Burnham 2003 had been my first ever triathlon, so I was curious to see what sort of improvement (if any) I could make in 2004. Unlike last year, the weather was glorious all day - in fact it was so nice that after registering and sorting out all my gear I fell asleep on the grass next to the transition area. I know that's not the text-book way to prepare for a race (Eric was off sensibly warming up on his bike while I dozed), but at least I managed to catch some sun.
The swim ended up as a bit of a scrum. Five people per lane in a 25m pool made things too congested for my liking and was a bit of a shock to the system after racing at Gloucester a couple of weeks before, where it was just two. After 14 lengths everyone in my lane ended up bunched together in one big group with no-one really able to overtake that easily. So, rather than push too hard for the sake of a gaining few seconds, I figured it was best to just sit behind the swimmers in-front, save some energy and draught them for the final 6 lengths.
T1 went smoothly. Burnham has quite a long run (on the road) in between the pool exit and the bike pen, so I figured it made sense to change into my cycling shoes straight after coming out of the pool (there are a few well-placed benches where you can lay-out your gear) and use the time spent running down the road to attach my race belt and helmet. Once in the bike pen, all I had to do was take my bike off the rack, grab a quick drink and head out on the cycle stage.
The bike course at Burnham is pretty flat all the way around, starting with a nice long drag out of the town on well surfaced, wide road. I'd caught one rider just after hitting the first big roundabout next to the M5 and then settled into a good, steady pace, hunched down on the tri-bars. Within the next 7 miles I'd caught and passed another three riders (absolutely un-heard of for me - all that mountain biking over the winter had obviously paid dividends) and was really enjoying myself, feeling strong and pleasantly surprised with the high gear I was managing to keep spinning. 

Had a slightly dodgy moment after hitting a huge pot-hole on the way back into Burnham. I think that everybody must have said the same (unrepeatable words) as me as their front wheel disappeared into this with a huge thud… Once into Burnham itself I was a bit unfortunate to get held up in some traffic and had to slow down to a virtual stand-still to manoeuvre around a caravan that, for some inexplicable reason, was coasting along next to the kerb at just 10mph. However, suitably fired up after this annoyance I got out of the saddle and powered all the way to the end of the bike course and into T2.
Running on sand never feels easy to me and, with all the dry weather this year, the sand close to the dunes was very soft indeed, which made for extremely hard going on the first part of the run up the beach. Once off the beach, over the dunes and onto the golf course, things improved a bit and I settled into an easier pace. My plan this year was to take the run steady until the return leg back down the beach, when I'd dig in all the way to the finish. This seemed to work well, as the return leg takes you closer to the sea where the sand is a lot firmer and easier to run faster on. I set my sights on three runners ahead, managing to overhaul two of them before crossing the finishing line in 1hr 11mins dead - knocking more than 10mins off my time from last year.

Overall the race was very enjoyable (good weather always helps of course) and well marshalled. Apart from one cavernous pothole on the way back into Burnham, the bike course is a dream, with almost no hills whatsoever and nice, smooth road surfaces. One tip I picked up from Eric for next year is to wear some socks for the run - all the dry sand goes straight into your shoes when you first hit the beach and can give you blisters if you're running with bare feet.
Matt

