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The half-distance triathlon consists of a 1.2-mile swim, 56 miles of cycling and a 

13.1-mile run. It is anything but an easy option, but it represents a fascinating 

challenge for any well-trained endurance athlete.

The book will guide any triathlete who wishes to finish his or her first half-distance 

triathlon from the beginning of the preparation until race day.

A particular highlight of the book is its great amount of detailed training plans. 

There are in-depth examples of core and peripheral training and heart-rate 

dependent pace levels T1-T8, which help to illustrate the year-round training 

recommendations.

It also features advice on swimming, cycling, and running training, cross training, 

equipment, strengthening and stretching, typical training errors, recovery, self-

motivating performance testing and motivation tips, as well as anecdotes and 

emotional stories from competitions.

With this guide, anyone can finish their first half-distance triathlon.

HENRY ASH is a triathlete who has actively 

contributed to the development of the non-

stop ultra endurance triathlon over the past 

33 years. During this time, he has written 

20 sports books that have been published 

worldwide. His famously clear writing has 

enabled him to become a coach, training 

companion, and motivator for a great many 

triathletes. He himself has completed more than 320 triathlons around 

the world, including the Hawaii Ironman® (3 times) and 38 other 

Ironman® competitions.

MARLIES PENKER has been an enthusiastic 

triathlete since 1999. Her long distance personal 

record is 9:18.49 hours. She has successfully 

completed all distances from Olympic short 

distances to the long distance. In addition, she 

also holds the Carinthian (Austria) Regional 

Marathon record at 2:45.08 hours.

There are four good reasons why so many triathletes attempt a half-
distance triathlon:

1.	 Exciting for those who are entering new territory with the 1.2-mile 
swim, 56-mile bike ride, and 13.1-mile run and setting new and 
higher goals for themselves.

2.	 Stimulating for those who enjoy a race that lasts 4-6 hours and 
would like to explore their performance limits in this area.

3.	 Interesting for those who use the 70.3-mile race to test their mettle  
before trying the long distance.

4.	 Challenging for those who have already finished several long 
distance races but now want a highly competitive race over a shorter 
distance.
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FOREWORD
Welcome. This book is a thorough guide to preparing for the most popular triathlon 

racing distance in the world. Spawned from the renowned Ironman® Triathlon series, 

the half distance, also called Ironman® 70.3®, is booming internationally because these 

triathlons, raced at half the Ironman® distance over 70.3 miles, provide the challenge of 

long-distance triathlons but are not as intense a training venture as the full Ironman® 

distance. 

Having personally coached hundreds of athletes successfully at this distance, from 

beginner to world champion, I can tell you that Henry Ash and Marlies Penker do a 

fantastic job of skillfully directing you through the intricate steps of preparing for this 

endurance challenge. Starting your event well prepared physically and mentally will 

build your confidence and put you at ease, allowing you to enjoy a day that will forever 

be a memorable milestone in life. Ash and Penker present their information in an easy-

to-read, systematic manner. 

Whether you are just starting out there or looking to up your game, you will find this 

guide to be an essential resource in your training library. Get ready to get in the shape 

of your life!

Lance Watson 

>> Founder, LifeSport Coaching 

>> Triathlon Olympic Gold Medal Coach

>> Ironman® Champion Coach
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1	 INTRODUCTION

1.1	 HALF-DISTANCE TRIATHLON –  
ONE STEP AT A TIME

“THE ROAD TO IRONMAN FAME IS 70.3 MILES LONG”

This phrase sums up the special challenge of the half-distance triathlon. And it is just 

one more leap from the Ironman® 70.3® to its big brother, the Ironman® 140.6®, which 

is the ultimate endurance-sporting accolade.

Ironman® ist a high-quality, recognizable name for a challenging event that, each year, 

attracts more people who want to conquer it to become known as hardcore athletes.

H
. A

sh
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Ironman® 70.3® does not only mean mastering a long triathlon consisting of a 1.2 

mile swim, a 56 mile bike-ride and a 13.1 mile run; Ironman® embodies the “calculated 

adventure” par excellence, the struggle against water, wind, the course, and yourself. 

It means uncertainty as to how those 70.3 miles will affect our bodies, the countless 

highs and lows, the doubt and hope, the moments of strength and weakness that every 

athlete goes through on their way from start to finish.

Ironman® also embodies motivation, willpower, perseverance, energy, strength, 

flexibility, the need to be active and the dream of finishing, all qualities that are required 

in everyday life. The opportunities for transferring these qualities to the Ironman® are 

therefore unlimited.

So why race 70.3 miles all in one go?

Do you too dream of completing an Ironman® 70.3® or another half-distance triathlon?

Then all you need is good health and passion…

…for the multi-faceted endurance sport, consisting of swimming, cycling and running.

In order to attain your Ironman® goal, it is not essential to:

>> Be young or unattached

>> Train 20 hours or more per week

>> Be a semi- or full-professional athlete

This is exemplified by the following people’s success stories:

46-year-old Dan, who before turning 45 had never exercised regularly apart from a few 

bike rides.

Patricia, now 42, who took up triathlon because she wanted to get fit. She caught the 

Ironman® bug four years ago.

36-year-old Doris was an enthusiastic spectator of the Ironman® Austria who hung up 

her ice hockey skates in order to take up the triathlon.

40-year-old Oliver, whose principal motivations to train are the challenge, his enjoyment 

of sport and the testing of his performance limits, still manages to be competitive with 

an average of 8-9 training hours per week.
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1.2	 THE KEYS TO SUCCESS

“IT IS BETTER TO START SLOWLY THAN TO DROP OUT QUICKLY!”

By using realistic training suggestions, specific examples and other tips, we intend to 

give you the keys to succeeding in the half-distance triathlon. The 70.3-mile course is 

purely theoretical. In competition, many factors can cause the 1.2-mile swim to become 

a few hundred yards longer, and almost nobody finds the ideal line during the 56-mile 

cycling component or the 13.1-mile running course.

Our daily swimming, cycling and running training should be equally flexible. Who knows 

that better than Henry after 25 years of triathlon training! This makes our half-distance  

training a little more accessible.

pi
ct

ur
e-
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a
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With this book, we – Henry and Marlies – would like to lead you on your personal half-

distance triathlon journey. The countless facts, tips, suggestions and hints are intended 

to ensure that you retain or enhance your enjoyment of endurance sports as well as 

master your journey to the half-distance triathlon as safely as possible. Unfortunately, 

we cannot completely save you from slight detours.

We hope that you too will experience the deep satisfaction of completing a half-

distance triathlon successfully and in good health. We therefore wish you much fun and 

enjoyment, for we are absolutely certain that success is sure to follow.

Jo
ls

po
rt

.a
t
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2	 THE APPEAL OF THE 
HALF-DISTANCE 
TRIATHLON

The fascination of the half-distance triathlon can be summed up in two sayings and 

with a few important facts:

If you want to do triathlon, then do the Olympic distance, but if you want to find a new 

life (and yourself), then do an Ironman®.

You can buy a house, but not a home.

You can buy a bed, but not sleep.

You can buy a clock, but not time.

You can buy a great bike, but not an IRONMAN®!

sa
ilf

is
h 

G
m
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More facts that make the half-distance triathlon appealing:

>> The many hours of training

>> Getting to know your own body

>> Discovering and raising your performance limits

>> Struggling against problems and obstacles during preparation

>> The length of the course and the weather

>> The uncertainty of the race’s outcome

>> The different nature of swimming, cycling and running

>> Struggling to overcome challenges in the water, on the bike and on the running 

course

>> The satisfaction of reaching the long-awaited and eagerly anticipated finish line

>> Justified pride at having accomplished your goal

>> The sublime feeling of having conquered the 70.3 mile course

>> Increased self-confidence, physical well-being and physical capacity

>> The certainty that one has done something out of the ordinary

>> Mastering the challenge you have set for yourself

>> The affirmation of your will power, endurance and perseverance

The fascination with the half-distance triathlon is closely linked to swimming, cycling, 

as well as running the course length. The Olympic discipline, on the other hand, is 

considered to be a standard triathlon competition that can easily be mastered with the 

correct training. However, it is precisely those extra miles on the bike and on foot that 

make the difference and give the Ironman® its mythical status. They account for the 

uncertainty and thrilling anticipation typically felt in endurance events (flow) as we 

head toward the finish. Can we can get our legs, mistreated during the cycling, to cover 

the 13.1 miles on foot? After the 60.3 miles, will our burning muscles be able to cover 

the remaining 10 miles? Will we avoid “hitting the wall” until after the finish, or it will be 

waiting for us at the next aid station? In a half-distance triathlon, we never know what 

will happen until we actually cross the finish line.

If you are already feeling bad after swimming, you have a problem.

It’s normal to feel exhausted after the cycling. 

But it’s not normal if you don’t feel dead after 70.3 miles!
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Most half-distance triathlon participants ask themselves just before or during the race, 

“Why am I doing this? Do I have to? Can’t I live without the half distance?” Many curse 

themselves, the race, and everything around them and vow never to put themselves 

through this torture again. 

However, after a short recovery phase at the finish, nearly all paticipants become 

repentant liars, and in typical triathlon fashion, bask in the positive memories and start 

to plan their next half-distance triathlon.

Here the common saying, “the journey is the reward,” applies. Positive memories of the 

training for swimming, cycling and running are awakened.

The goals that we were really seeking were overcoming obstacles; the countless 

hours in the sun, rain, wind and snow; the positive, sociable and exciting hours 

spent swimming, cycling and running; these are the things that make an Ironman® 

out of a triathlete.

The rich experience of these hours of training give us the opportunity to let our 

minds wander, but also to socialize and enjoy the beauty and changing seasons 

of nature. All of this makes triathlon an event that provides a quality of life that 

we are not willing to give up.

Follow us on our short, imaginary triathlon journey

You are surrounded by other athletes on the bank of a lake, the atmosphere is 

tense yet calm, and there are only a few minutes to go before the start. Thoughts 

are swirling around your head: “Have I trained hard enough?” “Will I make it to the 

finish?” “How will the swimming, cycling and running go?” But then your train of 

thought is interrupted by the starting signal and you and your fellow athletes rush 

into the water. You dive into the water, then come back up to the surface and try 

to get some air, which is quite hard in the first few yards. You fight for space, get 

jostled a little but gradually find your swimming rhythm. After a few minutes, you 

feel better and can maintain your speed. Now and again you try to catch or overtake 

the leader, and soon notice that the first discipline of the half-distance is nearly 

over. You can already hear the cheers of the spectators in the transition zone; you 

climb quite happily out of the water and are relieved to have the swimming section 

under your belt.
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You run into the transition zone, fetch your bike bag and get changed in the 

transition tent. Full of motivation, you grab your bike, push it out of the transition 

zone and the race now continues on land. As you  start, your legs feel a little tired, 

but gradually you get into your stride and take over other triathletes here and there. 

You don’t forget to eat and drink and feel that today your body is capable of great 

things. You occasionally have phases of fatigue and wonder if you will be able to 

cover the whole 56 miles. But it’s ok, these moments soon pass and your legs soon 

feel fresh again. Now the second discipline is ending,  and in the last few miles, you 

are relaxed as you approach the next transition zone.

In this transition zone, you put on your running clothes and then the final discipline 

is soon under way. Now it is hard, because over the first few miles your legs feel 

“rubbery” and heavy; you have the feeling that you can’t run properly. But your 

muscles adjust because you have already practiced the transition from bike to 

running in training a few times. Now in the race, your legs remember how to run 

again. The spectators cheer you on here and there and carry you toward the finish. 

You don’t give up when moments of fatigue occur. If you really can’t run any more, 

you walk for a while, and are usually able to start running again after a while.

You get nearer and nearer to the finish, the crowd drives you on, you know that you can 

do it. Only a few more yards, then you cross the finish line. The feeling is indescribable, 

you want to “hug the world,” all the effort and minor ailments are forgotten. You’ve 

done it. A wave of happiness flows over you; you smile from ear to ear and are absolutely 

elated to have accomplished your goal.

Would you like to have this feeling too?

In this book, we provide tips and tricks that will enable you to become a happy and 

successful half-distance triathlon finisher.
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