
,I f it’s swimable, cycleable and runable, you 
can be sure that a triathlete will have 
cleared, mounted and shifted it. In short,  

in over 20 years, we’ve covered all four corners 
of the globe and most of the bits in between. 
So this is where we celebrate those races that 
stay with us long after the pain has gone; the 
ones that are seared into our memory like an 
M-dot tattoo. The ones that can silence a 
dinner party with tales of death-defying 
climbs, camaraderie and crowds that brought 
us to our knees with gratitude for having 
carried us to the end.  

So, after much deliberation, taking into 
account their popularity, atmosphere, 
difficulty and location, here we celebrate all 
that’s great about our sport – the key races to 
do before you die…
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RacesTop20
So you want to go out in style? You want to say, yep, done that and, without 
doubt, got the T-Shirt? But with so many races to choose from, how will your 
racing CV look when it’s time to shuffle off this mortal coil? Perhaps like this…

20 London Triathlon  
ExCeL, Docklands, London
The biggy. And by biggy we mean 13,000 triathletes 
competing across sprint and Olympic distances over  
two days at the ExCeL centre in London. 

Not the most glamorous of locations, admittedly,  
but for sheer size (it’s the biggest triathlon in the  
world), organisation, celeb spots (this year the current 
F1 World Championship leader, Jenson Button, will be 
making his London debut) and atmosphere, it’s the 
showcase of British triathlon talent. 

With crowds cheering you on over the length of the 
course, little wonder it’s the UK’s flagship race.  

NEXT RACE 1-2 August 2009
WEBSITE www.thelondontriathlon.com

18 Bala Middle 
Distance Triathlon 
Bala, Gwynedd, Wales
From the Cote d’Azur to the rolling hills of rural Wales. 
You’re unlikely to fall over a Ferrari, but it’s certainly no 
less spectacular in Snowdonia National Park. 

But don’t be fooled by the picture postcard – Bala is 
tough, especially its bike route: 80km of steep descents 
and sharp inclines. But pause for a breather at the course’s 
highest point at mile 12 (400m) and it’ll all be worth it. 

NEXT RACE TBC WEBSITE www.wrecsamtri.org.uk

To Do Before You Die

19 Ironman 70.3 Monaco Monaco
There’s no denying the glamour of the setting in Monaco. The playground of the rich and 
famous welcome the perhaps not-as-rich, nor perhaps as famous, for a day of multisport 
around the legendary street circuit. Whether you’re a motorsporting fan or not, the Monaco 
half Ironman is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to swim, bike and run in the principality  
by the sea. And how may other races do you know where you receive your finisher’s medal 
from an actual prince? NEXT RACE 6 September 2009 WEBSITE www.monaco-ironman.com
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13 Windsor 
Triathlon Windsor, UK
Aside from Monaco, there aren’t many races that take 
place beneath the majestic splendour of a royal castle. 
When the sun’s beating down and the Union Jack is 
flying high, you’d be hard pushed not to feel patriotic 
at the Windsor Triathlon. A swim in the Thames, 
followed by a countryside bike, and run up and 
around the cobbled streets of the castle walls make 
this a challenging, but ultimately rewarding, race-day 
experience, whether it’s your first or 21st time. 2010 
sees it celebrate its 20th birthday. 

NEXT RACE 13 June 2010
WEBSITE www.humanrace.co.uk
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16 National Club 
Relays Holme 
Pierrepont, Nottingham, UK
A giant game of team tag, this is racing 
old-school style. Each team member does the 
swim, bike, run, and after each leg, each 
member has to tag the next before play ensues 
to the next sport. There’s only one word that 
really sums it up – fun. You can be as 
competitive as you want, but the name of the 
game is pure pleasure. 

Since starting the event in 1991 with just 120 
competitors, 2008 saw 1,800 athletes join in the 
organised chaos of the Club Relays.

NEXT RACE 22 August 2009
WEBSITE www.pacesetterevents.com

15 Ironman France 
Nice, France
Ironman 70.3 Monaco’s big brother, which was once a great 
long-distance event (simply the Nice Triathlon), got the 
M-dot in 2005, moving IM France from its previous location 
of Gerardmer, and got even better. But it’s the bike course 
that attracts a sell-out line-up year on year; if you’re still 
able to catch a breath after taking on its many ascents, the 
view is unforgettable. Four laps along Nice’s crowd-filled 
promenade make up the marathon before a pageantry of 
fireworks welcomes home the late-night finishers. 

NEXT RACE 27 June 2010
WEBSITE www.ironmanfrance.com

17 Ironman Austria Klagenfurt, Austria
The term chocolate-box perfection must have been coined by someone who’d visited the lakeside 
town of Klagenfurt. Located 300km south of Vienna, between Italy and Slovenia, the area has been 
called the ‘Copacabana of the Alps’; in short, it’s one of the most beautiful places in the world. This 
is a race for the athlete who likes their sport to come with a view. As for the course itself – it’s quick. 
The two fastest women’s Ironman times have both been posted here – Sandra Wallenhurst in 2008 
with a 8:47:26 and Bella Bayliss this year in 8:50:13. Thirty-time Ironman finisher Mark Kleanthous 
rates it as the “foremost European Ironman in terms of location, course, climate and set-up”. 

NEXT RACE 4 July 2010 WEBSITE www.ironmanaustria.at

14 Ironman 
70.3 St Croix,  
US Virgin Islands
Don’t be fooled by its crystal clear 
waters, palm trees and all-year-
round sunshine, St Croix is home to 
The Beast – a 600ft climb with an 
average grade of 14% and a 
maximum grade of 21. Even the 
descent is a white-knuckle ride of 
twisty turns and a sharp left-hander 
at the bottom. A challenging rolling 
run around a golf course finishes off 
the race, all of which is done in high 
heat and humidity. “It’s my favourite 
race on the circuit,” says current St 
Croix Champ, Catriona Morrison. 
“Great course, super organisation 
and a fantastic friendly welcome 
from the island.” 

NEXT RACE 2 May 2010
WEBSITE www.stcroixtriathlon.com

To Do Before You Die

12 Norseman Hardangerfjord, Norway 
Norwegian athlete Paal Haarek Stranheim wasn’t happy with his tri performances, so he decided to 
organise his own – he found the most evil long-distance course he could and called it Norseman. 
Starting in 2003 with 21 entrants, Norseman ’08 welcomed a field of 230 from 12 different countries. 

The race begins by jumping off 
the back of a ferry for a 3.8km 
swim in a fjord. Competitors then 
cycle from zero to 1,250m above 
sea level on the first bike climb 
alone, before setting off on a 
marathon, of which the last 
17.2km is a continuous ascent. 
But the view at the finish is one 
that will stay with you a lifetime. 

NEXT RACE 8 August 2009
WEBSITE www.nxtri.com
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10 Noosa Festival 
Noosa, Queensland, Australia
Not quite London Tri numbers, but with over 8,500 
competitors it’s still one of the world’s largest, and 
also one of the oldest – this year’s event, on  
1 November, will be its 29th. 

Now a must among Ozzie triathletes (in no way 
put off by the AU$60,000 prize purse), it’s made a 
gargantuan leap from being a 150-competitor 
community fundraiser to one of the sport’s most 
celebrated five-day festivals of single and 
multisport events. Think Club Relays plus 
Blenheim, throw in some sunshine and you’ll start 
to see why it holds such sway among the 
multisporting community. 

Race vet Steve Trew rates it as “one of the best. 
The guys who organise it go out of their way to 
make the entire scenario enjoyable”.

NEXT RACE 1 November 2009
WEBSITE www.usmevents.com.au/ntmsf

9 Laguna Phuket 
Triathlon Thailand
Billing itself as the Race of the Legends, thanks 
to the roll-call of greats (Allen, Stadler, Lessing, 
Newby-Fraser, to name but a few) to have 
competed on the Thai island, Laguna is tri-
celeb spotting heaven. It’s also one hell of a 
course: the 1.8km non-wetsuit swim cuts across 
two bodies of water – 1,180m in the sea before 
sprinting 100m across the beach to swim the last 
620m in a lagoon. The 55km bike then takes 
athletes on to steep roads, before a flat run 
leads them into the final stretch, which you get 
to run… with a baby elephant! 

NEXT RACE 6 December 2009
WEBSITE www.lagunaphukettriathlon.com

8 Ironman Lanzarote Lanzarote, Canaries
This is the toughie – world renowned among the long-distance community as the hardest Ironman in 
the world, thanks to its choppy sea swim, blistering heat, volcanic climbs and skin-burning winds. This 
is onslaught after onslaught under a punishing sun, with many an athlete having to hook up to a drip 
on finishing. This one will chew you up and spit you back out again just for the fun of it. But it’s a classic. 

The sun-fuelled crowd keeps the party going until the very last competitor runs/crawls/Mexican 
waves across the finishing tape, regardless of loss of daylight and sleep deprivation. Even better, 
Lanzarote’s on the same timeline as the UK, making it a favourite among the Brit long-distancers.  
NEXT RACE 22 May 2010 WEBSITE www.ironmanlanzarote.com

7 New York 
Triathlon
New York, USA
There are street circuits and then there’s a 
Manhattan street circuit – the buildings  
are bigger, the noise louder and the  
crowds more thronging. 

The Olympic-distance course sees over 
3,000 athletes sink into the Hudson, bike 
along West Side highway before rounding 
the afternoon off with a 10km run through 
New York’s green belt – Central Park. 

“I rate NY Tri so highly because it is the 
ultimate destination race,” says award-
winning sports photographer Delly Carr. 
“There’s just simply so much to see and do 
both pre and post 
race – Times 
Square, Wall 
Street, Broadway, 
the Statue Of 
Liberty, Soho… 
each one a 
landmark. It’s  
all about the 
destination.” 

NEXT RACE TBC
WEBSITE  
www.nyctri.com

11 Alpe d’Huez 
Triathlon France
This course truly will take your breath 
away – and not just because of the 
outstanding scenery (think green slopes 
to one side, snow-capped peaks to the 
other). Its run sees athletes reaching 
heights of 2,000m. But lung-busting 
efforts aside, it’s the mountain’s unique 
21-hairpin run route that sees competitors 
travel the circumference of the globe to race. 

“I love taking part in events where there is 
beautiful scenery,” says two-time course 
winner Chrissie Wellington. “I cannot think of 
another race like the Alpe d’Huez triathlon.” 

NEXT RACE TBC WEBSITE www.alpetriathlon.com

PH
O

TO
: J

UM
BO

 A
RI

AL
 P

HO
TO

G
RA

PH
Y,

 C
O

LI
N 

D
UN

JO
HN

, S
TU

AR
T 

AC
KE

R 
HO

LT
, D

EL
LY

 C
AR

R

5



Special Issue 2009 www.220triathlon.com 61

Top 20 Races



Special Issue 2009

Top 20 Athletes



Special Issue 2009 www.220triathlon.com 63

Top 20 Races

5

6 Xterra World 
Championships  
Maui, Hawaii
The off-roading world’s Kona. And like its island neighbour,  
Maui is volcano country. Unlike the Ironman World Champs, 
however, 600 of the world’s best dirt-lovers who show up 
actually have to bike and run over them. 

Following a mass-start non-wetsuit 1.5km sea swim 
(pros and age-groupers at the same time) in water 
temperatures of 25°C plus, comes the 30km bike leg,  
which Xterra Pro Sam Gardner likens to “riding on marbles 
the size of your fist”.

If there’s anyone left for the 10km run – there’s a high 
attrition rate in Maui due to dehydration, crashes and 
punctures – they then have to pick a cautious path over 
Lava rock. Nico Lebrun demonstrated just how lethal the 
run can be, and also what this race actually means to an 
athlete, when in 2006 he tripped and broke his arm, but 
still crossed the line as Champion. Epic, but not advised. A 
truly global affair, camaraderie reins supreme in Maui, with 
athletes from more than 20 countries and 40 US states 
putting the day’s rivalry behind them at one of triathlon’s 
greatest after-parties, with, according to Gardner, “some  
of the best food you’ll ever get at a triathlon”. 

The volcano overlooking the race site is also overdue an 
eruption, so that could add another element to this 
otherwise mammoth undertaking of a race.

NEXT RACE 25 October 2009
WEBSITE www.xterraplanet.com/worldchampionship

5 Powerman Zofingen Switzerland
Another Kona comparison, and this time it’s duathlon’s version. Run with typical 
Swiss-clock precision, the culmination of the long-distance duathlon series, and 
subsequent world championship race, has been described by Mark Allen as the hardest 
race he’s ever done. And he’s a six-time Ironman Hawaii winner. Two-time Zofingen 
finisher Mark Kleanthous agrees wholeheartedly: “Even with only two disciplines, 
expect your recovery to take much longer than an Ironman!”

Due more to its terrain – mountainous bike course, hilly trail runs – rather than its 
formidable length – 10km run, 150km bike, 30km run – Zofingen’s severity is revered 
among the du-sport community as one of, if not, the most challenging feats on offer to 
mankind. Throw in some often-changeable weather conditions and you’ve got a race 
that every long-distance athlete has to finish at least once in his or her lifetime. 

NEXT RACE 6 September 2009 WEBSITE www.powerman.org
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4 Wildflower Triathlon
San Antonio, California, USA
Waiting to start one of Wildflower’s races is like waiting for 
your favourite band to come on stage. As the compère starts 
the countdown to each klaxon, the inevitable excitement 
builds, the athletes start jumping and the crowd grow louder. 
This is racing American-Idol style. As horrendous as that may 
sound, by the end of the three-day sporting festival, you’ll be 
whooping and hollering like the best of them. ‘Cause if there’s 
one thing Americans do well, it’s knowing how to work a crowd. 

Started in 1983 as a standard-distance tri, Wildflower soon 
expanded to cover a half-Ironman distance, offering coveted 
slots for the Ironman 70.3 World Champs. When they were 
taken away several years ago, rather than fade into the  
annals of tri history, 
Wildflower  
has simply  
gained ground,  
now hosting 
Olympic  
and MTB sprint- 
distance races, 
7,500 athletes and 
30,000 spectators. 
It’s just totally 
awesome. 

NEXT RACE 30 
April-2 May 2010 
WEBSITE www.
tricalifornia.com



3 Quelle 
Challenge Roth
Roth, Germany 
Once under the Ironman banner, Roth now sits 
comfortably at the head of the ever-increasing 
Quelle family. Triathlon’s superstars – the 
McCormacks, Van Lierdes and, this year, the 
Wellingtons of the world – come to do justice to 
the pancake flat, super-quick, small-town course. 

Knowing that the hallowed eight-hour (for the 
men) and nine-hour (for the women) Ironman-
distance record can be broken here (Luc Van 
Lierde still holds the men’s record of 7:50:27 set in 
1997; while Yvonne Van Vlerken did a 8:45:48 in 
2008), they flock to Bavaria to beat the clock and 
soak up the energy of the perma-happy crowd. 
Seriously, not even last year’s wet-fest could 
drown out their cheers, tire their foam-finger 
waving or quieten their clacker twirling. 

To a pumping Euro-pop soundtrack, Roth pros 
and age-groupers alike are welcomed into the 
mini amphitheatre-come-finishing chute like 
returning war heroes. Quite simply, there ain’t  
no party like a Challenge Roth party.

NEXT RACE 18 July 2010
WEBSITE www.challenge-roth.com

Now entering its 30th year, Escape from Alcatraz has to be seen to be 
believed. As the name suggests this one is a leap of faith just off the coast 
from the infamous former-prison island of Alcatraz. But unlike its unlucky 
inmates, competitors at the triathlon have always made it to dry land safely. 

In fact, each year over 2,000 athletes make the jump off an old 
steamboat into the freezing cold waters of San Francisco Bay for a 2.4km 

swim to shore. A 28.9km bike leg follows before a 12.8km run separates  
the men from the boys, and the women from the girls, as they hit the 
sandy trails of the Golden Gate Recreation Area, home to the formidable 
Sand Ladder – 400 nigh-on vertical steps up a cliff face. This is pure  
punishment from start to finish. 
NEXT RACE TBC WEBSITE www.escapefromalcatraztriathlon.com

2 Escape from Alcatraz San Francisco, USA
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Words really can’t do this one justice. Hawaii is the pinnacle of  
every triathlete’s dreams, or at least it should be. It’s the Big One  
on Big Island. You do an Ironman, you’re a hero; you do Hawaii, 
you’re worshipped. After all, this is where Ironman began. 

Back in 1977, US Navy Commander John Collins decided to put an 
end to the debate among friends about who was the fitter – 
swimmers, cyclists or runners. So he combined three of Hawaii’s 
biggest endurance races – the Waikiki Roughwater Swim (3.8km),  
the Around-Oahu Cycle Race (180km) and the Honolulu Marathon 
(42.2km) – to form the Hawaii Ironman. 

On 18 February 1978, the first race took place in Honolulu, with 15 
athletes starting and 12 crossing the finish line, each receiving a 
handmade trophy and a place in history. The first official champion 
was one Gordon Haller, in a time of 11:46:58. Fast forward 30 years 
and almost two thousand athletes from all over the world make the 
annual trip to the island in the Pacific, having either hit the jackpot 
through a lottery scheme or having qualified at one of a number of 

1 Ironman World Championships
Kona, Hawaii

full or half Ironmans across the globe. Tens-of-thousands of 
triathletes vie for these spots every year. Only 1,800 succeed. 

But while entrant numbers have sky rocketed, the winning times 
haven’t: last year’s men’s winner, Craig Alexander, posted an 8:17:45; 
Belgium’s Luc Van Lierde still holds the record at 8:04:08, set in 1996. 
That’s the beauty of Kona, it’s a place of world-beating feats of 
endurance; each event adding a new name to the events’ roll-call of 
honours. Hawaii has seen some of the greatest battles and moments 
in the sport’s history: the Ironwar of ’89 between two of Hawaii’s 
legends - Mark Allen and Dave Scott; Paula Newby-Fraser taking her 
eighth title in 1996; Chrissie Wellington winning her first world title at 
only her second-ever Ironman. Because if it’s happened in Ironman, 
chances are it happened in Hawaii. Kona finisher Joe Beer sums it up 
perfectly: “If you haven’t done it, you haven’t lived.” 

NEXT RACE 10 October 2009 WEBSITE ironman.com/worldchampionship
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What do you think?
Which race is the finest is so subjective, but 
all of us have one we love (or one we must 
do before we croak it). Go to the forum at 
www.220triathlon.com and tell us yours.
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