BY JAY PRASUHN
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turn the belt around so your race number faces forward, and smile for the 
camerasÑthe photographers can now identify who you are.

8. WETSUIT This is one you want to be sure to test well before race 
day so you get used to it. ThereÕs an inherent tightness that might feel 
odd at !rst, but that should go away the moment you get in the water. A 
swimming wetsuit is like a full-body "oatie, helping you stay level on the 
water, as well as much warmer.

9. SUNGLASSES On the bike and run, a basic pair of sport 
sunglasses, which can start  in price at £25, are invaluable. Wind, bugs, 
raindrops, an errant squirt of energy drink from your bottle are all thwarted 
by your peeper keepers. (And, oh yeah, theyÕre great at knocking down 
sun glare too.)

10. RUNNING SHOES Got a pair of running shoes youÕve 
been using to walk the dog? Those will be good enough to make your !rst 
foray into tri. 

11. TRI SUIT The idea of triathlon is to get from start to !nish in the 
least amount of time, and changing from bike shorts into running shorts 
eats up that time, so using a tri kit allows you to wear the same out!t from 
start to !nish. Comprising quick-drying fabric and a small chamois to 
make the bike ride more comfortable, the suit will help you get from swim 
to bike to run more swiftly.

12. RUNNING HAT WeÕre out under the sun enough in races, 
let alone in training. Protecting your pate from the sun is importantÑas is 
the bene!t of keeping the sun out of your eyes.

13. TRANSITION TOWEL OR MAT This is a simple one: A 
towel or mat serves as a visual marker of where your bike is when you come 
out of the water. Many triathletes get towels that look as crazy as possible 
to make !nding their spot even easier. ItÕs also a clean, dry place to stand 
while hauling off your wetsuit or putting on your run shoes.

14. WATER BOTTLE Gotta have something to sip on the bike, 
especially if you have a favourite energy drink, right? You can even take it 
out onto the run if so inclined.

15. WETSUIT LUBRICANT The constant movement of the neck 
while swimming often creates a friction rub on the skin. Products such as 
Bodyglide knock down that friction, reducing the likelihood of the dreaded 
wetsuit hickey.  
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ATTACK YOUR WEAKNESS
THE SUREST WAY TO IMPROVE IS TO BECOME MORE BALANCED IN ALL THREE DISCIPLINES. HEREÕS HOW.

BY MATT FITZGERALD ¥ PHOTOS BY JOHN SEGESTA/JOHNSEGESTA.COM
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There arenÕt many triathletes who are more or less equally competent 
in swimming, cycling and running, but there are some. Michellie 
Jones comes to mind. Balance is the formula that has driven Jones, 

the legendary Australian, to two ITU World Championship titles, an 
Olympic silver medal and an Ironman World Championship victory. 
She has always been among the best swimmers, cyclists and runners 
in the sport but has never the best in any single discipline. Consider 
JonesÕ victorious performance in the 2006 Ironman World Champion-
ship. She recorded the Þfth-fastest swim, the sixth-fastest bike and the 
fourth-fastest run of the day. HowÕs that for balance?

Some triathletes have achieved a very high level of success without 
balance. Jimmy Riccitello was all about the bike. His mediocre swim 
forced him to play catch-up in most races, and his mediocre run caused 
him to get caught in many others. But his cycling prowess was so great 
that he still managed to win some big events, including the St. Croix 
International Triathlon and the Buffalo Springs Half-Ironman. AustraliaÕs 
Mirinda Carfrae is just the opposite. Her bike leg is weak compared to 
that of other female long-distance triathletes on her level, but she swims 
well and crushes the run. ThatÕs enough to make her Þrst at Þnish lines 
in races such as the 2007 Ironman World Championship 70.3. 

It would be a mistake, however, to look at athletes like Riccitello 
and Carfrae, who succeed despite a clearly weak discipline, and assume 
that you can do the same. 

First, weakness is relative. American Olympian Matt ReedÕs run 
is weak compared to his swim and bike, but he still runs a 32:30 10K 

split in World Cup races. Your weak discipline represents your greatest 
opportunity to improve as a triathlete. You can only improve your 
splits in your best triathlon leg so much. The real opportunity to shave 
minutes off your overall Þnish time lies in becoming a more balanced 
triathlete by shoring up your greatest weakness. Even if your weakness 
never becomes a true strength, you stand to become a higher-performing 
triathlete by elevating your weak discipline from an embarrassment to 
a non-liability. You may never win races in your weak leg, but at least 
you can stop losing them there.

ThereÕs no secret to shoring up a weakness. You just have to work 
hard at it. But, of course, this is exactly what most triathletes donÕt do. 
If you asked a roomful of other triathletes to Þrst name their weakest 
discipline, then name the discipline they least enjoy training in, and 
then name the discipline they spend the least time training in, most 
of them would speak the same word three times. It is human nature 
to enjoy what one does well and avoid doing what one does not do 
well. But indulging this facet of human nature leads triathletes into 
stagnation. If you really want to bolster your weak discipline, sooner 
or later you have to suck it up and work hard on it.

Some coaches advise triathletes to spend the most time on their 
weakest discipline. I see nothing wrong with maintaining this sort of 
strategic imbalanceÑcalled a single-sport focus periodÑfor relatively 
short stretches of time, but in the long term, triathletes who take this 
approach tend to lose Þtness in their strongest discipline, which is also 
undesirable. By doing a roughly equal number of workouts in all three 
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disciplines, you get something close to the best of both worlds: You do 
enough to get stronger in each discipline and weaker in none. 

SINGLE-SPORT FOCUS PERIO DS
The best time to commit to a single-sport focus period is during the 

off-season or early base-building period.  Anytime youÕre within roughly 
10 weeks of an upcoming race, your training should be balanced, but 
over the winter, balance doesnÕt matter as much. At this time you can 
sharply reduce or even brießy cease your training in one or both of 
your stronger disciplines to free up time and energy to work on your 
weakness without jeopardising your summer race performances. As 
long as you restore balance to your training by March or April, you 
wonÕt be in a hole you canÕt climb out of by May or June.

For example, if you normally swim, bike and run three times each 
per week during the racing season, you might block out eight weeks in 
December and January for a single-sport focus period during which 
you train Þve times per week in your weak discipline and just twice a 
week in each of the other two. In this case, youÕre simply redistributing 
your nine weekly workouts. If you wanted the off-season to provide 
a break from heavy training along with an opportunity to strengthen 
your weakness, you might instead do Þve workouts per week in your 
weak discipline and only one in each of the other two.

Because oneÕs weakest discipline is typically also oneÕs least favourite, 
maintaining motivation through a single-sport focus period can be 
challenging. For some, selecting a single-sport race as the culminating 
point of a single-sport focus period is an effective way to overcome 
this motivational challenge. 

The most popular goal of this type among triathletes is an autumn 
or winter marathon. But there are equivalent goals you can set in 
swimming and cycling. If itÕs cycling that holds you back, train for a 
spring century ride could be just what you need.

A single-sport focus period is not the only path to improving a 
weak triathlon discipline. You can also attack your weakness within 
a balanced training regimen by focusing on the individual key to 
improvement in each of the three triathlon disciplines.

BECOMING A BETTER SWIMM ER
The fastest way to improve your freestyle swim technique is to 

have your stroke analysed by a qualiÞed coach. Indeed, after plain 
old time in the water, stroke analysis is probably the single most 
indispensable tool for becoming a better swimmer. You cannot pos-
sibly self-diagnose and self-correct every single ßaw in your stroke. 
Even Olympians rely on others for this. Masters swim coaches are 
great resources for stroke analysis. They can provide it both within 
the context of group workouts or one-on-one (sometimes for an 
additional fee depending on the coach). Another good way to receive 
stroke analysis is by attending a weekend swim or triathlon camp, 
some of which even offer videotape stroke analysis. You can also 
do your own videotaping and send the tape to an expert coach for 
analysis by mail.

I myself am a good case study in the power of technique analysis. 
My youth sport was running, and I came to triathlon in 1997 as a 
weak swimmer. Over the next few years I tried to become a better 
swimmer basically the same way I had become a good runner, by 
Ògetting in shapeÓ in the waterÑthat is, by building up my distance 
and working hard. But it didnÕt pan out. After working harder than 
ever on my swim over the summer of 2003 in preparation for my 
Þrst Ironman in Wisconsin, only to exit the water in 373rd place, I 
called coach Roch Frey in frustration and requested a video technique 
analysis session. Armed with the tips that came out of that session, I 
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improved my swimming more in the next six weeks than I had in the 
preceding six years. In my next race, I was seventh out of the water 
in my wave and Þnished second overall.

BECOMING A BETTER C YC LIST
If cycling is your weak link, your best bet to attack it, aside from 

spending more time in the saddle, is to increase the variety of your 
bike training. By variation I mean, speciÞcally challenging the limits 
of your pedalling capacity in different ways. Throwing disparate types 
of pedalling challenges at your neuromuscular system forces it to get 
creativeÑto try out different patterns of muscle recruitment, some 
of which will be more efÞcient, others of which will help you better 
resist fatigue.

Each bike workout within your weekly training regimen should 
be unlike the others. The most important variable to manipulate in 
training is speed, or intensity, because fatigue results from different 
causes at different pedalling intensities, and experiencing fatigue from 
different causes stimulates disparate physiological adaptations. 

The four major speed/intensity levels you need to incorporate 
regularly in your training, in order of decreasing volume, are moderate 
aerobic intensity (a comfortable but not dawdling pace), threshold 
intensity (roughly 40K race pace), VO2max pace (a pace you can sustain 
for no longer than 10 minutes) and maximum power. 

Other variables to Þddle with in bike training are duration (be 
sure to do one longer ride each week), gradient (donÕt let a week 
go by without taking on some challenging climbs), cadence (throw 
some high-cadence intervals into the mix to improve your efÞciency 
at higher cadences) and force (throw some high-gear efforts into the 
mix to improve your power output capacity).

BECOMING A BETTER RUNNER
The secret to boosting your running performance is building a solid 

foundation of running Þtness. The foundation of running Þtness is itself 
twofold: part speed and part endurance. If your running performance is 
weak, work on developing each of these two components independently. 
You need to run really fast in some of your workouts to stimulate 
neuromuscular adaptations that will enable you to later extend your 
speed over distance. You also need to run really far in some of your 
workouts to stimulate metabolic and cardiovascular adaptations that 
will help you sustain faster pace levels down the road as well.

ÒFastÓ and ÒfarÓ are relative terms, of course. By ÒfastÓ I mean 
signiÞcantly faster than your triathlon running race pace. Save the 
tempo runs and other moderately fast stuff until after you have built 
your foundation. In the meantime, hit the track and blast out 200- to 
800-metre intervals. By ÒfarÓ I mean farther than you really need to run 
to develop the necessary endurance to Þnish your races. For example, 
if youÕre training for an Olympic-distance race, thereÕs no strict need 
to do long runs that are longer than seven or eight miles. But if youÕre 
trying to address a weak run by building a proper running foundation, 
then build your long run distance up to 10 or 12 miles in training for 
an Olympic-distance event.

BE LIKE MIC HELLIE
Every triathlete has a weak discipline, but the best triathletes tend 

to be very balanced, like Michellie Jones. Becoming more balanced 
requires a commitment to work on strengthening your weakest discipline. 
While you might dread the idea now, if you make the commitment 
anyway, you will surely warm up to it. There is no thrill quite like the 
thrill of improving.  
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If you are generally healthy, know how to swim and ride a bike and you 
are not too overweight, you can prepare for a triathlon in 12 weeks--even 
if youÕre pretty out of shape today. Untold thousands of men and women 

starting from a place very close to yours have prepared for a successful sprint 
triathlon !nish in less than three months. Now itÕs your turn. 

This 12-week beginnerÕs sprint triathlon (800m swim/20km bike/5km run) 
training plan features a manageable weekly schedule of two swims, two rides 
and two runs per week. It starts with very short, moderate-intensity workouts 
in week one and becomes more challenging each week thereafter. 

Before you start this plan, you should be able to swim 200 metres (eight 
lengths of a standard 25-metre pool) without taking a break. You should also 
be able to bike for 30 minutes and run for 15 minutes. If youÕre not there 
yet, take a few weeks to gradually build your endurance before starting this 

plan. For example, start with a 15-minute workout consisting of one minute 
of running followed by one minute of walking. In subsequent workouts, 
gradually increase the duration of the running segments until youÕre able to 
run for 15 minutes straight.

To monitor your workout intensity throughout this plan, use an effort 
scale of 1-to-10. Ò1Ó is a slow walk/coasting on the bike/treading water, 
Ò5Ó is a moderate, comfortable pace and Ò10Ó is a full sprint. The rest of the 
information you need to do each workout is contained within the training 
schedules themselvesÑexcept for the swim drills, which are prescribed but 
not described. You can learn appropriate drills from a Masters swim coach, 
a Web site such as Trinewbies.com or a book such as Triathlete Magazine’s 
Complete Triathlon Book.

Good Luck!

12 WEEKS TO YOUR 
FIRST TRIATHLON
BY MATT FITZGERALD
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MONDAY TUESDAY WEDNESDAY THURSDAY FRIDAY SATURDAY SUNDAY

1

Off SWIM
Warmup: 100 metres Level 4, 
Drills: 4 x 25 metres (rest 30 
seconds after each 25), Main 
set: 100 metres Level 6-7, 
Cooldown: 100 metres Level 4

BIKE
30 minutes 
Level 5-6

RUN
15 minutes 
Level 5-6

SWIM
Warmup: 100 metres Level 4, 
Drills: 4 x 25 metres (rest 30 
seconds after each 25), Main 
set: 100 metres Level 6-7, 
Cooldown: 100 metres Level 4

BIKE
30 minutes 
Level 5-6

RUN
15 minutes 
Level 5-6

2

Off SWIM
Warmup: 100 metres Level 4, 
Drills: 4 x 25 metres (rest 30 
seconds after each 25), Main 
set: 2 x 100 metres Level 6-7 
(rest 30 seconds after each 100), 
Cooldown: 100 metres Level 4

BIKE
30 minutes 
Level 5-6

RUN
20 minutes 
Level 5-6

SWIM
Warmup: 100 metres Level 4, 
Drills: 4 x 25 metres (rest 30 
seconds after each 25), Main set: 
2 x 100 metres Level 6-7 (rest 
30 seconds after each 100), 
Cooldown: 100 metres Level 4

BIKE
35 minutes 
Level 5-6

RUN
20 minutes 
Level 5-6

3

Off SWIM
Warmup: 100 metres Level 4, 
Drills: 4 x 25 metres (rest 30 
seconds after each 25), Main 
set: 3 x 100 metres Level 6-7 
(rest 30 seconds after each 100), 
Cooldown: 100 metres Level 4

BIKE
35 minutes 
Level 5-6

RUN
20 minutes 
Level 5-6

SWIM
Warmup: 100 metres Level 4, 
Drills: 4 x 25 metres (rest 30 
seconds after each 25), Main set: 
3 x 100 metres Level 6-7 (rest 
30 seconds after each 100), 
Cooldown: 100 metres Level 4

BIKE
40 minutes 
Level 5-6

RUN
25 minutes 
Level 5-6

4

Off SWIM
Warmup: 100 metres Level 4, 
Drills: 4 x 25 metres (rest 30 
seconds after each 25), Main 
set: 4 x 75 metres Level 9 (rest 
30 seconds after each 75), 
Cooldown: 100 metres Level 4

BIKE
10-minute 
warmup Level 4, 
10 minutes Level 
8, 10-minute 
cooldown Level 4

RUN
20 minutes 
Level 5-6

SWIM
Warmup: 100 metres Level 4, 
Drills: 4 x 25 metres (rest 30 
seconds after each 25), Main set: 
4 x 100 metres Level 6-7 (rest 
30 seconds after each 100), 
Cooldown: 100 metres Level 4

BIKE
40 minutes 
Level 5-6

RUN
25 minutes 
Level 5-6

5

Off SWIM
Warmup: 200 metres Level 4, 
Drills: 8 x 25 metres (rest 30 
seconds after each 25), Main 
set: 4 x 100 metres Level 6-7 
(rest 10 seconds after each 100), 
Cooldown: 200 metres Level 4

BIKE
10-minute 
warmup Level 4, 
15 minutes Level 
8, 10-minute 
cooldown Level 4

RUN
5-minute 
warmup Level 4, 
3 x (5 minutes 
Level 9/3 
minutes Level 
4), 5-minute 
cooldown 
Level 4

SWIM
Warmup: 200 metres Level 4, 
Drills: 4 x 25 metres (rest 30 
seconds after each 25), Main 
set: 8 x 50 metres Level 10 
(rest 30 seconds after each 50), 
Cooldown: 200 metres Level 4

BIKE
40 minutes 
Level 5-6

RUN
30 minutes 
Level 5-6

6

Off SWIM
Warmup: 200 metres Level 4, 
Drills: 8 x 25 metres (rest 30 
seconds after each 25), Main 
set: 6 x 100 metres Level 6-7 
(rest 10 seconds after each 100), 
Cooldown: 200 metres Level 4

BIKE
10-minute 
warmup Level 4, 
3 x (5 minutes 
Level 9/3 
minutes Level 
4), 10-minute 
cooldown Level 4

RUN
5-minute 
warmup 
Level 4, 15 
minutes Level 
8, 5-minute 
cooldown 
Level 4

SWIM
Warmup: 200 metres Level 4, 
Drills: 8 x 25 metres (rest 30 
seconds after each 25), Main 
set: 10 x 50 metres Level 10 
(rest 30 seconds after each 50), 
Cooldown: 200 metres Level 4

BIKE - 
RUN
Bike 40 
minutes Level 
5-6 + Run 
10 minutes 
Level 5-6

RUN
25 minutes 
Level 5-6
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7

Off SWIM
Warmup: 200 metres Level 4, 
Drills: 8 x 25 metres (rest 30 
seconds after each 25), Main 
set: 8 x 100 metres Level 6-7 
(rest 10 seconds after each 100), 
Cooldown: 200 metres Level 4

BIKE
10-minute 
warmup Level 4, 
20 minutes Level 
8, 10-minute 
cooldown Level 4

RUN
5-minute 
warmup Level 4, 
4 x (5 minutes 
Level 9/3 
minutes Level 
4), 5-minute 
cooldown 
Level 4

SWIM
Warmup: 200 metres Level 4, 
Drills: 8 x 25 metres (rest 30 
seconds after each 25), Main 
set: 12 x 50 metres Level 10 
(rest 30 seconds after each 50), 
Cooldown: 200 metres Level 4

SWIM-
BIKE-RUN
Swim 300 
metres Level 
5-6 + Bike 40 
minutes Level 
5-6 + Run 
10 minutes 
Level 5-6

RUN
30 minutes 
Level 5-6

8

Off SWIM
Warmup: 200 metres Level 4, 
Drills: 8 x 25 metres (rest 30 
seconds after each 25), Main 
set: 4 x 75 metres Level 9 (rest 
20 seconds after each 75), 
Cooldown: 200 metres Level 4

BIKE
10-minute 
warmup Level 4, 
3 x (5 minutes 
Level 9/3 
minutes Level 
4), 10-minute 
cooldown Level 4

RUN
5-minute 
warmup 
Level 4, 10 
minutes Level 
8, 5-minute 
cooldown 
Level 4

SWIM
Warmup: 200 metres Level 4, 
Drills: 8 x 25 metres (rest 30 
seconds after each 25), Main 
set: 8 x 50 metres Level 10 
(rest 30 seconds after each 50), 
Cooldown: 200 metres Level 4

BIKE
15 minutes 
Level 4

RUN
40 minutes 
Level 5-6

9

Off SWIM
Warmup: 200 metres Level 4, 
Drills: 8 x 25 metres (rest 30 
seconds after each 25), Main 
set: 6 x 75 metres Level 9 (rest 
20 seconds after each 75), 
Cooldown: 200 metres Level 4

BIKE
15-minute 
warmup Level 
4, 15 minutes 
Level 8, 15-
minute cooldown 
Level 4

RUN
5 minutes 
Level 4, 4 x 
(5 minutes 
Level 9/3 
minutes Level 
4), 5 minutes 
Level 4

SWIM
Warmup: 200 metres Level 4, 
Drills: 8 x 25 metres (rest 30 
seconds after each 25), Main 
set: 3 x 300 metres Level 8 (rest 
45 seconds after each 300), 
Cooldown: 200 metres Level 4

BIKE
1 hour 10 
minutes 
Level 5-6

RUN
50 minutes 
Level 5-6

10

Off SWIM
Warmup: 200 metres Level 4, 
Drills: 8 x 25 metres (rest 30 
seconds after each 25), Main 
set: 7 x 75 metres Level 9 (rest 
20 seconds after each 75), 
Cooldown: 200 metres Level 4

BIKE
15-minute 
warmup Level 4, 
20 minutes Level 
8, 15-minute 
cooldown Level 4

RUN
5-minute 
warmup 
Level 4, 20 
minutes Level 
8, 5-minute 
cooldown 
Level 4

SWIM
Warmup: 200 metres Level 4, 
Drills: 8 x 25 metres (rest 30 
seconds after each 25), Main 
set: 4 x 300 metres Level 8 (rest 
45 seconds after each 300), 
Cooldown: 200 metres Level 4

BIKE-RUN
Bike 60 
minutes Level 
5-6 + Run 
10 minutes 
Level 5-6

RUN
55 minutes 
Level 5-6

11

Off SWIM
Warmup: 200 metres Level 4, 
Drills: 8 x 25 metres (rest 30 
seconds after each 25), Main 
set: 8 x 75 metres Level 9 (rest 
20 seconds after each 75), 
Cooldown: 200 metres Level 4

BIKE
10-minute 
warmup Level 4, 
20 minutes Level 
8, 10-minute 
cooldown Level 4

RUN
Level 4, 5 x 
(5 minutes 
Level 9/3 
minutes Level 
4), 5-minute 
cooldown 
Level 4

SWIM
Warmup: 200 metres Level 4, 
Drills: 8 x 25 metres (rest 30 
seconds after each 25), Main 
set: 3 x 400 metres Level 8 (rest 
45 seconds after each 400), 
Cooldown: 200 metres Level 4

SWIM-
BIKE-RUN
Swim 300 
metres Level 
5-6 + Bike 
40 minutes 
Level 5-6 
+ Run 10 
minutes 
Level 5-6

RUN
60 minutes 
Level 5-6

12

Off SWIM
Warmup: 200 metres Level 4, 
Drills: 4 x 25 metres (rest 30 
seconds after each 25), Main 
set: 6 x 75 metres Level 9 (rest 
30 seconds after each 75), 
Cooldown: 200 metres Level 4

BIKE
10-minute 
warmup Level 4, 
10 minutes Level 
8, 10-minute 
cooldown Level 4

RUN
5-minute 
warmup 
Level 4, 10 
minutes Level 
8, 5-minute 
cooldown 
Level 4

SWIM
Warmup: 100 metres Level 4, 
Main set: 200 metres Level 6-7, 
Cooldown: 100 metres Level 4

BIKE
15 minutes 
Level 4

SPRINT
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BE COMFORTABLE WITH THE UNKNOWN
The first thing every beginner needs to accept is that you are 

indeed a beginner; the mechanics of racing might feel awkward. This 
is OK! It can take years to learn to temper your nerves and find your 
approach to racing. But what follows here will help you jump ahead 
of the learning curve and race well your first time out.

COVER YOUR BASICS
From day one in the sport all good things start with training. 

Before the exotic (and expensive) bikes can work their magic, you have 
to swim, bike and run over and over again. This preparation starts in 
the weeks and months leading up to your competition. Draw strength 

from your workouts. You will forever be learning how to perfect this 
three-part sport. No one has it all buttoned up. 

PLAN THE DETAILS
Some details to consider include planning what you will wear in 

each segment of a race, creating a strategy for taking in calories and 
fluids during the day and practising your actual transitions. Don’t save 
these decisions until race week. Figure out beforehand if you will need 
a full wetsuit or none at all, if you will take bars, gels or just sports 
drinks on the bike and whether to do the entire race in the same outfit 
or change partway through. Over time the details become second nature 
and will be a strength that helps you perform better.

BEGINNER TIPS FROM THE 
ULTIMATE VETERAN
BY MATT FITZGERALD

The first race I ever did was  in 1982. That seems like a lifetime and a world of experience ago. There was nothing familiar in that initial 
triathlon race experience. I had not put together a fast swim, bike and run—ever. I was not a stranger to competition growing up as a 
swimmer, but this was different. There were no mums cheering from the pool deck, giving reassuring smiles to calm my nerves. I certainly 

wouldn’t find a nice roped-off lane line to follow, just a furious, cold ocean for the swim. Beyond that, the second two thirds of the race were 
such an unknown to me. I really had no clue about pacing. How would I know if I was going too easy, too fast or pegging it just right? But I 
made it through and learned a few things that might help you in your journey as a triathlete.
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LOCATE YOUR STUFF 
This may seem like a rudimentary idea, but itÕs not. I guarantee 

you that how your gear looks in a transition area in the wee hours of 
the morning will be very different than it does when you come out of 
the water and your eyes and brain are waterlogged. A bike rack full of 
equipment can look totally different if half the crowd is gone by the 
time you try to Þnd yours. Have a plan. Pick a stationary landmark 
in the area that will help you Þnd your bike, your running shoes or 
anything else. It might mean placing a colourful towel near your gear 
or Þnding a unique object near your spot that will tell you youÕre in 
the correct row. 

BUILD, BUILD, BUILD
The number one rookie mistake is to go too hard too early. There are 

many reasons why beginners make this mistake. The Þrst is that by race 
day you are usually the most rested you have been for a while, and when 
that surge of extra energy is coupled with race day nerves, you can swim 
like a hydroplane for the Þrst 500 metres in the water. But guess what? 
There is a lot of racing to do after those initial opening minutes. 

You can avoid this mistake by thinking conservatively. Hold back 
about Þve to 10 per cent from the pace you feel you can sustain during 
the Þrst third of the swim. Continue to hold back about 10 to 15 seconds 
slower per hundred metres than you can typically swim during the 
second third. Then, just maintain your pace for the Þnal third. 

Once on the bike, give yourself a few miles to get the blood out 
of your upper body and into your legs before really pushing the pace. 
But again, pick a speed and effort level that you feel you can build on 
throughout the entire bike ride. DonÕt try to peg it and then hold it. 
That strategy leads to a lot of tough moments later in the race. 

One trick to help you pace your energy output is called Òsoft pedalling,Ó 
where you push on the pedals with the sensation that you are letting up 
on that pressure at the same time. Try to get the feel of this in training. It 
is easiest to get the hang of when you maintain a modestly high cadence 
rate (around 90 to 95 rpms). Riding with a strong tailwind is another 
good way to practice soft-pedalling. If you Þnd yourself turning big gears 
with a low cadence and really pushing hard on the pedals in the opening 
miles of the bike, well, good luck to you!

For the run, the same rule holds, which means you should feel like 
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you are ßoating rather than racing during the opening miles. Keep 
a small amount of energy and speed in reserve so that you can 
gradually increase your pace until you find that perfect rhythm 
that is both competitive and sustainable. It is much easier to back 
off one to two per cent from a pace that was gradually built into 
than it is to come back from pushing way too hard in the opening 
miles of the run.

THE PERFECT RACE
I tell people all the time that there is no such thing as a perfect 

race, but you can run a race perfectly. What this means is that things 
happen in racing that are, at the very least, unwelcome and, at worst, 
unexpected. ItÕs how you handle each of them that can make every 
race Òperfect.Ó You always try to visualise what your perfect race will 
look like and how you will deal with situations that are challenging. 
But the reality of racing is that usually you will encounter situations 
that you hoped you would not have to deal with and situations that 
can seem off-the-charts tough. 

Racing perfectly means that you deal with difÞcult situations 
calmly. If you get a ßat, donÕt freak out, just change the tyre. If you 
get kicked during the swim, just keep swimming. If you miss a water 
stop on the run, pick up some extra at the next one. Whatever it is, 
just deal with it calmly and move on. That is what having the perfect 
race is all about. 

NO BAD RACES
There is really no such thing as a bad race. Certainly there are 

expectations that far exceed reality, and there are days where abso-
lutely everything imaginable goes wrong. But there is really never 
a bad raceÑwith one exception. That is the race where nothing is 
learned that will help you out in the future. Each moment in your 
race day is a chance to note something that will help you in the 
future. It might be a stark reality that tells you how to train better 
for the next race. It could be personal insight into a weakness that 
you become inspired to transform into a strength. The toughest 
races are often the ones that give you the pot of gold for the future. 
But this only happens if you reflect on them and learn something 
that betters you as a person and gives you insight that helps you 
race better the next time. 

As for the ultimate race of your life? Well, it is only after the 
Þnish line has been crossed and enough time has passed to reßect 
back on the day that you will really be able to see how great of a race 
you just had. In the moment of having the race of your life, it will 
hurt, you might doubt your preparation and you could ask yourself a 
thousand times why you are even there. But between those moments 
of questioning and doubt, there can be magical miles where your 
mind is quiet and your body is working at its top efÞciency, where 
you ignore the moment before that was tough or the next instant that 
is unknown. The best race of your life exists in the quiet beating of 
your feet on the pavement and the breath of air that is sustaining your 
efforts. That is the mindset that will take you from being a novice in 
the sport to having the best experiences you can.  

Mark Allen is the six-time winner of the Ironman World Championship in Hawaii. Mark 
has a state of the art online triathlon training program at www.markallenonline.com. 
In addition to the online program, Mark co-teaches a workshop entitled Fit Soul, Fit 
Body with Brant Secunda, a shaman, healer and ceremonial leader in the Huichol 
Indian tradition. They have also recently released a book by this same name that you 
can !nd at book shops near you or on Amazon.co.uk (Fit Soul, Fit Body-9 Keys to a 
Healthier, Happier You).
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WHAT YOU NEED

WETSUIT
While most brands promote the crème de la crème wetsuits that 

retail upward of £350, the fact is, you can get a good, swim-specific 
wetsuit for as little as £150. The primary benefits of a wetsuit are 
to keep you warm and act as a full-body flotation device, with the 
neoprene helping level your body with the water for a more efficient 
form. Higher-priced suits will feature special coatings or differing 
thicknesses, but as long as you’re getting a swim-specific wetsuit (as 
opposed to a surfing wetsuit that often lacks range of shoulder motion 
for your swim stroke and the slick, heat-harnessing rubber coating), 
you will get what you need: flotation and warmth.

Tri wetsuits come in sleeveless and sleeved varieties. Go for the 
sleeved version. It may cost a bit more, but it’s going to keep you 
warmer during your races.

GOGGLES
Remember those tiny socket goggles that Michael Phelps and 

the pros at your local race were wearing? Forget ’em. For many new 
triathletes, the swim is daunting enough, and tiny goggles can seem 
claustrophobic. Larger goggles or mask-style eyewear give you a more 
comfortable, panoramic field of vision and don’t give you those often-
irritating raccoon eyes. 

BIKE
Choosing a bike is the one area where you don’t need to go crazy 

or get sucked into the hype. You just want a bike that you can enjoy: 
one that fits and won’t break the bank, and that’s a simple entry-level 
road bike. If after a few races you find you enjoy the sport, the sky’s 
the limit. Jump in with both feet and purchase a tri bike. But at first, a 
simple road bike will do the trick. Plus, you can use it to take the kids 
out for a ride at the park on Sundays.

It can be the most daunting sight for first-time triathletes embarking on their first race: rows upon rows of sleek carbon fibre bikes with 
matching gloss black wheels and aerodynamic helmets. Do I belong? Do I have all the right “stuff?” Don’t feel pressured by the ads and the 
shiny bikes in the transition area. Your first experience is meant to be fun. This sport was borne of heavy steel road bikes, old running shorts 

and bandanas, and it still works that way today.

NECESSITIES FOR  
YOUR FIRST RACE
BY JAY PRASUHN 
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Get the one that Þts you best. Since these bikes are typically sized in 
a measure of centimetres instead of small, medium or large, your local 
bike shop can tell you your optimal frame size. A frame that Þts equals 
a bike that youÕll enjoy and thus will want to ride more often. 

During these early rides, stick with standard platform pedals. Over 
time, you may want to get into clipless pedals, but learning them can be 
tricky. And before heading out the door, pick up a tool kit that mounts 
in a bag under your saddle. Your local retailer may even offer lessons 
on how to change a ßat tyre. Pay attention because the AA doesnÕt do 
bike ßats, and ßats are an inevitability of cycling.

AEROBARS
Ah, the ubiquitous aerobar that identiÞes you as a triathlete. To be 

clear, the length of your Þrst triathlon, likely a sprint, makes it possible 
to do the race without them. But if you add these for a bit of an aero 
advantage, there are plenty to choose from. A basic clip-on (an aerobar 
that simply clamps onto your existing handlebars) will do the trick. 
While the extensions that point out instead of up are in fashion now, 
simple ones with an upturn to grab will serve you well. 

Several brands offer smaller ÒshortiesÓ or Òjammers.Ó Ironically, 
these shorter-length clip-on aerobars, targeted to the athletes who do 
triathlon in the Olympics on road bikes, are ideal for beginners as well, 
providing a good aero position. Their shorter reach often help prevent 
a riderÕs hands from tangling with the brake cable. 

Practice using your aerobars in an open car park before using them 
on the open road. When race day comes and youÕre on the bike with a 
bit of open road, just move forward on your saddle and get comfy.

APPAREL
Do you need a form-Þtting triathlon kit? Certainly not. Some-

thing as simple as a technical fabric top or even a t-shirt will be Þne 
as a top to wear on race day. But for the bike and run, you will want 
something different than a pair of standard athletic shorts; cotton 

underwear is abrasive and will leave you badly chafed by dayÕs end.
A pair of triathlon shorts, however, will make your experience worlds 

better. Like bike shorts, they have a padded chamois that makes that 
bike seat a bit more tenable. The chamois in this £30 - £50 piece is a bit 
thinner than that of a traditional bike short, so you can do that 5K run 
without feeling like you have a nappy attached to your shorts. 

HELMET
The local supermarket has them, and your dad might have an old 

one in the garage from his riding days, but youÕll want to get a new 
one from a reputable bike shop. Supermarket-brand helmets may 
not meet the stringent testing standards of current industry brands, 
and the polystyrene in DadÕs old one is likely degraded to the point 
where it would be of little help for protecting your head in the event 
of a crash. Again, while some of the spendy ones at £100 look trick, 
the only real difference is the amount of ventilation . They both serve 
the same purpose: protecting your noggin. You can get a basic helmet 
for around £50. 

SHOES
Any sports shop will do the trick, but a running shoe specialist 

can deliver a bit more info to help you with your shoe choice. While 
it may be Òjust running,Ó youÕll Þnd that thereÕs actually far more to 
it. Over time youÕll become familiar with your run stride, how your 
feet land, and you might discover little niggles and will buy your shoes 
accordingly.

Until then, a running shoe retailer is your best friend; he or she 
can help analyse your walk and run stride to determine your ideal 
running shoe.  



WHAT YOU NEED
BY IAN OSBORNE 
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WETSUIT: BLUESEVENTY FUSION £180.00
Blueseventy.com

The fusion is the suit perfectly matched for the sportÕs newcomers and those seeking more buoyant 
legs and improved body alignment. It offers the maximum allowed buoyancy which is focussed on 
the hips, lower legs and thighs. Large underarm "exible gussets allow for great reach and comfort 
as the arms and shoulders move. A low-line neck collar offers not only comfy !t but helps to stop 
cha!ng. blueseventy offer both male and female speci!c suits for the perfect !t.

BIKE COMPUTER: VDO X1DW £24.99
Fisheroutdoor.co.uk

The VDO X1DW has a digital wireless connection which eliminates external interfer-
ence for precise readings. Its eleven functions include speed, trip distance, odometer 
and maximum speed. It can be set up to be used with a second mount kit on two bikes, 
so road and MTB rides can both be measured on a single unit. The features triathletes 
will !nd useful while training and on race day are the ride timer and average speed 
functions. There is an additional digital wireless cadence option too.

TRI BARS OVAL A710 CLASSIC CLIP-ON TRI BARS £79.99
Upgradebikes.co.uk

OvalÕs A710 clip-on tri bars are a great way to convert your regular road bike into a tri race 
machine. They allow you to get a little more aerodynamic and provide a comfy ride when youÕre 
powering through the bike part of the race. TheyÕre dead easy to !t and offer plenty of adjustability 
to dial them in for all body shapes and sizes. Available to !t regular 26.0mm and 31.8mm oversize 
bars and weigh 395g.  
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BIKE: CANNONDALE CAAD8 SORA TRIPLE £649.99
Cannondale.com

CannondaleÕs CAAD8 offers the perfect entry level bike for new triathletes. Oversized 6000 series aluminium tubing with smooth double pass welds 
provide ef!ciency and durability. Hourglass shaped seat stays provide vertical compliance to offer greater ride comfort over long distances. Coupled 
with a slightly longer head tube and con!dence inspiring geometry itÕs the perfect partner for the !rst time rider. Add a Shimano Sora groupset with 
Cannondale components and you have the makings of an ideal !rst tri bike.  

HELMET: GIRO STYLUS £49.99
Madison.co.uk

The stylish looking Stylus takes on many of the features once reserved for top end 
helmets.  It has 26 vents to help the air "ow and keep you cool as you pedal. The RocLoc 
3 retention system makes for simple !tting, especially with the easy adjust side straps. 
Inner Coolmax pads not only provide comfort but soak up sweat, and can be washed when 
dirty. As youÕd expect from Giro the Stylus meets CE EN1078 certi!cation and 275g itÕs 
hardly noticeable on your head. 

RUN SHOES NEW BALANCE 758 £75.00
Newbalance.co.uk

The New Balance 758 is a sturdy all round cushioned shoe for the 
neutral runner who doesnÕt need too much in the way of stability. ThereÕs an 
elastomer in the sole for shock absorption and this also helps to provide 
a responsive ride. They feature quick drying mesh uppers that not only 
transfer moisture from your feet but dry quickly when wet. This updated 
model tips the scales at 321g. The !t is snug and ride responsive. Available 
in two width !ttings.



Pro triathletes move through the transition area in poetic motion. You 
would never know they had just done a hard swim the way they dash 
in, don their helmets and sunglasses and swipe their bikes in one 

seamless movement, heading out for the ride. Seeing them come in to start 
the run is equally impressive.
Then there are the rest of usÑthe chaos theory in full effect. The blood has 
yet to move from the arms to the brain, and weÕre dashing about, wetsuit 
pulled over the head, running, stopping É looking, doubling back, going 
down the row to our bike. 
There are a few unspoken laws associated with the transition area. Sometimes 
you gotta learn by taking your lumps. Or just read below, avoid the trouble 
and earn the gratitude of your fellow competitors.

DO

BRING A PUMP. You could rely on the guy next to you, but thatÕs 
not fair to him as heÕs trying to prepare for his race and is !nding his pump 
pulled away every four minutes. Be self-suf!cient and bring your own "oor 
pump to top off the air in your tyres on race morning.

BRING TOILET PAPER. YouÕve stood in line for the porter loo, 
made it to the front and entered to !nd no toilet paper. ThereÕs more than 
enough stress on race morning than to have to deal with the drama of having 
your wetsuit around your ankles !ve minutes before your wave goes off. Bring 
a roll in, and once youÕre done, leave it behind for someone else. ItÕs a karmic 
pay-it-forward thing that everyone will appreciate. 

KEEP YOUR EYES PEELED. Folks dashing for age-group glory 
can move like a bull through a China shop, mowing over anything in their 
path. So keep an eye out for those overly excited competitors.

TAKE YOUR TIME. Haste makes waste in triathlon transitions. 
What kind of waste? Forgetting to put your race number on. Forgetting to 
take your bike helmet off. That kind of thing. Pace yourself through transitions 
just as you do when swimming, cycling and running, to ensure that you get 
it all right the !rst time. If that means sitting down to pull off the wetsuit or 
pull on your shoes, go for it. 

MAKE A PRE-RACE VISUAL CUE. YouÕve just dashed from 
the water and are headed into a sea of bikes. WhereÕs yours? Be sure before 
the race to make a visual marker of which row your bike is in, and how far 
down the rack it is. Your best bet to !nd your bike is with a bright towel or 
transition matÑblaze orange, tie-dyed, the brighter the better.

KEEP A SPARE SET OF GOGGLES. ItÕs happened before: 
You pull on those favourite goggles and É snap! The rubber strap breaks. 
DonÕt test the chaos theory; have a backup set in your transition bag. And 

THE DOS AND DON’TS 
OF TRANSITION
BY JAY PRASUHN
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if it happens to someone nearby, you can bail him out by tossing him your 
spare. You may be out 10 quid, but youÕll make it up in good karma.

PRACTICE. Before some Saturday bike ride, !nd a spot at the park 
and practice the transition procedure you plan to execute on race day. Bring 
a pair of running shoes and a towel. You donÕt need a rack; just lean the bike 
up against a wall and practice running up to the bike, putting on sunglasses 
and helmet and getting onto the bike. Likewise, set up an imaginary dismount 
line and practice safe, straight-lined stops and dismounts. ItÕll make your 
race-day experience a familiar one.

DON’T

MOVE BIKES TO CREATE A PRIME POSITION. Yes, 
that little space between the two bikes on the !rst rack would be perfect for 
your bike. If the owners of the bikes arenÕt there to ask if you can squeeze 
in, donÕt take it upon yourself to do so. These folks got in line early to get 
those prime spots at the rack, and they wonÕt be keen to !nd that youÕve 
usurped the space. Move on down the rack and !nd an appropriate spot 
for your own goods.

OVERREACH YOUR RACK SPACE. With only so much 
space between bikes on a packed transition area rack, everyone needs only 
a bit of space to place her towel, running shoes and visor. Pick a spot to 
either side of your bike and claim no more than the width of your backpack 
for your gear placement. You only need enough space to place one set of 
bike shoes, one set of run shoes, a running hat and a race belt. Anything 
more is too much.

BRING THE KITCHEN SINK. A disturbing trend at races is that 
folks bring not only their essential gear (a towel, race shoes, visor) but also 
non-essentials. That would include a dish bucket to rinse feet after the swim and 
bike, or folding chairs. ItÕs a race; leave the comfort accoutrements at home.

TRY NEW MOVES. Never done a "ying mount onto your bike? 
Started a ride with your shoes already clipped to your bike? Done a rolling 
dismount? DonÕt try it on race day. These techniques save time when done 
well, but race day isnÕt the time to try them for the !rst time. Practice and 
perfect them in training.

FORGET ANYTHING. The best way to avoid showing up at the 
race, opening your duffelÑa duffel? really?Ñand realising youÕve forgotten 
your wetsuit is to use a dedicated triathlon transition bag. They really do 
make a difference, with pockets and partitions for everything from wetsuit 
and run and bike shoes to keys and phone (so youÕre not on an Easter egg 
hunt post-race to call and tell your spouse about your epic day). ThereÕs a 
place for everything and everything is in its place.  

   69
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ertainly the thought crossed your mind that an article about 
triathlon New YearÕs resolutions should have appeared in our 
January issue. But by this time of year, just one month after the 

countdown to 2010, most triathletesÕ lofty objectives have been long 
forgotten or deliberately forsaken. And it is now that the realisation 
sets in that making a resolution involves far more than simply creating 
a vague goal.

The problem is that either for lack of true belief in the resolution 
or for failure to mentally prepare to fulÞl the resolution, most resolu-
tions are doomed to fail. Think about typical triathlon resolutions: My 
eating will improve. IÕll learn to swim a straight line in the open water. 
I will run faster. IÕll start working my core. My cycling will become 
stronger on the hills.

Most of these statements are resolutions to Þx a perceived weakness. 
But as Jennifer Sage, a coach based in Vail, Colorado, says, ÒThere is 
a big difference between wanting something and being prepared to 
receive it.Ó In the beginning of January, were you prepared to receive 
your resolution? Or did you just want it?

CONSCIOUS VS. UNCONSCIOUS
To answer these questions, and to understand why most resolutions 

fail, you need to understand the concept that our conscious minds have 
very little control over our day-to-day actions and perceptions. As a 

matter of fact, the conscious brain makes up about 17 per cent of total 
brain mass, but only controls about two per cent to four per cent of our 
perceptions and behaviours. But the non-conscious brain occupies 

83 per cent of total brain mass and controls 96 per cent to 98 per 
cent of perception and behaviour.

The actual neural impulses in your conscious brain travel between 
120 and 140 miles per hour, while unconscious impulses travel at 
nearly 800 times that speed. This allows the unconscious brain to 
process information at 400 billion bits per second, compared to the 
measly 2,000 bits per second of our conscious brain. Therefore, to fulÞl 
your resolutions and truly change the underlying beliefs that control 
your everyday actions, you need to be able to access and inßuence the 
incredible power of your subconscious brain. 

John Assaraf, the author of ÒHaving It All: Achieving Your LifeÕs 
Goals and Dreams,Ó gives fabulous insight into taking control over 
the subconscious by accessing a part of our brain called the amygdala, 
which he refers to as a Òpsychocybernetic trigger.Ó Every complex 
vertebrate has two amygdalae, which are almond-shaped clusters of 
nuclei located within the inner-front portion of the brain. Think of 
the amygdalae as subconscious thermostats that detect any efforts to 
change your current situation. When you are threatened with change, 
the amygdalae sense potential and real stress and respond by causing a 
release of neurotransmitters that result in anxiety, doubt and fear about 
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Why your New Year’s resolutions aren’t working 
and what you can do about it.

BY BEN GREENFIELD
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the potential change.
In evolutionary terms, 

such a response might 
have kept a caveman from 
entering into unknown and 
potentially dangerous terri-
tory, or from consuming an 
unrecognisable or poisonous 
food. But this same cautionary, subconscious mechanism that once 
acted to protect humans can now hold us back from pursuing our 
goals and dreams. When you feel anxiety about achieving a new goal or 
treading into unknown territory, you are likely to forsake that path of 
change, no matter how much you wanted it. Think of the amygdala as 
your internal thermostat that holds your body’s set-point at one steady 
temperature, keeping you safely inside your comfort zone of swimming 
slowly, running a sub-par marathon, or granny-gearing every hill climb, 
even if that’s not where you feel like you want to be.

THE SUBCONSCIOUS WILL ALWAYS WIN
The power of subconscious doubt and the fear of moving beyond 

your comfort zone can effectively paralyse you into returning to your 
old patterns of behaviour, or never changing them in the first place. 
And this is why most people fail at resolutions: They unsuccessfully 
attempt to overpower the subconscious mind with a conscious will to 
action, without realising that in a mental tug-of-war, the subconscious 
will always win.

Therefore, unless your conscious and subconscious minds are in 
alignment, no change will take place. You might consciously make a 
resolution to run faster, but your subconscious mind will still picture 
you as the high school clarinet standout who could never run faster 
than a seven-minute mile.

Perhaps you are determined to speed up your 100-metre split in 
the pool, but your subconscious mind has a firmly fixed mental picture 

of the clock reading 1:45 for 
every split, no matter how 
hard you push. 

You might resolve to be-
come a hill climber on your 
bike, but your amygdalae will 
sense that you’re surrounded 
by flat training ground and 

convince you that you just can’t make the change without a high degree 
of discomfort or an extreme change in your training patterns. 

If you’re truly serious about achieving your resolutions, you must 
literally re-train your subconscious mind and create new images to 
replace the state of mind that is holding you back. This process begins 
with the practice of mental re-training, which first requires you to clearly 
determine your goals and then develop the ability to state, mentally 
visualise and affirm them.

SETTING YOUR GOALS 
AND ACHIEVING THEM

The first step, goal determination, is straightforward and simple. In 
this process, you must be very clear about what you want, make your goals 
specific to a certain skill, include intermediate steps to reach your goal 
and ensure that your goals are realistic, achievable and measurable.

Let’s say, for example, you are a triathlete who wants to race a faster 
half-iron triathlon three months from now. First, break down the event 
into specific goals. One such goal would be to become faster in the 
1.2-mile swim. But you must not simply set a resolution to become a 
better 1.2-mile swimmer, as this goal is not clear or measurable. Instead, 
you should make a resolution to, for example, develop the ability in the 
next 10 weeks to swim 1.2 miles in less than 30 minutes by improving 
your threshold pace in the pool from a 1:40 100-metre pace to a 1:30, 
and be able to hold this pace for a 2K time trial.

Now that you have a specific, quantifiable goal, you must include 

WHEN YOU FEEL ANXIETY ABOUT ACHIEVING 
A NEW GOAL OR TREADING INTO UNKNOWN 
TERRITORY, YOU ARE LIKELY TO FORSAKE THAT 
PATH OF CHANGE, NO MATTER HOW MUCH 
YOU WANTED IT.
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the intermediate steps to reach that goal. For example, you cannot 
simply jump in the water and swim harder next week to reach that 
1:30 pace. Instead, your intermediate goals may involve shaving one 
second each week over the course of 10 weeks, and swimming a 2K 
time trial in less than 32 minutes at the five-week mark. 

Now that you have clearly determined your goal, you must be able to 
state it. This usually means writing it down and posting it prominently, 
such as on your refrigerator or in your training book. For example, 
“In 10 weeks: Swim a 1:30 100 metres and a sub-30-minute 2K.” Make 
sure that your written goal is easy to remember, so that you can see it 
in your mind’s eye during the mental re-training steps below.

MENTAL RE-TRAINING
Next comes the most important component, with which you may 

be less familiar: the process of mental re-training through visualisation 
and affirmation. Although you have a clear, specific and measurable goal, 
your subconscious is still not prepared to accept that goal as achievable 
reality. Joe Dispenza, the author of “Evolve Your Brain: The Science of 
Changing Your Mind,” describes the process of goal visualisation and 
affirmation as a type of mental and emotional workout that involves 
stating each desire, then acting each desire out in your mind’s eye with 
passion and emotion, at least twice daily.

Using the same swimming example, the mental re-training process 
would begin with finding a situation in which you can concentrate, such 
as in your bed early in the morning, during the car drive to the pool or 
the in sauna in the changing room. You would then use your powers 

of creativity to imagine yourself swimming 
long, smooth and strong through the entire 
100 metres. You are completely relaxed, but 
swimming faster than you ever have. See the 
clock in your mind’s eye. Where does it start? 
Where does it end? Literally picture the 12 at 
the top, and the six at the bottom when you 
finish. See yourself pumping your fist. The entire 
imagination process may take you only 30 to 
60 seconds, but you should repeat the scenario 
four or five times through, and if possible, do it 
again at one other time during the day. 

As you engage in this process, it is important 
to remember that through PET scans, brain 
researchers have found that the brain responds 
in a very similar manner to actual and imagined 
events. As you mentally re-train your brain, it 
will develop neural pathways that reflect what 
is being impressed upon it, and through the 
process of habitual mental re-training, you 
will actually create a neural infrastructure to 
support and process your new goals. Your brain 
will literally accept the fact that you can and 
will swim your goal pace and emerge in less 
than 30 minutes from the water in your next 
half-Ironman.

However, you must understand that it is not 
an instantaneous event. As a matter of fact, a 
NASA study on astronauts shows that it takes 
approximately 26 to 30 days of daily mental 
re-training for the subconscious mind to accept 
any new data as fact. In this study, astronauts 
were fitted 24/7 with goggles that inverted their 
visual field, turning their entire world upside-

down. To monitor the stress of constant inversion, physiological 
responses such as higher blood pressure and heart rate were tracked. 
It was not until 26 to 30 days after first beginning to wear the glasses 
that the astronauts began to mentally accept their altered world and 
show the physical signs of being unstressed and comfortable in the 
new environment. 

The researchers hypothesised that after this amount of time experi-
encing changed visual information, the astronauts’ brains had created a 
neural connection or thought pattern based on consistent new data that 
was eventually accepted as truth. This is the same strategy that you will 
use to prepare your body to receive your resolution. The upside-down 
glasses will be your mind and imagination, and the astronauts’ inverted 
world will be whatever new physical state you are attempting to reach, 
whether it’s swimming a sub-30-minute 2K, running a marathon PB 
or achieving a podium finish at your next race. 

By engaging in about a month of daily mental re-training immer-
sion that focuses on achieving your resolutions, you can successfully 
reset your internal thermostat and smash through the barriers that are 
holding you back from achieving your goals. But in a triathlete’s busy 
schedule, mental re-training has the potential to become yet another 
hassle, another workout or another planned activity in your already 
hectic life. So try to find a way to make your visualisations fit into 
your schedule, such as during your long run, easy bike ride, drive to 
work or morning stretch. By habitually seeing your goal and believing 
your goal, you will achieve your goal, and you will never again be the 
triathlete with a forsaken New Year’s resolution.  
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As triathletes, we’re forever seeking the magic bullet, the easy 
way to get faster. While technology fuels our intrigue, it’s the 
simple stuff—i.e., boring ol’ work—that pays the bills when 

out on the road. 
But given a choice of a £2,000 super-aero frame and a matching 

aero fit or a series of tough butt-kicking group rides, we should go for 
the gear. After all, we all know how to ride a bike, right?

Well…no. First, to be clear (and let’s be honest with ourselves), as 
good as we think we are as cyclists, the stigma triathletes suffer among the 
cycling public is somewhat fair—after all, wobbling about in a pack aboard 
a bike with twitchy handling and aerobars equals sketchy. I experienced 
this firsthand with my maiden ride in a gran fondo, Italy’s wildly popular 
version of a group club ride/race. My indoctrination a few years ago took 
place at the most appropriate place: in Italy, at a gran fondo.  

A gran fondo (literally “big ride” in Italian) is an organised group 
ride, absent of the race element. 

I thought I’d fare pretty well on the rolling hills of Northern Italy. 
But in this mass start event with more than 4,000 riders, I was proved 
wrong as I was summarily served by lots of folks on shining Colnagos 
and Pinarellos—and finished mid-pack. That was a humbling first. 
So was the gentle “correction” the Italians had for me along the way. 
It doesn’t take a translator to understand the displeasure of an Italian 

for your lack of ability to: 1. pull through, 2. hold your line or 3. close 
the gap. All you need are the gesticulations and suddenly your riding 
sharpens up.

So why fly to Italy to get served al dente by the Italians in a group 
ride? You don’t have to. In the UK, we have similar events run by 
Audax UK, only the events are usually one set distance. Audax is the 
Latin for bold and was used in the context of endurance sports in the 
late 19th century.

Audax United Kingdom is the foremost long-distance cycling 
association in Britain, established in 1976. They organise long-distance 
cycling events using a system of timed checkpoints, validating and 
recording every successful ride. The rides are open to both members and 
non-members who pay a small additional charge. Each event is run by 
clubs or individuals under Audax UK’s supervision. 

The distances of each event varies but are typically between 100km 
and 200km making them a great long training ride, but can be up 
to 3200km. The maximum time allowed is quite generous, so there 
shouldn’t be any problems finishing within the limits. Your times are 
recorded from the time you set off to the time you finish. There are no 
allowances for breaks such as meals, rest, sleep or mechanicals. Usually 
only about 10 per cent fail to finish in the allotted time.

The UK events are not run as races and people ride them to complete 
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AUDAX UK
Italy may have the luxury of gran fondos but in recent years 
there has been a renaissance of sportif events. These offer a 
great opportunity for long rides with fellow cyclists. 
Ian Osborne !nds out more about Audax UK.

BY IAN OSBORNE



   7 5

the distance, but there are plenty of friendly battles that take place. Don’t 
just expect a bunch of shaven legged racers either. You’ll see a variety 
of riders and bikes including tandems, trikes and recumbents. Tri-bars 
are allowed, so this makes for the ideal opportunity to try your race rig 
over longer distances if you’re racing long this season.

Each race is relatively small with about 100 participants or even 
less at local events. The routes typically follow small, quiet, scenic 
routes with the odd fast main road. For most rides you will need to 
be self sufficient so it’s a good time to practice race day nutrition, but 
be sure not to litter.

Along the way you will carry a “brevet card” which needs to be 
stamped at intermediate checkpoints and at the finish. This will be 
returned after the race as a certificate of your achievement. Your time 
will also be recorded in Audax UK’s permanent archives. Riders who 
complete rides are also entitled to buy Audax UK’s cloth badges and 
metal medallions. If you complete a 200km, 300km, 400km and 600km 
in the same season you become a “Super Randonneur”. 

If you do have any problems along the way you need to be able to 
resolve them yourself because, unlike some road races, there is no broom 
wagon to pick you up. This means you’ll need to carry spare tubes, tubs/
tyres and tools to fix your bike as necessary, which is certainly good race 
practice. Don’t forget your phone either in case you can’t finish and 

need to be picked up. If you can’t or don’t intend to finish you should 
let the organiser know.  

As for your bike, you can run what you like. In days gone by you 
were required to ride with mudguards, but this is no longer the case. If 
it’s wet then it’s worth putting them on to keep you dry and as a courtesy 
to other riders. If you’re out before dawn or after dusk then lights are also 
required. It’s always worth having some even if they’re small LEDs.

If you fancy riding one of the UK Audax events you can find rides 
on the calendar on their website (listed below) or in some cycling 
publications. There’s a standard entry form downloadable from the 
site and these need to be sent in off in good time; the cut -off is usually 
at least two weeks before the event. Fees vary for each event and seem 
remarkably cheap compared to triathlon entry fees. 

This is a great way to ride some big miles in a friendly environment 
without the hassle of setting your own routes plus there’s the added 
bonus of riding with like-minded cyclists. It’s also a good opportunity 
to ride your race bike and test out different types of nutrition. Riding 
with other road bikers might help you brush up on your bike handling 
skills too - and best of all, you don’t need to fork out for a trip to Italy 
to do one.   

For more information, see Aukweb.net
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