UP FRONT

Looking for her next challenge, Laura Fountain decides to
take on her first ironman

I

’m doing an ironman. That’s a sentence that still feels quite
uncomfortable when it comes out my mouth. I still can’t
really believe it. Of course, I’m not doing an ironman right at
this moment (unless you happen to be reading this column
on 20 July); I’m training for an ironman. That feels a bit more
manageable. More real. My legs know that they’re training for a
long race – they’ve been putting in the miles week in, week out,
since December.
When I tell people I’m training for an ironman, this very long
distance triathlon, their reactions vary. A lot of people ask
what it is, and I quickly ramble off a well-rehearsed reply: “It’s
a 3.8km swim, 112 miles on the bike and a marathon run to
finish.” If I say it quickly, it seems less scary. Then I try to close
my ears or run away before their reaction comes: “But that’s so
far! How is that even possible?”
It is possible, lots of people do it, but until fairly recently it
seemed quite impossible for me. Although I’m at home running
26.2 miles, I couldn’t swim, and the furthest I’d ridden my
bike was about 15 miles. But there was a time when I couldn’t
run more than 400m so I reasoned that if I put my mind to it
and practised, a lot, I might be able to make similar progress
towards swimming and cycling a bit further too.
When I tell some runners that I’m doing an ironman they
look at me with suspicion. “But why would you want to do
that?” Some runners view triathletes as a different species. The
original plan was to complete a triathlon as a bit of a challenge.
To master the other two disciplines and cross a finish-line or
two. To push myself and challenge what I thought I could do in
the same way that I did with that first 10k that then became a
half marathon, and then, eight marathons later, a bit of a habit.
What I hadn’t expected was to enjoy the triathlon training.
After the initial few months of splashing and spluttering my
way up and down a pool in Victoria having lessons, I started to
get the hang of swimming. And as I started to get the hang of
it, I started to enjoy it. I’m still no Keri-Anne Payne and hardly
fast through the water, but now as I pull on my wetsuit and
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lower myself into the reservoir on a
Saturday morning, it’s excitement
rather than fear that gets my heart
beating a bit faster.
Cycling further on the bike has
changed my perception of distance.
Making plans to visit a friend who
lives 60 miles away for the weekend
now sends me straight to Google
Maps to see what the cycle route
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There’s a good chance I won’t be
able to do it either. It’s a long race and any number of things
could go wrong that would see me having to pull out or not
meet the cut-off times for each stage. But that isn’t going to
put me off training as best I can, lining up on race morning
and having a go at it. Because where’s the challenge in only
attempting things you can do? Training for this race has taken
me lots of places and helped me discover a love of swimming
and cycling. Whether I get a finishers’ medal or not, that’s
already a pretty good reward.

A key piece of kit - my wetsuit

