- Give Triathlonsa Try

Sport becommg more popular with average athletes

By CLAIRE MARTIN
THE DENVER POST ,

DENVER — Triathlons, a sport
that once belonged exclusively to
elite athletes, are going from Iron-
man to everyman, threatening to
replace fun runs as a popular citi-
Zen event.

“Ihave really fallen in love with
the sport,” said Jen Szabo, of Ar-
vada, Colo.

Szabo is among more than 1 mil-
lion people who will compete in a
triathlon somewhere in the U.S.
this year, according to the Sport-
ing Goods Manufacturers Associ-
ation. Most of those will be “sprint
triathlons” a fraction the size of
the Tronman, as little as a quarter-
mile swim, a 10-mile bike ride and
a b-kilometer run. Some triath-
letes find it even more manage-
able to sign up in teams of three,
with each individual taking one
leg of the event.

“Only a few years ago, you
could sign up for our sprint triath-
lons the day before the event,”
said Scott Fliegelman, a Boulder,
Colo., personal coach who special-
izes in training triathletes.

“But today, our June event, the
5430 triathlon, with 1,000 partici-
pants, is basically filled by March.
Triathlons are less intimidating
to the average athlete than they
usedtobe.”

Elite runner Ellen Hart-Peqa is
among the growing number of tri-
athlon converts.

“I think most people, myself in-
cluded, evolve into triathlons be-
cause the sport allows you to train
six or seven days a week, with far
less chance of injury than if you
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“A sprint tri is doable for sur-
prisingly many people, and that
first one gives you such a feeling
of accomplishment.”

Szabo concurs, althotigh just
four years ago she never would
have predicted that she’d describe
a triathlon as “doable.” In 2004,
she weighed 250 pounds when her
brother persuaded her to attend a
Bolder Boulder training session.

Surrounded by slimmer run-
ners, Szabo listened awhile and
then gathered her asthma inhaler
and other things.
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Tears in her eyes, she began
heading for the door when Fliegel-
man, one of the workshop present-
ers, tossed his arm over her
shoulder as ifhe a]ready were her
coach.

“You're just the kind of athlete I
want to work with!” he said heart-
ily, converting Szabo on the spot.

“An athlete — he called me an
athlete when I weighed 250
pounds,” she says today, still in-
credulous.

She started to walk every day,

working her way up to 13.1 miles
— a half-marathon distance —
within two years, gradually
switching from walking to run-
ning. The weight melted off. The*

- third year, she decided to enter a

triathlon. When she finished, Sza-
bowas elated.

“And now, I feel like triathlons
are my home, and that I belong,”
she said, an old hand at triathlons
with seven competitions under
her belt.

“Even though I carry an inhaler
in case I need to take a puff. And
sometimes I wear socks,” she
added.

That’s a wry reference to the
distinction Szabo draws between
recreational triathletes like her-
self and hard-core competitors so
focused on trimming seconds
from their overall time that they
bike and run sockless to avoid
wasting 15 precious seconds pull-
ingon a pair of socks.

Szabo and her training partner,
novice triathlete Jenn Downey of
Boulder, work out between 90
minutes and two hoursa day, fol-
lowing a customized training pro-
gram. A typical workout
combines two of the three triath-
lon events.

“Hvery day is dlﬁ‘erent ? Down-
ey said.

“Training for a trlathlon gives
you more confidence in yourself.
You have to set up goals, break
down ways to accomplish them,
and overcome obstacles. It’s in-
fluenced me at work: I'll think |
about how my running goals can
translate into a project that my
team has to do. You get more con-
fidence in yourself.



