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First let me just say that I didn’t travel to Abu Dhabi especially for the triathlon! My sister 
lives there and I visit her every second year or so. It was time for me to go there this 
Spring so I thought why not do the race while I’m there? I booked my flights with Etihad 
and as they were a partner/sponsor of the race, they allowed athletes travelling with 
them to bring a bike for free. To be honest, I think this offer was supposed to be for 
people booking their whole travel package with them but they extended the offer to me in 
the end. I think it would have worked out really expensive if I had to pay myself (a few 
hundred each way at least) or if I had to rent a bike out there so that saved me a fortune! 
 
The next step was to organise a bike box so I rented one from Roofbox.ie (highly 
recommended) for €60 for the week. As the time neared, I realised I would have to learn 
how to take apart my TT bike and put it back together, a scary thought. For those who 
haven’t done this before, it involves removing the wheels, pedals, seat post and partial 
removal of the handlebars and then packing them into the box in a certain way. I 
collected the box a couple of days early so I could practice this. Thank goodness I did as 
I could not get the pedals off and had to drive to 360 Cycles in Clontarf the day before 
my flight and ask them to remove them for me! Let’s just say myself and my bike are 
now much closer! 
 
The morning of the flight coincided with the first day of the Beast of the East! Luckily my 
taxi was one of the few that did not cancel their journey and we very slowly made our 
way through the snow to the airport. Cars were not allowed up the ramp to departures so 
that was an interesting walk/waddle with a bike box and a suitcase! Even though the bike 
box was on wheels, manoeuvring it was challenging but once I checked it into the 
oversize luggage, all was good. As it turned out, I needn’t have worried about missing 
my flight as it was five hours later that we took off – and we were one of the very few 
flights to get out on the Wednesday – phew!  
 
The day before: 
I was staying locally with my sister away from the Race Village on Yas Island so the day 
before the race I headed over in the rain (yes, rain in the desert!). Registration was very 
smooth and each athlete received a decent race bag. I also got my reassembled bike 
checked over by race mechanics and they kindly fixed the bent derailer (the guy beside 
me wasn’t so lucky, his derailer had snapped in his bike box so there was a mad dash to 
Dubai to find a part!). There was a practice swim organised to allow athletes to get a feel 
for the water. The sea temperature was a balmy 23 degrees and the race was to be 
wetsuit-optional so I put my wetsuit on and jumped into the Marina. The water was 
wonderful - no freezing hands, feet and face! Next were the pro races. I stayed for the 
men’s sprint race as Russell White was competing for Ireland. I had never seen a pro 
triathlon race up close and I was so impressed with their speed on the Formula One 
track. The rain however played havoc with the cycle course as the usually smooth circuit 
became slippery due to oil coming to the surface. There were loads of crashes. Some of 
the men were able to get back on their bikes while others limped back to transition with 
bad road rash and their tri suits in ribbons. Russell was initially up there in the top 10 but 
had a fall off the bike and even though he got back on and continued (with road rash on 



his face and shoulder), he never regained his position and finished 43rd. I was hoping 
and praying that conditions would be better for the age-group races the next day….. 
 

	  
 
The day of the race: 
It was an early start and the sun was already shining! No rain – yippee! There were 
going to be over 2700 athletes from 86 countries racing together. I set my bike up in 
transition and milled around in the shade until my ‘all-female’ wave start. Even when the 
Olympic distance waves began at 9am, the temperature was already in the 20s. I was 
very glad I had put on my suncream! My wave started at 9.40 with rolling groups of four 
running into the water at a time. No time to acclimatise in the water. Most athletes had 
opted for wetsuits, though many were shorties or armless. Some of the muslim ladies 
had the full hijab on aswell! In the water, I had no openwater panic (as I do in most Irish 
races) so under a blue sky, I focused on finding the ‘sweet spot’ that Mark has spent a 
few Friday swims helping us to discover, and I just went for it. My tinted goggles were a 
good decision as the glare from the low sun was intense. I was really happy with my 
swim, and exited in just under 28min. 
T1 was fine and I set off like a bullet (if I say so myself) on my bike. For the most part, 
the surfaces were smooth and the course incorporated two loops of the Formula One 
circuit which was amazing to cycle on.  
 

 
 
However, I had forgotten to charge my bike computer and there were no distance 
markers on the course at all so I had to just go for it! The ride was technical with lots of 



sharp turns and U-turns, different surfaces but no hills. Luckily I had two bottles on the 
bike and I drank most of it as the heat was building. I had taped a Cadbury picnic bar to 
the underside of the crossbar in transition but that just melted off the bike (what was I 
thinking?). Despite a small slip-up on dismount, and the fact that the bike was 43k 
(why?), I was pleased with my time of 1hr 25min. 
In T2, I decided to put on socks and took off at a decent 5min/k pace. I had been 
wondering why everyone appeared to be running so slowly while I was on the bike and 
soon I realised why…...it was midday with the temperature reaching 28 degrees, and no 
shade. With no distance markers again, the run felt never-ending. After around half way, 
I started to flounder but rallied after water and sponges in the only tunnel we passed 
through which was mercifully cool. I later found out that, up to this point, I was neck and 
neck with the winner of my age group, but my pace slowed considerably in the last few 
km and she overtook me. When I started to hear the megaphone and finishing cheers, I 
knew we were close but in a cruel twist, we were sent away from the finish line for 
another km or so. I finally and gratefully reached the wide blue carpet and I decided I 
was going to enjoy this moment as they announced ‘Gillian McMahon from 
Ireland’….but, as I crossed the finish line, my tummy had different ideas so I was forced 
to duck into a corner where I promptly threw up. Not my finest moment! After I got my 
medal and water, I was a bit disappointed to see my overall time was 2hr 59min but then 
I found out the run was also long (11.3k, again why?) and I still came fourth in my age 
group so perhaps it wasn’t so bad after all! So, would I do it again? My blistered feet and 
sunburnt thumbs (who knew!) would say no but the rest of me would definitely go for it! 
An amazing and completely different triathlon experience to what I’m used to in Ireland. 
 

 
 
Things I would do differently: 
I would make sure my bike computer was fully charged. 
I would try to do some warm weather running before the day as I struggled with the heat. 
I would make sure to suncream my thumbs!! 
 
Things they could do differently: 
The distances should be correct – an extra km running in that heat might as well be 5k! 
Distance markers along the cycle and run would be really helpful. 
 
Gillian McMahon 


