The road to hell (a tale from Lanzarote Ironman)

By Jason Mant

The heat, the climbs, the road surface, the winds, the distance. All these are factors that make Lanzarote the toughest official Ironman race in the world, and this account will give you an insight into the whole experience that faced Mark Richardson, Darren Fuller, Carl Atkinson and myself, and 800 other brave souls.

The Ironman consists of a 3800m (2.6mls) swim in the sea, followed by an 180km (112mls) bike ride with over 2800m of climbing on some very rough and technical roads battling winds gusting up to 30-40mph, then you run a marathon 42km (26.2mls) along the Lanzarote coast line in temperatures up to 38 degrees!!

The race started at 7am on sat morning with a loud gunshot and 800 bodies dived into the water. The first 500m of the swim I didn’t see much water just wetsuits, a mat of bodies that I seemed to stay on top of forever. After this strange crowd surfing experience I settled into my comfortable rhythm and got on with the job in hand. At the swim exit mark had about a 30s lead on me with Darren in close proximity Carl was about 10mins further back. Mark’s lead was overhauled in T1 when after 3mins I was out on the bike nearly 2mins ahead of Mark with Darren still just behind him. 

The bike course starts off quite steadily so a chance to settle down before hitting the climbs, but the wind is apparent immediately making its presence felt like a brick wall! By now I was puling away from Mark and Darren while Carl was starting to feel the lack of training kicking in. The first test on the course came on the road through Fire Mountains, a very rough stretch of road that climbs steadily into a tough headwind reducing the bike speed to a grovel in bottom gear. This left me questioning my choice of gears (11-25) that had been enough for the Alps but seemed useless against these cumulative conditions(. But everyone seemed to be suffering as much as me and after the peak of the climb the road turned toward club la Santa along a coast road, though the surface didn’t improve the wind and gradient did and the speed came back especially on the down hill run to la Santa.

Soon the first real climb was upon us at Haria a tough long climb again into the wind most of the way up to an observatory. This climb again left me questioning my gears arghhh! This climb left me felling very drained but the knowledge that a v fast technical descent to follow made the climb a little easier, though for Carl this was to be a black spot, as the climb kicked up on the final part all the emotions of Ironman came to a head. But he battled on undaunted. The sign of a true Ironman Never quits!

On the last big climb at Mira del Dorr (excuse the spelling) my legs returned to what I would call normal and even into the ever-present head wind I tore up the climb, looking forward to another fast and loose descent (. As you approach the end of the bike leg at speeds of around 80kph you get treated to one more head wind climb!!! Then you tear along the sea front into T2 whilst watching everyone in front running out onto lap1 or 2 in the leaders case.

After another quick change its out onto the run course and time to see what the legs have left and to check where everyone is as it’s a four lap out and back run. By this time my lead over Mark and Darren was about 25mins not as much as I was expecting but manageable Carl would not appear for another hour. As I went out on the run the lead girl was just coming in on her first lap 10k down already! By half way up the first out section she went past effortlessly now my race had started. Survival. As the temperature soared the full scale of what was left was dawning, on the way back I caught my first glimpse of Darren then Mark very close together both looking how I felt V hot. Next encounter, Darren was pulling time out on Mark and had started to eat into my lead by maybe 2-3mins, then at about 16km I stopped sweating(.

Now it was time to work out how to either get my body to absorb fluid or cool it. Options:

1.Jump in the sea every km or so (not rely viable, bloody long run!)

2. Make salt water drink from café saltcellar and water aid station(
3.note aid stations have ice in buckets cooling down bottles etc.(
So my plan was formulated, ice was needed immediately to stop temp rising and salt water to restart absorption process. So at next aid station I grabbed a handful of ice cubes and secreted them on my person (you decide where they went) :-o  then grabbed a cup of water and went to a nearby café to nick some salt of an unsuspecting diner. Much to their bemusement (and yes it tasted disgusting() but needs must. 

At this point Darren had stopped catching me and Mark was actually catching Darren. As it transpired Darren was in the same situation as I was and would also later suffer a recurrence of an injury picked up a month before.  Reducing progress to a walk.

At this point I got my first glimpse of Carl who was glad to be of his bike if only temporally as the heat of the run was also to take its toll on him. Soon Mark had gone past Darren and was now 40mins behind me, soon the last lap was upon me time for the coke rush (the cola kind!) feeling slightly better having had a few dances (?), kiss’s (??)*  and a tone of vocal support from the loyal race followers and friends (I thank you all() it was time for the push to the line.

5km to go take the union jack from Ali for my finish run big noise big crowd-pleasing act (well what did expect….. a quiet restrained finish!) then straight to the massage tent for much needed TLC (. Back out on course Mark came in about an hour later holding it together v well. As soon as I could, I was back out on course to cheer Darren and Carl on. Darren made a run for the line completing his first ironman against tough conditions and physical injuries (true heart). Mean time Carl was still soldiering on and as night fell I handed Carl my union jack as he pounded toward the finish line at under 16 hours.

You can read this tale and get a glimpse of the pain both physical and mental that we all suffered just to finish this challenge. Yes challenge! To call the Ironman a race is a little absurd for normal athletes, its more the challenge of finishing, and at Lanzarote this is made all the more difficult by the conditions and terrain. Also the fatality rate at Lanzarote was over 100 DNF’s (a large portion of these were on the bike) showing just how hard this course is. All Ironman courses have tough sections this is tough from start to finish so to anyone who finishes well done (ps thats the serious crap out the way. Didn’t it feel good BABY!!!!!!!!!()

(pps  I seriously recommend a ice cube suppository!!) 


*please refer to race DVD for full coverage! Those with a weak constitution, watch with caution.

