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My family and I arrived at our campsite in Rochtaillee on Sunday the 21st. we had decided to stay in 

the Chateau instead of the usual camp sites in Le Bourg d’Oisans because it had a lot more things for 

the kids, such as: water slides, multiple pools, mini golf (or midget golf as it was called there) and 

much more. It wasn’t our usual type of campsite, but it allowed me to focus on the triathlon 

knowing that the family would be entertained. The 

campsite is also situated on the bike route and was 

perfect for the family to watch me ride by. 

It was very hot when we arrived, so hot that France 

had issued orange weather warnings, Bordeaux had 

already reported its Highest temperature of 41.2 °C. 

Most of Europe and even the UK was in fact being 

affected by the heatwave. However, typically the 

heatwave was due to peak on the day of the 

triathlon.  

 

On Monday the 22nd of July I took a ride up Alpe D’Huez to acclimatize and see how much it was 

going to hurt. The temperature was a steady 34 °C, so I was practically swimming up it (due to the 

amount of sweat!), but it felt ok, somehow the excitement of the climb, focusing on counting down 

the bends and the views were helping me up it. The climb is 20km in total at an average of 8%, 

maximum of 13% and 21 magical bends, with the first four being the steepest. Each bend is 

dedicated to stage winners with Geraint Thomas appearing at bend 13. 

On Wednesday the 24th of July it was time to register my son Henry(H), aged 5, who was doing the 

kids Triathlon and myself. I didn’t want to ride as I thought I should probably take it easy, so I drove 

and much to my surprise there was a huge carpark at the top which would be great for the event 

parking. When I picked up H’s kit, I quickly realized that it wasn’t going to be the “fun run” kind of 



triathlon I was expecting, it was being ran under triathlon rules, meaning he would have to do 

everything including transition on his own. Having spoken to the registration team in very broken 

French I was reassured that Henry would be able to use his float to swim because quite frankly at 

that point he only had a 5m badge and his swimming was more like controlled drowning. Although, 

really, they just nodded a bit and told me that it would be fine and that he could do it so I’m pretty 

sure it was lost in translation… I then tried to drop my bike off at T1 next to Lac de Verney but it 

wasn’t even setup yet and upon re- inspecting the race manual I realized I would be racking my bike 

in the morning before the race, never done that before! 

We arrived for H’s race and found the piscine which is not near the event village. Unfortunately, they 

took one look at his shark float and said he couldn’t do the triathlon, but after some discussion and a 

lot of tears, they allowed him to do the duathlon. However, what wasn’t communicated was that he 

would have a second transition in the main race T2 transition and then he would run to the race 

finish from there. So, after a lot of panic we ran from the pool to the finish line and just managed to 

see him as he was picking up his food and ecstatic that his race was complete. 

 

 

Race day, I had persuaded my wife Sarah to drop me off at the lake, I could have ridden as it wasn’t 

far at all, but I thought that might be the easier option especially as my swim start wasn’t until 

9:45am. I was feeling anxious about the swim as I had a bad start in the Yorkshire Man Triathlon a 

few weeks before, having been swam over, kicked in the face and struggled to get my goggles back 

on during a wave start of about 60 people. However, I managed to compose myself and finished 19th 

overall. I was also focusing on hill climbing which has always been my forte by doing reps on Mam 

Nic. The training was done, I felt ready as ready as I ever would be.  

The Swim is a mass start of two waves: women start at 9:30am and men at 9:45. I was happy that 

there was more than one wave but that still left a lot of people in my wave. I would guess at about 

900 having been told that there were 1300 people competing overall. The lake which is an EDF 

Hydroelectric reservoir, is the lower lake with de Grand ’Maison being the higher source lake which 

is filled with glacial melt water. The lake is stated to reach a maximum of 14 °C during the height of 

summer but much to my delight the current heatwave had heated the lake to a tropical 18.5 °C. All I 

had to resolve now was the mass start. The start entry is in a narrowed part of the lake but wide 

enough for everyone to spread out quite a bit, so I decided to start at the back of the horizontal line 



and work my way through but really, I only had 200 people in front of me because of how wide 

people had spread. The lake is the clearest water I have ever swam in in, visibility must have been 

between 6 and 10 meters. The Big red clock counted down and the horn went, all I could see in front 

was what is usually described as the washing machine but for once I wasn’t in it and it felt great. I 

started swimming looking for gaps in the 

machine surprisingly there seemed to be quite 

a lot and I was soon making up those places 

lost by starting further back. After we turned 

back it really opened up and thinned out, 

allowing the tact to change to fighting for feet 

to swim on. The swim felt longer than usual 

but having had so many feet to choose from I 

had a good swim and a positive start to the 

day. I was feeling good when I climbed out of 

the water slightly ahead of schedule and 

jumped on my bike.  

The Bike starts of steady with a 25 km gradual descent back down the valley to Sechilienne which 

allowed me to settle into the ride and take on some fuel. The first climb starts almost immediately 

after the village, heading up to Alpe du Grand Serre, which is a 15 km climb with an average gradient 

of 6.7% and just over a 1000 metres of altitude gain. I was starting to feel the suns heat almost 

immediately after the climb began but that soon passed as most of the climb was shaded by the 

trees. With the sun hidden, I settled into the climb and pushed onto the top at a good pace. Hitting 

the top of the climb I felt good, the views were beautiful, the descent was fast and steep but with 

great visibility, perfect. I had managed to overtake a lot of people and felt I must be in the top 10%, 

If I could keep this up, I would place well.   

It was almost immediately after the descent that I first really felt the heat, it was hot, very hot, and 

there wasn’t anyway to avoid it. Hitting the next climb, col d’Malissol, which is a short 2.5 km climb 

with an average gradient of 8.6% and 300 meters of ascent, felt a lot harder than I had expected for 

such a short climb, the stifling heat was starting to take effect. While riding through the Oisans valley 

I began getting severe stomach cramps which was a sign that I was losing too much salt through 

sweating. At the next feed station, I searched for anything that I thought might be rich in salt or 

electrolytes, filling my pockets with pretzels, gels and energy drinks, before pushing on.  

The next climb was Col d’Ornon, which is 14.5 km long with an average gradient of 3.9% and 560 

meters of ascent. I knew the climb wasn’t steep and it didn’t feel steep, but it truly felt like I was 

cycling across a desert. The further I climbed the hotter I felt and the darker my mind became. 

Reaching the top of the climb brought on mixed emotions, I knew at the bottom of the descent was 

the last but the hardest climb, but it was also very close to my campsite which was the perfect 

bailing point.  

 

Reaching the first slope of Alpe d’Huez instantly cleared my mind and refocused me, it was the last 

climb, the climb I had come here for. On the first four slopes there were riders resting in every 

shadow, I almost joined them but at the top of the fourth corner I was given a complete hose down 

by a friendly French man, who must have thought I was on Fire, it felt amazing. I found my climbing 

pace again and gradually reached the top slopes while trying to enjoy the views. Suddenly, the back 



of my right thigh exploded in pain, I had cramp, I managed to walk it off, but my mind was shifting to 

the 20 km run I would need to complete when I got off my bike.  

 

Entering T2, I was back in a dark place, a very dark place: I was bonking, loosing too much salt, I 

wasn’t sure how my legs would react to the run and it was still very hot. I pulled out the two energy 

gels and an energy bar that I had stashed in my bag and ate them all. I left T2 in survival mode, 

doubting that I could finish the race. 

The run starts of in the village but soon moves onto gravel tracks climbing up into the hills. The first 

loop was painfully hard, my legs didn’t work, and the sun was beating down, quite honestly, I was 

ready to give up. However, I got some very encouraging support from my family and other people on 

the course, the bars and gels had started to kick in and miraculously a thunder storm had moved in 

and blocked out the sun dropping hail on the peaks above. My mind cleared and I was reenergized 

and ready to finish the race. Having gone to such a dark place, made crossing the finish line feel 

better than any other race.  

I had done it, I had finished the Alpe D’Huez Triathlon. It was the most 

beautiful triathlon I have ever done, the swim was amazing, the water 

was so clear that you could probably drink it. The ride was so 

picturesque that I’m glad I didn’t have a camera as I would have needed 

to stop to take pictures. The run was on the top of a mountain, simply 

beautiful.  

 

  



Reflection 

It was clear that the heat really affected my performance, more than I could ever have anticipated. 

However, there were several other things that also had an impact.  

Positives:  

• Kit preparation – organizing kit early assured me that it was all there when I had to setup 

transition the morning of the race and ensured I had food in an emergency. 

• Swim preparation – avoiding the washing machine lead to a positive and enjoyable swim 

• Col preparation – knowing the col order and statistics really helped to set the right pace. 

• Support – having my family there to support me really helped when things started to go 

south.  

Negatives: 

• Training – the distances for the race are just over a half distance triathlon. However, the 

time out in the field is closer to a full distance triathlon. I should have treated it as such. 

• Race Nutrition – there is an option to have a special needs bag that can be collected on the 

bike leg, having some electrolyte rich bars and gels would have really helped. 

• Pre-race nutrition – while watching the Kids triathlon the day before I didn’t focus on fueling 

or hydrating for my race and started with low reserves, school boy error.  


