
My Ironman UK, Bolton 2009 
 
 
Well I get to say ‘I am an Ironman’ in a cheesy American accent according to the 
announcer guy at the finish. And although I don’t say it to myself every morning 
when I look in the mirror, it is kind of cool. 
 
13 hours 16 minutes and 41 seconds are the important numbers. But this didn’t just 
take me a little over 13 hours. It took my family about 10 months. 
 
This is my first real year of triathlon. Previously I only cycled, mainly mountain 
biking doing Trailquest events and a couple of mountain marathons. This changed last 
year when I took my daughter to swimming lessons in the summer holidays and 
watched her learning to swim. I realised that she could actually swim crawl better 
than me (i.e. a bit instead of not at all) and decided to learn. Easier said than done – 
but at least I can always find my bike in transition. A few months before we had baby 
number three, and I started running so I could still fit some exercise in. Twenty 
minutes running would leave me exhausted at the start. So August 2008, could only 
swim breast stroke and never run further than 6 miles. 
 
To give me a focus I entered the Warwickshire Tri in Stratford in October and 
worried about being able to swim 400m. A few mates joked about ironman next year, 
and when I thought about I thought ‘why not?’ Loads of time to train, I know I can 
get fit enough to finish if I can swim inside the cut-off. Asked my wife what she 
thought and I’m pleased to say her response was “You can do that.” Still can’t 
describe the feeling of actually entering though. Excitement and terror. Talk about a 
real focus for training, and training happened lots. Thanks must go to my fantastically 
supportive family for their patience. 
 
And so, onto the big event. Arrived with family on Wednesday, in pouring rain to 
pitch the tent on top of a boggy campsite. A bit of local sight seeing Thursday, before 
it started raining again. Practice swim Friday morning, drive the bike course and 
then…rain. Saturday get bags and bike ready and put everything in transition. Rain.  
 
Saturday night went to bed early and slept fitfully before getting up at 4 am for 
breakfast. 5 am say goodbye to wife and kids, time to go get written on and wait 
nervously to get in water. Water no colder than Watermead so feeling ok, at the back 
talking to the guy next to me when we noticed they had started to swim off the front, 
didn’t hear a hooter. Off we go. Surprised to actually overtake some people, managed 
to thread my way through breast-strokers at each buoy and feeling relaxed. Must have 
lost concentration just after half way as I managed to drift too wide from the course, 
or I was enjoying the swim so much I just wanted to go further. 1 hour 40 minutes and 
out of the water bursting for a wee. 
 
The run to transition was up a muddy concrete ramp, very steep and very slippery and 
a long way. Apparently the organisers had moved the site for transition, the original 
being even muddier than the field that was used. It’s not raining! Cycle jersey over tri-
suit. Waterproof already in back pocket. Carefully wipe mud off feet and put on socks 
and shoes, helmet and away we go to the bike…via the portaloo. And it’s like waking 



up Austin Powers, I’m sure 5 minutes of my 12-minute T1 time was tending to 
business. 
 
At the mount line a couple of people were cleaning out their cleats, but mine clipped 
right in and I was pleased to get on the road. Just round the corner, downhill, over the 
reservoir, wave and yell as I see my family and then uphill, it gets steep and goes onto 
the moors. Fantastic scene: a big line of bikes and a huge crowd. Unfortunately my 
front mech doesn’t move. I try up and down again and still it doesn’t move. Rookie 
mistake – I hadn’t ridden the bike and checked the gears since driving up in the rain 
with it on the roof. Luckily I have a compact crankset and get up the hill, just don’t 
want to ride 3 laps on the big ring. I kept trying to change all the way up and by the 
time the road levels a bit I can hear a faint rattle, so I unclip my right foot and give the 
front mech a light tap with my heel; it works and now I have all gears. The downhill 
was fantastic, closed moor road with sweeping bends, a real highlight of each lap. The 
bike seemed to pass quite quickly; it’s just a long ride. Stuck to my plan of not 
pushing hard on the bike, eating a bit of mule bar every 15 minutes and drinking 
plenty. Overtook people all the way round (advantage of being a rubbish swimmer) 
and saw the family on each lap. Got overtaken at the end of my first lap by Philip 
Graves with his motorbike/TV camera, and later by a whole bunch of pros blatantly 
drafting. Surprisingly it was even sunny and I was a bit too warm in my jersey. 
Crowds and marshals were brilliant. 
 
Into T2 cheer with family, change socks, bodyglide all over feet, jersey off, run out 
and cheer with family again. Plan for the marathon (my first ever marathon, but hey – 
at least I’m warmed up) was an easy jog for the first 10k, run the next 24k and then 
speed up for the last 10k if I could. High 5 isotonic gel every 6k and water at the feed 
stations. Ran the plan. I kept expecting to feel bad but I didn’t so I ran the last 10k not 
far off my 10k pace. Over the line with a huge smile and really pleased to see the 
family all looking really excited. Especially my boy who had just seen me on the big 
TV! 
 
With hindsight I set myself a conservative pace, but I had seen the videos of people 
collapsing and read about the dire consequences of going too hard on the bike and the 
start of the run. I’m really pleased with being in control the whole time and racing the 
plan that was based on my work in training. I’d love to do another and I would do 
Bolton again, or maybe this new one in Nottingham, but I think I’m going to do half 
distance races for a bit. Ironman dominates the whole of the year. 
 
Meanwhile my advice for anyone reading who thinks they want to do an ironman race 
– no need to put it off or build up to it. Get one entered for next year and get training. 
You’ll love the whole process. 
 



 
 
Team Stewart at the finish. (Photo courtesy of Grumble) 
 
From left: 
Hannah (7), Adam (5), Rosie (1), Rachel (undisclosed), Ade (39) 


