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From humble beginnings, Mark Kleanthous is now a 
world-class triathlete. Natalie Lucas reports

Mark Kleanthous was a chubby 
chap at ten and you certainly 
wouldn’t call him sporty; he 

came last in his yearly cross-country 
race and he always ended up the final 
boy to be picked in a team at any sport. 
And then unfortunately, in the same 
year, he lost his father to a heart attack. 
You would never guess this ordinary 
young boy from Islington would turn 
into such an extraordinary athlete.

Wanting to get faster and to help his 
struggling mum, not have to pay for his 
bus fares, little Mark began to run to 
school and back. It was only two miles 
each way, however not so easy in school 
uniform and carrying a satchel. He 
quite often took the back roads as he 
didn’t want to explain to the other kids 
why he was running to school. 

In 1981, when Mark was 20, he heard 
there was going to be the first ever 
London Marathon. His younger brother 
had applied, and always being in 
competition with each other, Mark 
applied behind his brother’s back. 
Mark secretly did some training, not 
knowing at the time that he had got in, 
but his brother hadn’t, being too young. 
It turned out Mark was the youngest 
competitor to take part in the first ever 
London Marathon.

Prior to the Marathon, the furthest 
Mark had ever run was 10 miles. He 
took part in a pair of running shoes two 
sizes too big for him and wearing two 
pairs of socks – he’d been told that his 
feet would swell. Now this is when the 
story gets exciting. Mark comes in at an 

amazing 3.01:19. If he had been in the 
correct kit, Mark would have run sub  
three hours in his first marathon with  
little training.

Post event Mark was desperate to get 
under three hours. He took his training 
seriously and started running around 
150 miles a week. He was running 4 ½ 
hours a day and was very tired. After a 
couple of years he finally twigged that 
he needed to mix up his training and 
start doing shorter races. Mark was now 
achieving 2.24:40 at the age of 24. 
Currently Mark has finished 71 
marathons under three hours.

The tube strike would change 
everything for Mark. He had to start 
cycling to work and found this helped 
his running. “I had extra strength,” says 
Mark. In 1983 the UK was to hold its first 
ever triathlon in Reading. Two hundred 
people took part in the one mile open 
water swim, 40 mile cycle and half 
marathon. “It was quite fundamental, 
pick a position and off you go,” 
remembers Mark. Out of the 200, Mark 
was 150th out of the water – not exactly 
a great start. However, on his bike Mark 
passed around 100 people and did well 
on his run and came in with an 

impressive 8th final position. “I thought 
all I need to do is improve my 
swimming and I might do well.” Mark 
now had the famous triathlon buzz.

For the last thirty years, Mark has 
taken part in and won many triathlons 
around the world. And he has quite a 
few accolades to his name! He is the 
only Brit to have won two triathlons in 
the same day. He is the first Brit to 
complete a Double Ironman Triathlon in 
under 24 hours - not for the feint 
hearted; it includes a 4.8 mile swim, 224 
mile cycle and 52 mile marathon. Mark 
did it in 23 hours 51 minutes. He has 
taken part in a Triple Ironman (I can’t 
believe this actually exists!). It’s a 7.2 
mile swim, 336 mile cycle and ends in 
three marathons back to back. “Never 
again,” said Mark, “that was definitely a 
one off. It took me eight months to 
recover. My hair fell out and my beard 
didn’t grow for over 10 days!” It took 
Mark 45 hours and 58 minutes 29 
seconds. He says he really remembers 
those last 29 seconds.

Mark is off to Sweden this year for the 
first ever Sweden Ironman. And at 52 he 
is fighting fit. “I was quicker in 2010 at 
the age of 50 than in 1988 at the age of 
28. I think it’s because I understand my 
body better.” Good luck Mark we are 
very impressed.

Mark has a website that will tell you 
everything you want to know about 
triathlons. Visit www.ironmate.co.uk.  
He also has recently published a  
book called the Complete Book of 
Triathlon Training.
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He is the first Brit to 
complete a Double 

Ironman Triathon in 
under 24 hours.
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