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The Alpine Ascent is an event on the rise according to Mark ‘Sharky’ Smoothy, who made the trek 
to Mount Kosciuszko for the inaugural race.
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Ralph, McAlpine 
conquer Kosciuszko
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The race to the top of Australia 
When this brand-new event on the Australian 
multisport calendar, put on by the super-slick team 
at Elite Energy, was announced back in 2015, I 
knew I had to be a part of it. Billed as ‘the toughest 
daylight triathlon in the world’, I am not going to 
argue with this statement after flogging myself into 
oblivion for over 11 hours to cross the line with 
my work colleague and good friend Krista Page to 
finish in equal last place in the 1.5-kilometre swim, 
130-kilometre ride and 30-kilometre run. With cut-
o! times in place to ensure the safety of competitors 
getting down the mountain by nightfall, Krista and 
I, and a handful of other competitors, were the lucky 
ones as we just scraped through with barely minutes 
to spare. Behind us the remainder of the field had to 
be turned around and I could only empathise with 
their disappointment. 

Australian Alpine Ascent – the facts
• The swim in Lake Jindabyne is at 915 metres of 
altitude. This was noticeable, especially coming 
from sea level.

• The 130-kilometre bike leg had over 3000 
vertical metres of climbing over what will go 
down in Australian triathlon history as the most 
spectacular course ever, anywhere in Australia. 
The beautiful course showcases the magic of the 
Snowy Mountains as it took in some of the areas 
most stunning scenery and famous locations, such 
as Dead Horse Gap, Thredbo Village Green, up to 
Charlotte Pass and to the finish at Perisher after a 
brutal final climb of 25 kilometres. The two main 
climbs on the bike go close to 2000 metres above sea 
level and the e!ects of altitude are definitely felt.

• The 30-kilometre mostly uphill run left you 
breathless for more reasons than the majestic 
scenery. Transition two at Perisher is at 1720 
metres. The out-and-back climb straight out of 
transition up to Blue Cow is 1890 metres. Then 
the adventure truly began as you made your way 
to the very top of Australia at Mount Kosciuszko, 
which stands at 2228 metres. Mount Kosciuszko 
got its name from a Polish explorer who conquered 
this mountain back in 1840. His name was 
Count Pawel Edmund Strzelecki and he named 
Mount Kosciuszko after the Polish hero General 
Tadeusz Kosciuszko. The Aboriginal name for this 
mountain ‘Jagungal’, simply translates to ‘Table 
Top Mountain’.

The Snowy Mountain weather gods
As I see it, the weather decides on the day if you will 
finish feeling like you have been run over by a Mack 
truck, or totally decimated to the point of feeling 
fatigue so deep it’s as if you have been sucked into 
a black hole and you no longer exist. This course 
alone will ensure you wake up the next day with that 
Mack truck feeling! But throw in the unpredictable 

weather, the altitude and getting your pacing wrong 
on the bike, and there is your black hole. The day 
before the AAA it was blowing a gale, pouring rain 
and quite warm with a touch of humidity. That 
system went through and in its place was a nice cold 
front that brought the race day morning temperature 
at Jindabyne down to three degrees, with minus 
temperatures on Kosciuszko. Thankfully on the day 
only light winds – by Snowy Mountain standards 
– were in your face for the climbs but up your 
cracker for the seat-of-your-pants descents. For us 
Queenslanders, this meant a full winter wardrobe 
was worn for the duration of the bike leg. Incredibly, 
some competitors actually raced in nothing but their 
tri suits! 

Small field but a large vision
This first-up event attracted just 55 registrations 
with only 46 athletes toeing the line on the day. A 
few teams were present as well with just four teams 
finishing, with Kidsons Cycles team taking out that 
division in 7:37:32. Of the 46 doing the full distance, 
36 of us managed to beat the cut-o! times and finish 
this epic journey. Elite Energy is used to dreaming 
big. They see this as Australia’s condensed down 
version of the infamous Norseman iron-distance 
triathlon in Norway. After completing the first 
AAA and being fortunate enough to have done the 
Norseman event last year, I am very confident Elite 
Energy are on the right track. Eventually news will 
spread, not just domestically but internationally, 
about the beauty and toughness of this race, and 
those thousands of nutters out there – such as myself 
– looking for something a little di!erent from the 
norm will follow. With the water temperature being 
a balmy 22 degrees, we were all left scratching our 
heads as to why the swim leg needed to be shortened 
from the advertised three kilometres to a distance of 
1500 metres. We learned later that there is a triathlon 
rule that organisers must abide by that concerns a 
formula for air and water temperature. Without going 
into the technicalities, with the air temperature at 
just three degrees at the swim start, it was deemed 
unsafe to proceed with the full swim distance. 

Top three tips to finish the 
Australian Alpine Ascent

1 Problem: I neglected hill reps in training and 
I su!ered like a dog with no rear leg because of it. 

Solution: Three months of hill work leading up 
to the event and get in that gym and do single leg 
strength sets.

2 Problem: Coming from sea level at Brisbane 
and arriving the day before the race did 

me no favours at all. The shortness of breath at 
altitude was astonishing and made a hard race that 
much harder.

Solution: Train at altitude prior to the event and 
access an altitude tent to sleep in.
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3 Problem: I failed to plan how my nutrition 
would a!ect me at altitude; what works at sea 

level is a di!erent story in thinner air.
Solution: Plan an altitude training camp a couple 

of months out and trial everything under similar 
conditions. You’ll soon work it out.

The battle of the three
With just three men racing in the open division, the 
eventual winner, Sean Ralph, decided the water was 
a better place to spend a little extra time in due to the 
warmth. He exited in third position in 27:02, a good 
two minutes o! the pace from Richard Thompson in 
24:50 and Anthony Morgan in 26:53. Once Ralph got 
on dry land, his bike/run combination was just too 
strong for the other two as he crested the top of the 
mountain and claimed victory in 7:41:16. Thompson 
finished some 22 minutes o! the pace in 8:03:28, 
with Morgan in 8:06:02.

Just like the men, there were just three women 
racing in the open division and Jenny McAlpine led 
from start to finish to win in 8:19:01, with Rachael 
Smith in second at 8:46:43 and third going to Jenna 
Chi!ey-Gray in 9:08:25.

I think everyone who played a part in this first – 
up event got an inkling they were part of something 
very special indeed. I can see this triathlon becoming 
Australia’s ‘must do’ triathlon that will eventually 

attract international interest. I neglected to mention 
the age group champions because I would like to 
acknowledge all who took on and defeated the beast 
called Kosciuszko. You are all champions of the 
highest order!
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Value for money – Sharky’s top five 1

1A world-class run event over the 
most iconic course in Australian 

triathlon history. The roads, while not 
closed to traffic, are lightly travelled 
by motorists in summer and are in 
extremely good condition for an alpine 
location and extremely fast; well, the 
downhills were!

2Just like Norseman, this event 
is self-sufficient, meaning no 

aid stations. Each competitor is 
allowed one car and two support 
personnel. What I love about this is the 
camaraderie between supporter and 
competitor. Without your supporter you 
would not finish this event. You spend 
the entire day together and you cross 
that finish line together. It is a beautiful 
moment that will stay with you a very 
long time.

3Once again I have come across 
an event that has a world-class 

organisation about it, but a getting-
back-to-the-‘80s-type laid-back 
atmosphere. With so few competitors, 
everyone was super friendly and 
supportive to each other. As well, all 

the handlers ended up by getting 
to know one another due to the 
leapfrogging of their competitor 
and constant stops for nutrition and 
change of clothes.

4Besides the reasons above, 
your entry fee gets the following 

material possessions: Two good-
quality AAA-branded hoodies along 
with a beanie and accreditation and 
support signage for your support 
crew and their vehicle. A cool black 
t-shirt and a training singlet if you took 
advantage of the early entry deal. For 
the finishers a very large and chunky 
medal, and at presentations the next 
day, each finisher is presented with an 
AAA good-quality finisher’s fleecy line 
wind jacket.

5If the AAA event is too hard for you 
then no worries as Elite Energy run 

a series of events over the weekend 
including an Olympic distance on the 
same day as the AAA, which they call 
‘standard’. Then Sunday they put on 
a Sprint, an Enforcer and the Enticer 
distances. 
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