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India’s One
And Only
Iron Maiden

Having trained herself to swim, cycle and run in the
grueling world of the triathlon, Anuradha Vaidyanathan
dreams of Olympic glory | By ACHINT GUPTA

he would be perfect for the popular engine oil commercial in which a
marathoner keeps running as his outer skin peels off to reveal a robot beneath.
Anuradha Vaidyanathan has the machinery to last long, really long. She has
electricity that fires her up at 3 a.m., the time at which she usually starts her
training, her piston-like legs tireless in motion, her engine never short of power.
Yet automobile fuel is something she has always hated. “I couldn’t stand the
cars and petrol emissions, so I started cycling to college,” she says. Thus began
the journey of a woman who swam, cycled and ran until she became India’s first and only
Ironman athlete. “Kids in my neighborhood ask me why they shouldn’t call me Ironwoman instead
and I tell them, ‘Buddy, it’s the name of the race, ” Vaidyanathan says with a smile. The Ironman
Triathlon is one of several long-distance races staged by the World Triathlon Corporation, a 17-hour

endeavor that begins at 7 a.m. with a 3.86-km swim followed by a 180.25-km bike race and finally a 43-km
run—without a break. The rules say the swim has to be completed in 2:20, competitors have to get off their
bikes by 5:30 p.m. and the marathon must end before midnight. Vaidyanathan is also the only Asian to have
completed the Ultraman race in Canada, swimming 10km in the ocean, cycling 430km and then running a
double marathon of 84km. So does it make her an Ironman or Ironwoman? The champion hates labels and is
proud of the fact that she finished her Ph.D. in chemical engineering from the University of Canterbury in New

Zealand well ahead of a lot of men.
Triathlon is not a well-known sport in India. Had Vaidyanathan decided to concentrate on any one of the
three disciplines in which she revels she could have garnered far more fame and success. “I have the attention
span of a monkey,” she says with a mischievous smile, “I simply have to do many different

THE POWER things at the same time. Combining three sports in one is a challenge. The Ironman is the
OF DREAMS

VAl aRathan world’s hardest single-day sporting event and I just had to pick up the gauntlet.” If her father,
continues to SV. Nathan, is to be believed, Vaidyanathan’s first love was cycling. “She would wake up real
be hopeful of early and sneak out of the house to ride her bike,” says Nathan. “I initially got involved with

etting into the B : 2
§Wimgf' Olympic * her training because I was curious to see what my daughter was up to. The girl can go for a

competition. hundred kilometers without interruption! I realized she was on to something big.”
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Nathan was right. Despite being a
self-coached athlete who only began
professional training in 2005, Vaidya-
nathan ran her first [Ironman in Canada
in 2006 and finished 43rd. She then
participated in a few half-Ironman
races (called Ironman 70.3, referring
to the total distance of the event in
miles) with good results, but it was in
April 2008—when she came fourth in
Ironman China—that the triathlon world
sat up and took notice.

Vaidyanathan qualified for the Iron-
man World Championship 70.3 in Flor-
ida—where she finished 26th—and in
2009 she took the giant leap of competing
in Ultraman. She completed it in 35:13:58,
claiming sixth position. But the Ironman
title has eluded her so far. “Given that I
finished Ultraman, I have a fair idea of
what it takes to win a title,” Vaidyanathan
says, “Whatever I have achieved so far I
have done on my own, but this year it was
time to get some expert advice.”

In"March, Vaidyanathan began train-
ing with twice World Series champion
Siri Lindley, who was ranked World No. 1
by the International Triathlon Union for
2001-02. “Anu has an incredible passion
for the sport,” says Lindley. “Her work
ethic is excellent and she knows how to
give 100 percent.” Vaidyanathan’s affec-

tion for her coach surfaces in her speech.
“Lindley is very easy to talk to,” she says.
“She understands Indian training conditions
are quite different from anywhere else, so
she has written a suitable program for me.
It is inspiring to be able to train with her.”
In her bid to win an Ironman title, Vaidya-
nathan knows she must follow her mentor’s
advice meticulously. “She has to totally focus
on one thing,” says Lindley. “She has to put
all her time and effort into her training and
forget everything else. She also has to keep
in mind important factors like recovery, diet,
nutrition and mental training.”
Vaidyanathan is a qualified engineer,
having graduated from Purdue University
and obtained her Masters from the Univer-
sity of North Carolina. But after trying to
juggle her multiple lives as academic, IBM
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Vaidyanathan leaves no stone unturned as she
seeks to reach higher milestones with every training
session, be it in the gym or outdoors, says coach
Lindley (below, left), the Indian’s guiding light as she
chases an Ironman title.

‘Triathletes get lonely in the mountains
that they lose focus and slow down. But
going at such times. “I am spiritual,”

employee and triathlete, she eventually
quit her job to set up a software business
in Bengaluru, Karnataka. “How I wish a
day had more than 24 hours,” she grins
ruefully. “I never felt engineering could
become a curse on my sporting career or
vice versa.”

aidyanathan’s role model is Eric

Heiden, world champion speed

skater and practicing doctor, but
her father was not surprised when she quit
her job. “She was willing to stand up for what
she believed in: that women should be free to
choose what they want out of life,” Nathan
says proudly. Vaidyanathan’s choice has
made her aware of the power of the mind in
extreme sport. Triathletes get lonely in the
mountains and the ocean, whether they are
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leading or lagging, and it is during these
times that they can lose focus and slow down.
But Vaidyanathan has a way of keeping her-
self going at such times. “I am extremely
spiritual,” she says. “I see beauty in simple
things and many creative thoughts have oc-
cured while running. The world is silent and
there is no one telling you what to do and
what not to do. It is an exhausting sport and
my spirit keeps me going, even after the mind
and body have withstood huge punishment.”

Vaidyanathan could have been the tri-
athlon medal hope for India, but she re-
alized early that knocking on the door
of the Triathlon Federation of India was
useless. The organization hasn’t even
recognized her achievements in the dis-
cipline, let alone assisted her in her
efforts. Timex and Brand Calculus stepped in
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