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Laura

Two days after I failed to finish Ironman UK, I climbed on my bike and cycled 20 miles through the Lake District. Part way through my cycle, I stopped by Coniston Water, propped my bike up against a tree, and waded out into the lake for a swim. This wasn’t training. There was no training plan urging me to do it and no longer a race on the horizon to prepare for. I was cycling and swimming because, over the past couple of years, swimming, cycling and running had become regular parts of my week. They weren’t just training or a way to get fitter or stronger, they were things I did because I enjoyed doing them. They were automatic responses to the sun being out or me feeling a bit restless. They were a way to relax, to hang out with friends, or to have a few moments by myself. They’d made my life richer in more ways than I’d expected.

Signing up for a triathlon changed my life in many ways. I would urge you to sign up for one immediately and throw yourself fully into thoroughly enjoying the journey to get there. To love the feeling of the wind flying through your hair on the bike, the cool water against your skin, and the ground beneath your feet. Because race day is just one day, there are many days to enjoy on the road to your race and many more on the other side. If you hang up your goggles, lock your bike up in the shed and throw away your trainers as soon as you’ve met your goal, you’ve missed the point of the journey.

I’ve heard and read many people describe the satisfaction that they experienced on finishing a long-distance triathlon. While I would eventually finish an iron-distance swim, cycle and run, the moments along the way to get there were worth more than any medal. What follows is the story of how triathlon made me love swimming, cycling and running. It was a tall order given that I couldn’t swim, barely ran and rarely cycled when I misguidedly signed up for my first event.

I met a lot of people along the way. None more significant than Katie King. She was the first real-life triathlete I knew. We met online through a shared interest in running marathons and drinking beer. Katie is without doubt the most modest person I know. It took a few years of knowing her until I found out that she’s got a PhD from Oxford University in some very specific thing about the heart (‘Well it’s not the sort of thing that often comes up in conversation’). Or that she’d cycled from John O’ Groats to Land’s End for a bit of a laugh (‘It was quite a while ago and I was a lot fitter then’). So, when she said to me after her own iron-distance triathlon, ‘Yeah of course you can do it, it’s fine,’ I didn’t know if this was another case of classic Katie modesty.

Because she’s so modest, I’m going to tell you some of her athletic achievements. She rowed for Oxford in the Women’s Boat Race (2nd crew). She won the ‘Traditional’ (un-wetsuited) category in the Henley Swim 5 km. And, possibly most impressive of them all, she once held in a fart for the entire duration of a marathon.

There are people that you’ll meet at the start of races who will tell you, without prompting, every ailment they have, every training session they’ve missed and why they probably won’t be ‘in PB form’ that day. Katie is not one of these people. She tells the story of how, 27 miles into the Connemara Ultra Marathon, a lady drew alongside her, wearing unfathomably tiny shorts, keen to talk about her sore calves, her sore back, and her blisters, and about how desperate she was for the race to end. ‘And you?’ the lady asked Katie. Unsure whether the polite response was one of mutual negativity, Katie simply offered, ‘My knickers are chafing a bit.’ Solemn silence fell and Katie looked bashfully at her shoes, wondering if she’d shared too much. The lull was broken as the other runner skipped ahead with, ‘Well, I’m fine. I don’t wear any anyway.’ Katie vowed to learn from this and offer details of a different sore bit when asked again in future.

When Katie did an iron-distance triathlon for the first time I had no doubt she’d finish it. Not because it came easily to her (it didn’t), or because she’s a naturally gifted athlete (I know she won’t mind me saying, she’s not), but because she doesn’t give up, she doesn’t make excuses and she doesn’t complain.

If you want to do something amazing, surround yourself with amazing people. Whether it’s running a marathon, cycling 100 miles, or swimming the Channel – if you start hanging round with people who think that your dreams sound like a great way to spend your weekends, rather than those who question why you’d want to do such a thing, you’ll find those dreams become a reality a lot sooner.

I’ve met some pretty amazing women over the past few years. Women who enjoy being active and doing stuff. Women for whom the idea of running a marathon is one to be met with excitement and encouragement. Whose only response to the question, ‘Fancy going for a bike ride?’ is ‘Yeah, how far?’

I didn’t know anyone else who ran when I started running. But I found them through running clubs, Twitter and the blogs I read. If you don’t know anyone who does the stuff you want to do – people who climb mountains, run or cycle a long way – go find some. Go join a running or triathlon club, visit a parkrun, or find them online. Above all, seek out people with the attitude to life that you want for yourself. Surround yourself with people who don’t care what their bum looks like in cycling shorts and you’ll start to care less about your own. Surround yourself with positive people and you’ll become more positive yourself. Surround yourself with people who say ‘Yes!’ to adventures, and you’ll find yourself going on more of them.

If you want to do a triathlon, first find yourself a friend like Katie; someone who loves the sport, who encourages you to get stuck into it, and who will patiently answer all your questions. Katie has distilled her triathlon experience into this book. Hopefully, it will answer all the questions you might have about the sport and encourage you to give it a go.

Katie

Laura did ask a lot of questions. Perhaps the most intriguing one of all was, ‘Do you want to write a book with me about triathlon?’

I’m not a coach. I’m not an elite. I am a bit squidgy around the edges. But, as Laura explains, if people who think your goals are a good idea surround you, your dreams become a reality much sooner; I’m just lucky that I have always been surrounded by those people.

I grew up with two very sporty older brothers and two parents who were, and still are, completely devoted to supporting our interests. My eldest brother was on the British triathlon junior squad for four years; he finally achieved his aim to qualify for the World Championships in his final year as a junior in 1993. Much to his disappointment, the championships that year were to be held in Manchester; not that there’s anything wrong with Manchester, but the 1991 and 1992 championships had been held in Australia and Canada, respectively. Still, it did mean that we all got to go along and cheer. Every cloud, and all that.

Until then, I’d had a curious interest in triathlon. Inspired by my brothers, my mum took it up after learning to swim in her 40s and it soon became a whole family affair, with my dad doing a sterling job transporting us around the country in the very early hours of most Sunday mornings. I joined in with the swim sessions with our local triathlon club, got in the way at social events, and cheered from the sidelines at races while wanting, as all good little sisters do, to get involved with anything my brothers were up to.

In Manchester, there was a kids’ triathlon being held on the same weekend as my brother’s event, and so my dad signed me up to my first race, aged 13. While the details are a bit hazy, I mostly remember that the bike course was off-road, so I rode my Raleigh Monterey (a pink bike that I’d ridden into many a ditch in the woods previously) and I remember a woman saying, ‘Oh bless her!’ and trying to push the back of my saddle as I went up a hill. I was quite cross about this. So when my dad leapt out with the camcorder, videoing the whole thing, I think I might have muttered one of my very first swear words under my breath. Sorry, Dad. Before fitness apps were available for your phone, there were scrapbooks, and recently my mum dug out the results and photographs from my race more than 20 years ago: I was fifth out of seven and, judging by the look on my face, the photo appears to have been taken shortly after that lady tried to push me. Incidentally, the video of that race has mysteriously never been aired.

With hindsight, taking part in my first triathlon aged 13 was pretty bad timing for me. Firstly, this was the early 1990s when triathletes ran around in their swimming costumes, which was ironic really when you consider how fashionable the cycling short was around that time, regardless of whether you owned a bike. Entering the awkward teenage years, I had opted to save my dignity by throwing a massive black T-shirt and pair of baggy Bermuda shorts over my swimming costume, which no doubt cost me those valuable seconds in wind-resistance and transition time. Perhaps if I was less shy, I could have been fourth! There was, however, a more pressing issue that kept me from taking part in another triathlon.
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I swam competitively with a club until I was 14 and then started rowing: a sport that kept me busy for the next few years, and offered a great distraction from things like essays and revision once I got to university. I rode my bike across Oxford to get to training, and running was a way to keep fit when the river was in flood so, after graduating, when I realised that I was struggling to fit rowing in around more ‘normal’ working hours, I looked for other sporting challenges: running marathons and road cycling both caught my attention. It was two good friends, who I met through cycling in my 20s, who finally convinced me to do another triathlon. Helen had raced two Ironman events in Canada. She was officially the toughest person I knew but one piece of her advice really stuck with me: enjoy your first event and then you will want to do another. Rachel was another former GB junior triathlete with lots of race experience. She had retired from triathlons and was taking some scalps in road cycling, but she helped me through my first two sprint triathlons, answering my questions, normally with some wonderful no-nonsense responses. Crucially, they both agreed on one matter that sealed the deal for me: you can wear a sports bra under your kit.

I didn’t know Laura before she became a runner, but I’ve followed her story from sofa to marathon, through her blog and her first book. She is one of life’s do-ers: she gets on with things and she makes them happen. Beyond that, however, she has a real talent in her honest and hilarious ability to tell her stories of how she did it; stories that sweep you up and convince you that you can do it too. Whether she writes about training, races, success or disappointment, she draws on her experiences to encourage others, to teach them to run, and to love it. Our mutual friend, Liz, describes how Laura, upon her return from hospital to have a breast lump removed under general anaesthetic, sent her a text to inform her that she had gone out on her scheduled 18 mile training run, wearing three sports bras and dosed up on painkillers. If any other friend had sent the same message, she would have worried, but we understood why Laura needed to run that day. Perhaps even more impressive was the world’s fastest ever turnaround from a hangover the morning after the Frankfurt marathon, just in time to fly home in gale force winds. She’s terrified of flying but this was just another case of Laura doing what she needed to do. So when Laura told me she fancied doing a triathlon, there was only one way this was going to go.

When you take up something new, there’s often a balance between asking questions and finding things out for yourself. As Laura took up triathlon, she asked plenty. The practical questions were easy to answer but she asked plenty of bigger ones too: ones that dared us both to take risks. In doing so, she’s also answered many of my questions. As Laura tells the story of her transformation from a non-swimmer, who was once scared of water, to a triathlete, I hope we can answer a few of yours too.
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