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INTRODUCTION

Welcome to the sport of triathlon!

You’re about to embark on an exciting adventure that will improve your fitness, boost your health, and raise your self-esteem. Most of all, it will make your life richer and more enjoyable. While triathlon is fun, it is also challenging. In fact, it may well be the challenge that attracted you. Most new triathletes tell me that they came to the sport simply to see if they could do it—to challenge themselves. Once they tried it, they were hooked.

I’m sure that mastering three endurance sports and doing them all back-to-back, nonstop, seems like a rather daunting task. It should, but I’m sure you can do it. I’ve helped many people become triathletes over the past 25 years. With your motivation and my guidance, I’m certain you will do just fine. I have no doubt that, armed with the answers to basic questions and a dedication to training, you will successfully finish your first triathlon in a few weeks. That is the single purpose of this book—for you to cross the finish line with a smile on your face and become a triathlete.

Your First Triathlon provides the answers to many common triathlon questions:

How do I need to train?

What should I eat?

Do I need a new bike?

Which race should I enter?

Should I buy special triathlon clothing?

What happens at a triathlon?

Of course, there are hundreds of other questions you will have before your first race. Due to its inherent nature, blending three sports into one, triathlon is a complex undertaking. Most of your questions will be answered in the following pages, but there could be some left unresolved after you’ve read this book. Another resource you can use is my blog (joefrielsblog.com). Use the “search” function to look for key words in your question. If that doesn’t help, feel free to send me an email (address listed on the blog page). One of my coaches will get back to you with an answer. Believe me, if you have a question, someone else has had that same question before, and I can help you with it.

Your First Triathlon gently guides you through the adventure of preparing for a sprint- or an Olympic-distance triathlon. In the first four chapters the basics of getting your lifestyle organized around triathlon training are discussed. This includes such topics as understanding the basics of the sport, setting goals, controlling body weight, eating for triathlon, and receiving outside support.

Chapters 5 through 8 cover the nuts and bolts of triathlon training—swimming, biking, and running. Here you’ll also find simple ways to improve muscle strength and flexibility to avoid injuries and become more fit. Then we bring it all together in Chapter 9 with a training plan that fits your new lifestyle and your level of commitment. If you’ve just discovered this book and have your first triathlon coming up in 12 weeks or less, start with Chapter 9 so you can begin training right away. Then go back and read the supporting chapters.

Chapter 10 is a quick overview of some additional equipment you may want to consider buying to train more effectively. And finally, Chapter 11 gets you ready to go to your first triathlon feeling confident. Here you’ll discover what to plan on for race day and before, how to dress, what exactly you need to bring with you, how to set up your transition area, and what to expect when swimming, biking, running, and finishing the race.

At the back of the book you will find other helpful information, including web and book resources, checklists, and a glossary of triathlon terms. Whenever you come across a term you don’t understand, check out the Glossary in the back of the book. Appendix A will provide the details you need to do the workouts listed in Chapter 9.

All this information may seem a bit overwhelming. That’s understandable; the sport of triathlon can be quite intimidating at first. But learning in small doses what to expect and what it takes to get there will make this challenge less daunting and more fun. And fun is what it’s all about. Let’s get started!
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YOUR NEW
CHALLENGE
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Why do you want to do a triathlon? Maybe it’s because you’ve heard that exercise is good for you and that people who exercise regularly have a lower risk of heart disease, cancer, and other diseases, that they live longer and have a better quality of life. Or maybe it’s because exercise has been shown to reduce stress, promote clear thinking and creativity, and build confidence.

Although these are all good reasons to take up triathlon, I’ll bet you are thinking of doing a triathlon for far more pragmatic reasons. Chances are your friend registered for a race and has talked you into doing it also. Or it could be that triathlon is the new challenge that you’ve been looking for, a sport that will test your limits. There’s no doubt that it will. Losing weight, looking better, and eating without guilt could be the things that are motivating you. Then again, maybe you just want to have fun. Triathlon can help you accomplish all this and more.

Regardless of your reason, you certainly want your first triathlon to go well, so you bought this book to find tips on how to prepare. You did the right thing. I’ve been coaching triathletes since the early days of the sport, and I’ve prepared many novices for their first races. I’m sure I can help you, too. This book is filled with advice that will guide you through the planning and training and ultimately across the finish line.

Let’s start with the best advice I have to offer you: You should have only one goal for your first triathlon—to finish the race with a smile on your face. It doesn’t matter what your time is or how you place in your age group or even if you are one of the last finishers. Just finish the race. Nothing else matters, other than the smile, of course. I’ve been saying this to new triathletes for more than 30 years. Those who follow my advice have a lot of fun and a long triathlon career. Those who disregard it often don’t finish their first triathlon, find themselves depressed afterward, and don’t stay in the sport for very long. My purpose in this book is to help you accomplish this one simple goal. I will be coaching you, and I’m certain that, if you follow my advice, you will be successful.

How Triathlon Got Its Start


In 1974 the San Diego Track Club added a short race to its calendar, a combination of running 4.8 miles, biking 5 miles, and swimming half a mile. All three sports were popular pastimes in Southern California, which was a natural fit for the birth of the sport.

In 1978 the first Ironman triathlon was held in Oahu, Hawaii, with 15 participants. The race was meant to determine who was the best athlete—the swimmer, the biker, or the runner. The athletes swam 2.4 miles at Waikiki Beach, biked 115 miles around the island, and ran a 26.2-mile marathon. The first winner, Gordon Haller, was a navy man and former pentathlete.

For the next 20 years the sport grew slowly but steadily, with a mix of both short- and long-distance races. In 1996 the international Olympic Committee announced that triathlon would be an Olympic sport in the 2000 Games in Sydney, Australia, a country that had also embraced triathlon. At the Sydney Olympics the women’s triathlon was the first event, with the men’s race the following day. I was there with Team USA and watched both races. The Australian crowd was incredibly enthusiastic about this “new” sport. Both events were televised around the world and created a lot of excitement for triathlon. Since then, triathlon has experienced phenomenal growth both in the United States and around the world.



RACE DISTANCES

Today there are four common triathlon distances. The longest, and the one most people think of when they hear the word “triathlon,” is the Ironman-distance or “ultra-distance” race. Ironman is the most readily recognized race, probably because it gets the most press and has been around a long time. The swim is 2.4 miles (4,000 m) in open water, the bike portion is 112 miles (180 km), and the run is 26.2 miles (42.2 km). The winning times are generally about eight hours for the men and nine for the women. The last-finisher cutoff time is 17 hours.

The next-longest race distance is the half-Ironman or “long-course” race, with a 1.2-mile (2,000-m) open-water swim, a 56-mile (90-km) bike ride, and a 13.1-mile (21.1-km) run. It’s sometimes called a “70.3” race since that’s what the race distances in miles add up to. This is a very popular event among seasoned triathletes and is growing rapidly. The participants complete the race in about four to eight hours.

The Olympic-distance triathlon, sometimes called the “international-distance” race, dates back to the early 1980s and is the distance used today in Olympic and World Cup competitions. In these elite-only events the athletes are allowed to draft, or to follow closely behind each other, on the bike. In almost all the races done by amateurs, regardless of distance, drafting is not allowed. The Olympic-distance swim at 1,500 meters is just short of a mile, the bike leg is 25 miles (40 km), and the run is 6.2 miles (10 km). The pros generally complete the race in under two hours, with the last finishers taking up to five hours.

The shortest-distance triathlon is the “sprint” or “short-course” race. The typical sprint is a half-mile (750 m) swim, a 12.4-mile (20-km) bike ride, and a 3.1-mile (5-km) run, but the distances may be longer or shorter. The swim is often done in a pool, which makes it a good event for the triathlon newbie. Open water can be a bit intimidating to some novice swimmers. These races take one to two hours to complete, so they are hardly a real “sprint” except when compared with an Ironman.

You’ll find that there are slight variations in these distances—especially the sprint—and that there are some races that don’t fit neatly into any of these categories. There are also other combinations of the three sports, such as swim-run-bike and run-bike-swim. Run-bike-run races are called “duathlons” or sometimes “biathlons.” Some cities have swim-run races, known officially by the tongue-twisting name “aquathlon” but usually called something like “splash and dash” or “stroke and stride.” The distances for these sport variations are not standard, but they tend to be like the Olympic- or sprint-distance triathlons.

CHOOSING AND ENTERING A RACE

Selecting the right first race is as important as training for it. There’s a real advantage to racing in your hometown because you might already know the course or at least have the opportunity to practice on it. Familiarity and easy logistics will give you a bit of a psychological boost and reduce the uneasiness you might otherwise feel on race day.

If you need help finding a race, go online to www.trifind.com. This search engine allows you to sort events by state and by race distance. You can also find a listing of triathlons for beginners, women, and kids. For an updated list of events sanctioned by USA Triathlon (USAT), check out their calendar at www.USATriathlon.org. Then select “short” (sprint distance) or “intermediate” (Olympic distance) along with preferred dates, location, and other details to view a list of all such races sanctioned by USAT.

You can sign up for many of these races online, and a link is provided to each on both the TriFind.com and USAT web sites. If the race you plan to participate in isn’t listed, you may have to register locally or mail in your registration form.

Most races require a USA Triathlon racing license. Some small local events that aren’t USA Triathlon–sanctioned don’t require a license. You can purchase either a one-day license or one to cover the entire season. If you think you’ll do more than one race this year, the seasonal license is the way to go. As of this writing a seasonal license costs $39—get yours at the USA Triathlon web site or at registration. Race-day-only licenses are always available when you register for the race. Expect to pay about $10. In either case, this will be made clear when you sign up for the race.

YOUR FIRST RACE

If you have decided on a race to enter, I hope it is a sprint- or Olympic-distance triathlon. The time commitment is less than five hours a week if you follow the training plan in Chapter 9. An Olympic triathlon will take a bit more time. Expect to work out about seven hours a week for this distance. With a day off each week to make sure you get enough rest, this works out to less than an hour a day for a sprint-distance race and about one hour each day for an Olympic-distance race. Of course, if you have more time than that, you can fit in more workouts. My training plans (found in the appendixes) include optional swim, bike, and run workouts each week to supplement your basic training.

If you hope to complete a longer triathlon on your first attempt, I advise you to reconsider. I’ve noticed that it’s not uncommon for ambitious newcomers to choose an Ironman-distance race as their first triathlon. They jump at the chance to experience the ultimate challenge right away. Most athletes have no idea what they are up against and are in for a rude awakening. It may look easy on TV, but the difficulty of completing an Ironman on race day is well beyond what most could even imagine, and training for such an endeavor is like having a part-time job.

The best way to prepare for an Ironman-distance triathlon is to first do a sprint or an Olympic triathlon and then work your way up to completion of several Olympic races and a few half-Ironman events. Starting from the get-go with an Ironman can be devastating and typically leads to a very short tri career.

CAN YOU DO IT?

Attitude in sport is everything. If you believe in yourself and reinforce positive thinking habits daily, you will succeed. Your goal is to finish a triathlon—smiling. I know you can do it because I’ve seen many others succeed. In fact, I’ve never had anyone fail who followed the guidelines and training program I present here. I believe in you.

Others also believe you can do it. But there may be some who don’t, and they may even tell you so. The most important opinion, however, is yours. Do you believe? What is the voice in your head saying about your chances of success as a triathlete? When it comes to success or failure in this sport, the voice in your head can be your strongest ally or your greatest enemy. You decide which it will be.

If you’ve trained the voice to find fault, you probably won’t make it across that finish line. But if your self-talk is positive, success is practically ensured. Negative self-talk focuses your mind on the obstacles. And, rest assured, your mind will come up with plenty of obstacles to get you out of training: “I’m too busy to work out today.” “I’m too tired to get up early.” “I just don’t feel like it.” A positive attitude allows you to clearly see ways around such obstacles and keeps you on track.

Certainly there will be setbacks; that’s the way life is. Instead of dwelling on what you could have done, look for the learning experience in every misfortune. The only difference between winning and losing in triathlon, as in life, is that when we fail, we learn something—or at least we should.

Imagine how boring and unfulfilling life would be without obstacles. Where would the thrill of victory come from were it not for the agony of defeat? Obstacles are good. Accept them while focusing on their challenges, and you will enjoy satisfaction and fulfillment in triathlon and in life. Wallow in them, and you will ensure defeat. Some opposition is always necessary for attainment. Kites rise against, not with, the wind.

Defeat in whatever form is often blamed on physical obstacles, such as lack of some physical ability, like endurance, strength, or speed. The negative thinker sees this obstacle as insurmountable. The positive athlete instead sees two opportunities: taking advantage of known strengths and learning about weaknesses so that they can be improved upon. Endurance, strength, and speed can all be developed.

What if you don’t see the opportunities? Start by recognizing your shortcomings and being open to change. This is 90 percent of what it takes to cultivate a positive attitude. The final 10 percent comes with positive reinforcement, practiced daily. Here’s a strategy to get you on the right track: Every night when you go to bed, between the time when the lights go out and you fall asleep, review your greatest success of the day, no matter how trivial. Perhaps you completed a workout that was difficult; relive that accomplishment. It could even be something as seemingly minor as starting a workout when motivation was low. Remember the success. Mentally celebrate the victory. Look for and relive your successes every day, and your attitude and belief in yourself will improve. I’ve advised every athlete I’ve coached, from newbie to Olympian, to adopt this strategy. It works.

A NEW SPORT (OR THREE)

In the early days of the sport (ca. 1983), most of those doing a first triathlon were injured runners. That’s how I got started. Every time I’d break down while training for the next marathon, I’d get my bike out of the garage and ride it. Then one day I had a bad bike accident and broke my shoulder. The doctor said one of the best ways to rehabilitate it was swimming. While I was in the pool one day after the shoulder had healed, it dawned on me that I was swimming, biking, and running, so why not try out that new sport—triathlon? I did and was hooked.

Things have changed since then. Most people who are new to triathlon don’t have a background in another sport. For them triathlon is their first and only sport. Part of the attraction of triathlon for newcomers is that it’s a bit like being a kid again, with lots of variety and options. It’s fun to alternate among swimming, biking, and running instead of being stuck with one sport. What better way to seek a brief escape from the daily chores and responsibilities of life than to head to the pool or to go out on the road?

Your friends and family might not share this sentiment. Most outside observers see triathletes as masochists and can’t imagine why anyone would want to do such a thing. That’s probably due to the sport’s roots and Julie Moss’s famous crawl to the finish line in the Hawaii Ironman® in 1982. The media still foster this image of the “gruelathon,” of participants “pushing the limits of human endurance” and fighting through unbelievable suffering as they struggle to the finish. It really isn’t like that.

Don’t get me wrong—triathlon is hard work. You won’t get fit in three sports without dedication and perseverance. Although you’ve probably done harder things, this will rank right up there with some of the bigger challenges of your life. It will also be one of the most fun challenges you’ve ever taken on.
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YOUR TRIATHLON
LIFESTYLE
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Preparing for your first triathlon will demand a lot of you. First and foremost, it requires dedication. How are you going to fit swimming, biking, and running into your already busy life? The goal of finishing a triathlon is a worthy one, but the reality is that your free time is quite limited. It won’t be easy at first; you might miss some workouts due to other commitments. On those days you will question whether you can be fit and ready by race day.

Despite the inevitable setbacks, there is no doubt that you can do it if you fully commit to your goal. You must also accept that you are not perfect and that there will be days when things don’t go right. Even experienced triathletes miss workouts due to other important responsibilities; however, missing a workout must be a rare occurrence rather than a common one if you are to become a triathlete.

Consistency is key to success. Exercise needs to become the focal point of each and every day. Everything you do and when you do it must be determined by your next workout. This includes eating, working, preparing meals, mowing the lawn, and tackling hobbies and all other interests. The successful triathlete decides when the next workout will be and then arranges the other details of life around it.

This may sound obsessive—and I suppose it is to some extent—but what appears as obsession to one person is passion to another. If you want to finish your first triathlon in a few weeks, you need to be dedicated to exercising and maintaining a healthy lifestyle. This level of commitment is a whole lot easier if you are having fun. If you don’t enjoy swimming, biking, and running, chances are that you will never make it to the start line, let alone to the finish line. Remember that your goal is to finish smiling.

Several other factors affect your triathlon success, including your level of motivation, recovery, health, weight, and age. Fortunately most of these are things that fall under your control, and with a little extra effort you can work each one to your advantage as a triathlete.

MOTIVATION

There will be times when you ask yourself, “Why am I doing this?” It’s easy to say you’re going to train for a triathlon; it’s another thing entirely to drive to the pool at 5:30 a.m. or to hop on your bike before the sun rises. While most people are sleeping in on Saturday morning, you’ll be working out. Unlike your coworkers who go home after work to drink a beer and watch TV, you’ll head home to get your run in before dinner.

Success in triathlon depends heavily on motivation. It isn’t going to be easy, but that’s part of embracing the challenge. Preparing for your first triathlon means incorporating a self-improvement program into your already busy life. More than half the people who start an exercise program quit within a few weeks. What can you do to stay motivated during the weeks leading up to your first triathlon?

Stay the Course

Start by following the training plan laid out in Chapter 9. This eliminates one stumbling block—what to do each day. Just follow the plan. Know that there will be days when you miss a workout; that happens to all triathletes. It’s nothing new. Just stick with the plan and focus on your next workout. Missed workouts should be the exception rather than the rule, but don’t be too hard on yourself if this happens.

On the other hand, if you find yourself looking for reasons not to work out, it may be time for a gut check. To maintain motivation, continually remind yourself why you want to do a triathlon. Recall the benefits of training every day: You are keeping your weight and blood pressure down, strengthening your heart and muscles, improving your flexibility, building greater stamina, looking fit and trim, and feeling good about yourself. Envision what it will be like when you cross that finish line on race day, having achieved a major goal in your life. There is nothing quite like this feeling of euphoria and accomplishment. Do this mental drill whenever you see your resolve flagging.

For some it helps to visualize the effects of not continuing to work out regularly: further loss of fitness, possible weight gain, increasingly weak and inflexible muscles, more rapid aging, and a greater risk for heart disease and cancer. Fear can be a good motivator, though in the long run a positive attitude and realistic goals will take you far.

Tips for Fitting in Workouts


Here are some other strategies that may help you stay on track:

• Exercise first thing in the morning, when there are fewer demands on your time. This is what most serious triathletes do.

• Schedule workouts in a weekly calendar as you would other appointments—and treat them like important appointments.

• Exercise with a friend; support (or peer pressure) encourages participation.

• Lay out exercise clothes and equipment the night before your workout. Knowing what you’re going to wear makes it easy to get started in the morning.

• Ride a wind trainer or stationary bike while watching TV or reading. This makes great use of your valuable time.



Give Yourself Five Minutes

Here’s a helpful strategy that I know many athletes, even the pros, find useful. If you just don’t feel like exercising, tell yourself you will only do it for five minutes and then stop. This will get you out the door, and once into it you’ll probably finish the workout. But if you still don’t feel up to it after five minutes, call it quits and head home. It just isn’t your day. Your body is probably trying to tell you something. Be sure to rest well and strengthen your resolve for tomorrow.

Remember that you are forming new habits, and that takes time. Don’t be discouraged if you find that the triathlon lifestyle doesn’t come easily and that on some days exercise is the last thing you want to do. At these times you must consciously decide that your goal is important and recommit to achieving it. Overcoming the temptation to avoid exercise will make you a stronger person and, ultimately, a triathlete.

RECOVERY

Sometimes even new triathletes go too far with their passion for the sport. When pressed for time and feeling the need to fit in a workout or other activity, the first thing most triathletes do is cut back on sleep. They get up earlier or go to bed later in order to wedge more into each day. The problem with “creating” time in this way is that it compromises recovery and adaptation. During rest, especially sleep, the body mends and grows stronger. While you’re sleeping, a growth hormone is released, producing a more physically fit body. If the time spent snoozing is shortened, it takes longer to recover. This compromises consistency, which is the single most important aspect of training.

Reducing sleep time also means that energy stores aren’t fully replenished between workouts, leading to a drop in endurance performance over several days. The body’s cells that are routinely damaged by strenuous exercise will take longer to repair, increasing the risk of injury and illness. If the training workload remains high despite decreased sleep time, overtraining becomes a real threat. Mental burnout is also waiting just around the corner for the triathlete who cuts back on sleep.

If you feel the need to make more time available for training, instead of cutting back on sleep, look for time wasters in your day and replace them. Perhaps the greatest time waster in most of our lives is television. Serious triathletes have one thing in common—they don’t watch much TV.

A well-rested triathlete looks forward to the next workout, enjoys training, is powerful, has good endurance, and progressively grows stronger. A tired triathlete realizes none of these benefits. Never underestimate your need for sleep. The average person typically needs seven or eight hours of sleep every day. As a triathlete, you may need more. As you gradually increase the amount of exercise you’re doing, stress will increase, as will the need for slumber. And hours of sleep are not the only issue here; quality of sleep is just as important.

Triathlon training is much more than simply sweating and breathing hard while swimming, biking, and running. Training also depends heavily on adequate rest. By placing as much importance on sleep as on exercise, you will improve your training consistency as the quality of your workouts rises. The result is better fitness and success as a triathlete.

Sleep Your Way to Better Fitness


Here are seven tips to improve the quality of your sleep:

1. Go to bed at a regular time every night.

2. Take a warm bath before bed.

3. Darken the room in the last hour before bedtime and narrow your focus by reading or engaging in light conversation.

4. Sleep in a dark, well-ventilated room that is 60–64 degrees Fahrenheit.

5. Systematically contract and relax each muscle group to induce total body relaxation.

6. Avoid stimulants such as coffee and tea in the last several hours before going to bed.

7. Restrict alcohol intake (which interferes with sleep patterns) at least a few hours prior to retiring.



WEIGHT AND EXERCISE

According to the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, today the average American man weighs 191 pounds and the average American woman tips the scales at 164 pounds. Each is carrying in the neighborhood of 25–30 pounds of excess body fat. There is little doubt that this unneeded weight has dire consequences for health. Diabetes, heart disease, and other deadly lifestyle diseases have been linked to obesity, which is officially defined as being 30 pounds or more over one’s ideal body weight.

Of less importance but certainly related is the impact of excess body weight on triathlon performance. It’s been estimated that each pound of additional body fat causes a runner to slow by two seconds per mile and requires an additional 1½ watts of power when climbing a hill on a bike. For the novice triathlete who is 25 pounds overweight, this means, in theory, taking 7–8 percent longer to finish a race, or about an extra 8–10 minutes in a sprint-distance event—double that for an Olympic-distance race. In actuality, it could be
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