
A 2.4 mile swim, 112 mile bike ride, 26.2 mile run makes the Ironman triathlon one 
of the hardest one day endurance challenges on the planet. Now take those events 
and transfer them to a volcanic rock with cruel winds, rough seas, nose bleed 
inducing hills and temperatures that could melt a man, and you have Ironman 
Lanzarote. Why then would Andy Holgate, who admittedly has never swam in the 
sea, can’t cope with the wind, climbs hills like an elephant climbs stairs and melts 
quicker than an ice cream in a sauna take on such an extreme challenge? Simple: 
Because he can.....
Can’t Sleep, Can’t Train, Can’t Stop! More misadventures in triathlon continues Andys 
amazing and inspiring journey from where Can’t Swim,Can’t Ride, Can’t Run finished 
and chronicles his attempt to complete two Ironman triathlons six weeks apart.
Outlaws, Assassins, Pirates, childbirth, broken bones, broken bikes, nappies, 
impalement, udder cream, donuts, intensive care, triumph, forceps, tragedy, 
dangerous drivers, love and more crashes than the financial markets, all play a part 
in this enthralling story of one man’s quest  to wear as much lycra and rubber as 
possible in public without getting arrested. 
Andy would be in his 40th year in 2012, would it be his last? Will this MAMIL 
(Middle aged man in lycra) make it to his 41st year? Will it be a triathlon too far,
or will he succeed against the odds and live to swim, ride and run another day.

More Misadventures
in Triathlon

ANDY
HOLGATE

Andy Holgate is 40 years old and lives in Lancaster, England. In 2007 he completed 
his first Ironman distance race, The Big Woody. He is married to his “Ironwidow” 
Emma and they have a 14 month old daughter, Charlotte.
Andy’s first book, Can’t Swim, Can’t Ride, Can’t Run was published in 2011 and 
was a top 10 sports book in the United Kingdom, and a No.1 Kindle sports book.
Andy was nominated in 2012 for the “Best New Writer” at the British Sports Book 
Awards, he was the only non journalist / sports star to receive such recognition. 
When not out training, or writing his blog, you’ll find Andy working as a Librarian 
at Lancaster University.



3

More Misadventures
in Triathlon

ANDY
HOLGATE

Cant Sleep, Train, Stop FC.indd   3 05/12/2012   14:47



can’t sleep, can’t train, can’t stop

4

Pitch Publishing Ltd
A2 Yeoman Gate

Yeoman Way
Durrington
BN13 3QZ

Email: info@pitchpublishing.co.uk
Web: www.pitchpublishing.co.uk

First published by Pitch Publishing in 2012

Text © 2012 Andy Holgate

Andy Holgate has asserted his rights 
in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988 

to be identified as the author of this work. 

All rights reserved. 
No part of this publication may be reproduced, 

stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, 
electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, 

without the prior permission in writing of the publisher 
and the copyright owners, or as expressly permitted by law, or under terms 

agreed with the appropriate reprographics rights organization. 
Enquiries concerning reproduction outside the terms stated here should be sent 

to the publishers at the UK address printed on this page.

The publisher makes no representation, express or implied, with regard to the 
accuracy of the information contained in this book and cannot accept any legal 

responsibility for any errors or omissions that may be made.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

ISBN: 978-1909178335

Cover design by Olner Design.
Printed in Great Britain by TJ International. 



triathlon misadventures

6

Acknowledgements

I have so many people that have helped me on my continued 
journey, without their help I wouldn’t have made it down the correct 
path. I owe so many people my thanks and I can only apologise if 
I miss you out here. It’s not intentional just a sign that as I rapidly 
approach my 40th year that my mind is deteriorating as fast as my 
body. So to anyone that has helped me, offered advice, marshalled 
for me, shouted abuse at me in a race, contacted me online, or just 
been there for me: THANKS, I really appreciate it.

Firstly I need to thank the wonderful staff at Pitch Publishing 
who work tirelessly to promote my writing. Paul and Jane Camillin 
never tire of answering my questions, offering me advice and 
generally making the whole process of being an author a pleasure. 
They genuinely care and I can’t thank them enough for their 
support.

I’d like to thank my colleagues at Lancaster University Library 
who over the years must have been bored silly with tales of 
triathlon, and more recently tales of book signings etc. I couldn’t 
think of a nicer bunch of people to spend my everyday life with. 
I’d also like to thank the ladies in the university’s press office for 
all their support in promoting my writing. Through their work I’ve 
been given some great contacts and opportunities. 

Thank you to everyone that bought my first book, without you 
this one wouldn’t have happened. And a huge thanks to the readers 
of my blog, without your support I’d never have been an author. I 
appreciate your continued support more than you could imagine.

Thank you to everyone that has given their kind permission for 
their wonderful photographs to appear in this book.



7

acknowledgements

Thanks to Tim for all the invaluable advice on writing. I can’t wait 
to read your upcoming books and to help you become an Ironman 
in 2013.

Thank you to the wonderful triathlon community who have 
supported my racing and writing. I love the banter and the support 
that one finds on the forums of Tri-Talk, Fetch Everyone and Runner’s 
World. Thank you to everyone that has sent me messages, spoken to 
me at races or at book signings, reading your stories motivates me to 
keep pushing and to keep writing.

To Greppers, Deenzy, Beebs, Broccers, Rach, TRO, Hammers, 
Leggers, Slogger, AJPAR, Argie, Angus, Simbers, HOD, Phew, and 
Stepford Wife, thanks for making this “Comfy Shoe Glassman” one 
of the gang and for sharing your invaluable advice laced with much 
p***-taking. It’s been great fun.

There’s not a lot I can say about the Pirates that hasn’t already been 
said. Their advice, support and banter is second to none. Arghhhh!!!

Team Silent Assassin are a wonderful addition to my life. I love 
the minutes that I get to spend with them each year, few that they 
are, but they never fail to remind me how much fun you can have 
with Ironman. So a huge HUGE thank you to Q, Jo and most 
especially Jordy who never stops smiling.

Viking, Min and Dave, my original partners in crime and my 
good friends. Thanks for everything, you are not only wonderful 
athletes but true friends. On the rare occasions we get together it just 
flows and I’m transported back to the good old days of Dr Duncans. 
And to Loon, keep cheering from Down Under, I can still hear you 
pet.

I know you won’t thank me for singling you out Gobi but your 
advice and support has really motivated me. I can’t thank you enough 
for that mate.

Cortney, please continue to inspire, please continue to push and 
most of all please keep doing it with the upmost enthusiasm. Your 
writing and your messages have helped me out of a few dark days 
this year when things seemed too much. I look forward to the day 
when I can get out for a ride in the wonderful Virginia hills with 
you.



can’t sleep, can’t train, can’t stop

8

To everyone at Thurnham Cycles, I just love you guys. I don’t 
need to say any more. Thanks for letting me be part of the team. 
I’m lucky to have such a great friend and training partner in Andy 
Holme. 

Team English, Lee and Pam, Team Towse, Jacko, Richard and 
Lou, The Southport collective, The Toal Sisters, Taj, Kim – true 
friends one and all. Thank you for all your support of not only me 
but my family.

Simon Vaukins – thanks for the many hours spent running 
together, I never fail to have fun when trying to catch you. Cheers 
mate.

Lesley English – thanks for being so graceful in victory, one 
day I hope to return the favour.

Kev Foster-Wiltshire – thanks for seeing my potential, let’s 
do this.

Mark Smith – thanks for making me a better swimmer, giving 
me confidence that I can push myself to be faster and go longer. 
Can’t believe I’m saying this but I love swimming, and that’s 
down to you.

To everyone involved with COLT I am indebted to your 
support, your advice and your friendship. I’ve found where I 
belong. I really do feel as if I belong to the best triathlon club in 
the world. I have so many to thank. Stu Foy, thanks for everything, 
you give me as much belief as I give you and I look forward to 
Outlaw training together. Jack for those miles, Podge for that 
curry you owe me, Andrew Mc for inviting me swimming, Big 
Kev for more than I could write in a blog or a book, Crazy for the 
pain and the laughter, Tornado for the advice and for giving me 
belief to better myself, Danny for the enthusiasm, Louise G for 
all the sensible nutritional advice, Graham H for the science and 
instilling a spark, Paul G and the two Tonys for some cracking 
Wednesday night runs and finally Team Hirst, Mick, Fi, David 
Patterson, Sarah Mason and Valerie for that amazing level of 
support in Lanzarote.

John “IronFramer” Carr – thanks for inspiring, for 
supporting, amusing and just being you. You are a star.  



9

acknowledgements

The Outlaw Ladies – Chris, Mandy and Sarah, your 
support, enthusiasm, laughter and friendship has been 
awe-inspiring. Thanks for letting me be one of the girls. 
Andy Ley – for being a great sport, a good mate and such a 
good laugh.  I have loved the hours I’ve spent in your company 
even in THAT top. Kel Hirst – whether it’s avoiding frogs in 
the dark or getting a hand from Italians on mountains, your 
company has been a breath of fresh air. And for teaching me 
“Pin Out”. Chris Clarke – I would offer to buy you a beer but 
you’d bankrupt me. Thanks for everything mate. Pete Denness 
– I’ll never finish in the same time zone as you, but I can’t 
fail to be inspired by a fellow Barrow lad who beats the pros.  
Chris Lawson – thank you for being a crap swimmer, keep it 
up, it might be the only chance I have of beating you. Seriously 
mate, you’ve made the last few years so much fun. Here’s to 
the next few. Richard Mason – thanks for all your help and 
advice, you are a top coach. I wish I’d been a better pupil.  
John Knapp – I have so many levels on which I should 
thank you. You are the Yoda of triathlon. One incident 
meant the world to me this year, the day after the Outlaw, 
you shook my hand and said one simple word: Respect.  
Chris Wild – where do I start with you? There’s nothing that 
I can say that hasn’t already been said. You sir, could headline 
any Ironman. Thank you for everything but especially that sweaty 
man hug on the prom.

I would be nothing without my family, they mean the world 
to me with their unquestioning support and love. So thank you 
to the Holgates, the Cookes, the Cubins, the Myerscoughs, and 
the Healeys.

Thank you to my Mam and Dad who made me who I am, and 
who have never stopped believing in me despite witnessing some 
tough moments. I love you both and can’t thank you enough.

To my “Iron Widow” Em, thank you for indulging me in my 
sometimes selfish pastime, thank you for believing in my writing, 
and for all your love and support not only on race day but on every 
day of my life. You are the best thing that has ever happened to 



can’t sleep, can’t train, can’t stop

10

me, and not a single day passes when I am not thankful for that. 
I love you.

And finally to Charlotte, Daddy loves you more than anything. 
You never cease to amaze me. Thank you for enriching my life in 
ways I never imagined would be possible.

And now let’s get on with the story, go and get a brew, get 
comfy, it’s going to be “fun and games”.



11

1

I hate triathlon

It had been one of the wettest summers in recent memory. Earlier 
that day the rain had grated at my cycle helmet like fingernails 
raking a chalkboard. Yet now as the sun began to slowly fall behind 
the horizon on the first July day of 2012 I squinted at its blinding 
fiery reflection illuminating the rowing basin, turning water into 
fire. Or maybe the fire was just in my eyes as the pain and sense of 
foreboding that I was a failure consumed me. It wasn’t supposed to 
be like this, it was NEVER supposed to be like this. 

The gravel path no longer crunched with every laboured foot 
fall. Despite my mind willing my legs to lift my feet there was no 
response. Come on work, you’ve got to move, don’t let me down. 
This means everything to me. Nothing, no response. Just more pain 
as my calf contracted, shuddering like a decapitated cockroach. In a 
torturous duet my knee throbbed and I was engulfed with a feeling 
of despair. 

This wasn’t the fabled Ironman shuffle, hell it wasn’t even a Julie 
Moss crawl, both of those would have been quicker. I dragged my 
left leg in a slow, deliberate and stunted manner. To an outside 
observer it must have looked like it was taking all of my brain’s 
capacity just to instruct my body to stay upright. I was beginning to 
resemble a zombie from a Tim Lebbon novel, decaying and falling 
apart with each second that passed.

At least I’m still running I thought, trying desperately to find a 
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shred of positivity. Just then I was aware of someone at my shoulder. 
It wasn’t a zombie but another human being, one in a much better 
place than me.

“Keep going Pirate,” he mumbled, his tone one of pitying 
encouragement. I nodded and grunted something positive about 
his performance as he quickly walked away from me. I focused 
on the heels of his running shoes, hypnotically watching the little 
reflective Asics signs just below his freshly shaven Achilles tendons 
grow ever distant.

Within a heartbeat I was once again looking at the torturous 
gravel that was grating the soles of my feet; my feet felt numb. I felt 
numb. He’s just bloody walked away from you.

I stopped.
I had completed 21 of the 26 miles of the Outlaw run course, 

an Ironman distance race in Nottingham, England. The day had 
got off to a dream start when I recorded my fastest ever Ironman 
distance swim but now it had descended into my own personal 
nightmare.

I reached into the pocket in the back of my yellow and black 
sweat-soaked tri top and fumbled at the sticky packet with all of 
the dexterity of a lobster.

I ripped into the raspberry flavoured gel and slowly put it to 
my lips, inhaling its gloopy goodness more in a last ditch act of 
desperation rather than one of calorific need. It tasted so good, 
perhaps another sign that I was not much longer for this world? 

I remembered the mantra of my COLT (City of Lancaster 
Triathlon) club-mate John Knapp. The multiple Kona and 
Norseman finisher had told me and a few other Ironman racers 
one night in the pub that “no matter how bad you feel keep moving 
forward”.

If it was good enough for John then it was sure as hell good 
enough for me. I gritted my teeth and willed my body forward. 
In the distance I could hear the race commentator signalling that 
another person had reached their goal. “Congratulations, you are 
an Outlaw”, was quickly followed by loud applause and cheers 
from the grandstand of spectators.
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I hate triathlon

A grandstand that contained the source of my inspiration, the 
one small thing that gave me the desire and strength to continue 
when I just wanted to embrace the failure and quit. It was in that 
moment that I knew I would finish even if it killed me. There were 
much more important things in my life now than triathlon and 
Ironman, and given all that had happened on my journey since I 
last competed in an Ironman in fact it was almost a miracle that 
I was shuffling along at all. 

As I approached the car park that signalled the end of the 
river loop for the last time I was aware of people applauding me. 
I raised a smile and thanked them but my main focus was on 
the man ten metres beyond them waiting at the side of the path. 
He shuffled his feet nervously as I approached, protective and 
concerned eyes enlarged by the lenses of his glasses refusing to 
look away. A face that to me still looked like the young man that 
taught me how to ride a bike, or who first took me running with 
him as he trained for the London Marathon, it was not the face 
of a 63-year-old grandfather watching his 39-year-old little boy 
destroy himself. 

“Lift your head up Andrew, it’ll make running easier.” I knew 
as soon as I heard the words from my Dad that he was correct. He 
walked alongside me in the early evening sunshine, slowing his 
natural walking pace to fall in line with my running.

“I know Dad, but I just don’t have the energy to lift my head,” 
I whispered in defeat from under my sweat-stained green cap. A 
cap that I hoped hid my pain and disappointment. We had been 
here before, but unlike Frankfurt three years previously there 
would be no second wind along the banks of the Trent. That’s 
the thing with Ironman, your day can go from dreams of glory 
to the depths of despair in an instant. I had three miles to go, I 
hated Ironman, I hated triathlon but most of all I hated myself 
for being in that moment. 

Three years ago it had been so different. Three years ago I 
had been on top of the world. Three years ago I was in love. 
Three years ago I was invincible. Three years ago I had beaten 
adversity. Three years ago I was in my prime. Three years ago 
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I was me. Three years ago I deserved to call myself an Ironman.
Now I only deserved to be called “Glassman”, I was so weak 

that I would shatter with each impact that my body took. Now 
the top of the world was a distant memory. Now the love was 
replaced with fear and loathing. Now the invincibility had 
dissolved into doubt. Now I no longer recognised the shadow of 
the man who although he had the Pirate crest emblazoned across 
his lycra clad chest acted like a scared little boy. Now was not 
where I wanted to be.

I needed to go back to 2009.


