
 

Race Report – Susan Farago 
 
Vineman Half Ironman 
Sonoma/Guerneville, CA 
August 1, 2004 – 6:30am 
 
1.2 mi swim, 56 mi bike, 13.1 mi run 
Time: 5:36:48 (Swim – 37:38, T1 3:00, Bike 2:54:16, T2 2:09, Run 1:59:49) 
(not including 4 min drafting penalty) 

(36/153 in 30-34 Age Group) 
(116/667 Overall)  
 

 
 
At last...the nice long relaxing vacation to California wine country my husband Leary and I have been planning 
since last December. Oh, and did I mention that 3 days into the “relaxing vacation” was the Half Vineman triathlon? 
August 1st would be race day and Leary’s first half Ironman! 
 
We flew in to San Francisco the Friday before the race. We managed our way through the airport with 2 bike 
cases, 2 suit cases, and 2 back packs. Triathlon travel tip #1 – be prepared for a workout in the San Francisco 
airport. If you’ve never been to this airport imagine a sort of “planes and trains” theme in order to get to your 
“automobile”. We hauled our stuff through the airport, lugged it up to the BART air tram, shuttled out to the car lot, 
and dragged everything down into the parking garage. People made comments about our bike cases from the 
obvious, “Hey, you got a bike in there?” to a more Californian-type comment, “I bet that case is full of pot!” I 
couldn’t help but respond, “Yes, we’re going for the REALLY OBVIOUS approach to drug trafficking in hopes we 
won’t get noticed.” 
 
Standing by the rental car came the moment of truth. Triathlon travel tip #2 – if you’re going to travel with 2 bike 
cases, rent AT LEAST a full size car. If I would have packed one more pair of spandex or an extra tooth brush we 
would have been screwed! But everything fit. We made our way out of San Francisco and after a lovely 70 mile 
drive up highway 101 which took 3 hours at a rate of 25-30mph we finally made it to Guerneville. And what did we 
see in the town of Sebastopol just before we got to Guerneville? A Whole Foods grocery store!! Ah, a little taste of 
Austin! 
 
On Saturday we drove to Santa Rosa for packet pick up and the pre-race meeting. Then we drove to Windsor 
High School to drop off our T2 stuff (running gear and post race “needs”). In the transition area we talked to 
several of the more than 35 triathletes from Austin who would be doing this race. 
 
Race morning came and we loaded up our gear, hopped on our bikes, and rode the ½ mile to the race start. It 
was great to show up 50 minutes before the race and not have to worry about parking! The transition area was in 
a gravel/dirt/sand parking lot which made everything dusty. This was going to be an interesting swim to bike 
transition! 
 

 
Half Vineman Transition Area 

Austin Triathletes: Leary Walker, Mark Freeman, Chris Collings 



Leary’s swim start was at 7:18am and my start wasn’t until 8:36am. As Leary was getting his transition area set 
up I ran down to the swim start to see if I could find our friend Matt. His swim start was even earlier than Leary’s 
and I wanted to see him off before the race. I found him just as he was about to enter the water. I gave him a hug 
and wished him well (this was his first ½ Ironman too AND he was the reason we were there to begin with – 
Vineman was his idea).  
 
After seeing Matt start the swim, I found Leary and we walked down to the river – he in his wetsuit and me in my 
warm jacket. Temps were in the mid 50’s and it was foggy. The towering trees next to the narrow Russian River 
made us feel small.  

 
Half Vineman Swim Start - Leary 

 
Leary’s wave start time came; I gave him a kiss and told him he’ll do great. BANG! And his swim wave was off. I 
watched him swim down the narrow river and then headed back up to transition. 
 
I got my transition area set up and then watched the men from earlier swim waves make their way to the bike 
course. All the gravel/dirt/sand in the transition area made it difficult for people to run with their bike shoes on. 
Some ran barefoot – yipes! Others dropped water bottles along the bumpy trail. One guy ran by wearing a full 
grape suit – no kidding – with big purple cloth grapes hanging all over him! I didn’t think he was going to be very 
“aero” on his bike!  

 
“Vineman” On the Bike 

 



 
At 8:30am my swim wave was corralled through an area where our timing chips beeped as we walked into the 
water. If I could just say a few words about the timing chips – they were HUGE! Mine was square, it stuck way out, 
and it was like having a brick strapped to my ankle! I figured I’d lose it the minute I tried to get my wetsuit off. I 
thought about this as I entered the 72 degree murky water. I made my way to the front of the swim pack closest to 
the buoy line and planned my route. This was the first triathlon swim I have ever done where I could literally see 
10-12 buoys within the first ¼ mile. Talk about over marking the course!!! BANG and we were off. 
 
The first half of the swim was into the current. I found some feet and let that person do the work while I sat back 
and tried not to hit her feet with my hands. We zig-zagged through the swim course going from buoy to buoy. I 
suddenly felt my timing brick...I mean chip...start to move so I stood up (yes the river was that shallow), tightened 
the strap, and was back on “the feet” in no time. The river ranged from 2-6 feet deep so at any point you could 
pretty much touch bottom. The second half of the swim went much faster as we were headed down stream. I 
exited the water by the big stack of wine barrels and prepared myself for “transition mudfest”.  
 
 

 
Swim exit. 

 
I found my bike, peeled off my wetsuit making sure not to lose the chip, stuffed all my now muddy swim gear into 
my official plastic race bag, got most of the gravel off my feet, and carried my bike to the mount line. I clipped in 
and as I crested the short hill just out of transition a woman hollered, “You have a flat!” What?!? I looked down 
and couldn’t see anything. I hollered to a guy standing on the sidewalk, “Hey, do I have a flat?” He looked at both 
wheels as I went zipping by and said, “No! Tires look fine.” Whew! 
 
The bike course was spectacular as the rolling hills took us by vineyard after vineyard. I was playing leap frog with 
another female cyclist so we enjoyed each other’s company while maintaining the required USAT 3 bike length 
distance between us. Then we noticed two other women blatantly drafting us. This went on for about 10 minutes 
until one of them cut right in front of me. I sat up and hit the brakes. Just then I heard, “Brown and white jersey, 
number 274, drafting.” I saw a race official writing in her notepad. She is giving ME a 4 minute time penalty for 
drafting? Are you KIDDING?!? This is when I learned that telling race officials how to do their job...or even cursing 
out loud at them...will get you nowhere and that like in life, things are not always fair. I sped up and dropped the 2 
drafters, told myself to forget about it, and I got back to enjoying the scenery.  
 
Around mile 46 was the dreaded “Chalk Hill” named for the chalky consistency of the soil. People had also written 
athlete’s names in chalk on the hill itself. I felt like I was in the Tour de France! OK, not really...but the thought 



crossed my mind. The hill was nothing compared to the hills on 360 but I checked twice that I was indeed in my 
lowest gear as it would have been nice to have even a lower gear.  
 

 
Bike course with vineyards in background. 

 
 
I finally came wheeling into Windsor High School and the crowds were cheering as I made my way into transition. 
I dumped my bike, grabbed my running shoes and hat, and was off on the run in no time. Glad I didn’t have to use 
the bathroom since there was only one...yes one...porta potty in transition! 
 
The run course was just as beautiful as the bike course and it had a few hills to make sure your legs were 
functioning. The many aid stations were well stocked with everything from water and Gatorade to RC Cola, 
pretzels, ice, and fruit. When I hit mile 5 I saw Leary running towards me – he was on his way back. He looked 
tired but good! We exchanged a quick smooch and went our separate ways. At mile 6 just before La Crema 
winery there was a band playing some jammin’ tunes and one volunteer saw my Texas Iron jersey and hollered, 
“Go Texas! Way to get out there and show them who rules!”  
 
I entered La Crema vineyard and made my way through the rows of grape vines. A volunteer holding a big purple 
foam finger pointed the way. I hollered, “Thanks for giving me the finger!” She responded, “My job is to give 
people the finger and I love doing it!” 
 



 
Running through La Crema winery. 

 
 
The sun finally came out as I approached Windsor High School. Is that the finish line? No. Keep going. The finish 
line must be just around that corner. No. Keep going. Finally, there it is! I crossed the wine barrel finish line and 
was greeted by Leary who finished about an hour ahead of me. I was so excited for him – he was smiling from ear 
to ear and wearing his finisher’s medal! 
 

 
 
After the race we ate, cheered on athletes, ate, packed up our gear, ate, and then caught the shuttle back to 
Guerneville. We drove back to Windsor High School and picked up our bikes. The one challenge of a point to 
point race is I always feel like my stuff is scattered all over the place! 
 



 
Post-race food – YUM! 

 
 
We spent the next two days enjoying Guerneville. We toured wineries, went to the ocean, and did I mention...we 
ate? Overall it was a very good trip and a very good race! 
 
Triathlon travel tip #3 (females only) – If the airport ticket guy says it’s going to cost $50 per bike on the return 
flight home AND you lucked out in not having to pay the fees on the way out AND you’re feeling...shall we say 
“hormonal”...use it to your advantage. For some reason we didn’t have to pay anything for our bikes out to 
California but when the ticket guy said it would be $50 for each on the return, I lost it. I would like to note that I am 
NOT the type of female who talks/cries my way out of tickets. If I get a ticket, fine...give me the ticket so I can get 
on with my life. But for some reason this whole $50 thing struck me wrong. So I looked at Leary and declared in a 
choked voice, “We booked this airline so we wouldn’t have to pay any money to ship the bikes!” Then I looked at 
the ticket guy and said in a pleading tone, “Isn’t there anyone we can talk to about this?” I’ll be darned if he didn’t 
disappear behind a door only to reappear a few minutes later saying the fees would be waived because we didn’t 
pay on the outbound flight! I would later discover I was flat out wrong and in my paperwork it said, “Bike fees - 
$50”. Oops!! 
 
We made it back to Austin – bikes, suitcases, and all. Leary went to get the truck as I “gathered” all of our luggage. 
Triathlon travel tip #4 (males only) – If you see a female pulling a bike case off an airport conveyor belt and she’s 
wearing tennis shoes, commando pants, and a “Vineman Half Ironman” t-shirt, odds are she doesn’t need help so 
there’s no need to ask (although the attempt at chivalry is appreciated).  
 
All in all a very good trip, a very good race, and our bikes “flew for free”. Will we do Vineman half Ironman again? 
Probably not because there are so many other great races to try. Would I recommend the race? Absolutely. 
 
 


