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AT: Do you find it more difficult to focus on your 
race with Savana on the sidelines?
NB: Now that she’s older and happy with other 
people I don’t really think about her until the race 
has settled. At the start I’m thinking about position 
and pace and how I can minimise my losses, but 
when I’m in the position I know I’m probably going 
to stay, whether it’s first or last, that’s when I start 
to think about Savana and whether she’s happy or 
hungry and if whoever’s looking after her has done 
what I would do. On the last part of the run I use 
her for motivation. If I run faster I’ll get to the 
finish faster and get to see Savana sooner. If I’m  
on the podium I get to take her up there with me.

AusTrAliAN TriAThleTe:  
How are you feeling physically since giving birth  
to Savana fifteen months ago? 
Nikki BuTTerfield: Coming back from 
pregnancy is similar to coming back from injury 
– you just have to build up progressively and not 
do anything silly. The fact that I cycled for four 
years before that is probably more significant 
because I didn’t run or swim that whole time. 

I enjoy my sport, but I enjoy being a mum more. 
It’s not like I’m in an office from 9-5 though, so I 
still get to see her more than most mums. And 
what child wants their mum hanging around  
them 24/7 anyway? 

i n t e r v i e w s  b y  c a s s y  P o l i m e n i  |  p h o t o g r a p h y  b y  w o u t e r  k i n g m a  a n d  b o b  m c c a f f r e y  

We caught up with super mum Nikki Butterfield just days before 

her memorable victory in Abu Dhabi’s unique desert challenge to 

talk race tactics, motherhood and the ‘Savana effect’.

Q & A
With Nikki 
Butterfield

AT: What attracted you to racing in Abu Dhabi?
NB: The different format with the long bike  
suits me and I really want to test myself over that 
distance. You do all that training and you want to 
see where you’re at, right? Obviously I want to see 
where I’m at compared to the other girls but it’s 
also about testing myself and seeing if I can ride 
hard for 200k and run 20k off it – that’s the name 
of the game for this race. Also, I wanted to see a 
little bit of the Arabic culture. And you kind of 
ignore the fact that there’s $50,000 for the win, 
but that’s a big incentive for every athlete on the 
start line. Other than Hyvee and Kona it’s one of 
the biggest prize purses in the world.

Photo: Wouter Kingma



AustrAliAn triAthlete  |  69

/// Abu dhAbi internAtionAl triAthlon 2012
Race Details: Location: abu Dhabi Distance: 3km/200km/20km Date: 3 maRch 2012

COAST TO COAST: Stunning Abu Dhabi Corniche provided a unique setting for the swim start

“On the last part of the run I use Savana for 
motivation. If I run faster I’ll get to the finish 
faster and get to see her sooner.” 
— Nikki Butterfield

how she fAred

The ‘Savana effect’ certainly 

worked in Nikki’s favour in Abu 

Dhabi – she crossed the finish line 

carrying her daughter in her arms 

in 7:00:22, more than two minutes 

ahead of her nearest rival, setting  

a new women’s course record. 

“I came here to try and win but 

you never know if you can produce 

on the day,” Nikki said after the 

race. “You can hope and wish and 

dream but to actually do it – I 

surprised myself, to be honest.”

race. I did the math, it’ll be somewhere between 
5-7 minutes that I’ll lose on the swim. If it’s closer 
to five then I’m in with a shot, if it’s more like 
seven I’ve got a lot of work to do. 

The 200k bike leg – you just have to respect the 
distance. I don’t want to go out too easy because  
I need to gain the time I’ve lost on the swim, but I 
also don’t want to smash the first 100k and then 
blow up, so it’s all about pacing. 

I might be eating my words on Saturday 
evening but I think you can suffer through a 20k 
run. It’s not a like a marathon where if you ride too 
hard there’s no way you can run well. I think you 
can probably push the bike hard enough and still 
suffer through 20k if you’ve got a gap. Maybe I won’t 
even be close to that position, but hopefully I am.

AT: Where are you racing next?
NB: My three key races for the year are this one, 
Frankfurt Ironman and Kona, if I make it. I would 
like to do HyVee in preparation for Kona, assuming 
I can qualify for both and with all the new points I 
need to choose two 5150s and two 70.3s. I’m also 
doing Philadelphia Insurance Triathlon two weeks 
before Frankfurt – they’re one of my major sponsors 
so it would obviously be nice to have a good result 
there. If I can find someone to watch Savana I’ll 
probably do St Anthony’s and St Croix as well.    

AT: You’ve said before that you have no time for 
the politics of cycling, but do you miss focusing on 
one discipline?
NB: The things about cycling that I miss are also 
the things that would stop me from going back. 
The great thing about cycling is you can sleep in til 
7 or 8 o’clock, roll out around 11, get home at 5 or 
6, have dinner and go to bed. You’re out for most 
of the day but only have one thing to do per day so 
you have more time to do it in. Obviously I didn’t 
have a baby then either which is a big part of why 
my schedule is so crazy now. But with triathlon 
you’re always in and out the door, trying to squeeze 
bits and pieces in. Cycling is definitely less hectic in 
terms of training but you race 100 days a year so 
you’re on the road all the time, I would never do 
that with a family. On top of that, the money in 
women’s cycling isn’t great. I was one of the top  
10 in the world and I was making less than half of 
what I made last year, and last year wasn’t even a 
big race year for me. 

I went into cycling because I wanted to go to 
the Olympics and I was burnt out on triathlon. I’d 
done Ironman for one year and I had back issues 
and found it pretty lonely. I was going to races by 
myself and I wasn’t enjoying it. If the 70.3 and 
5150 series had been around back then I probably 
wouldn’t have gone to cycling. Also, I came 
through at the same time as Emma Snowsill, and 
everyone has seen how good she is. I knew I was 
never going to swim fast enough to be competitive 
with her and I thought well, if I’m not going to be 

the best, then I want to do something else. You 
want to know you’re at least in contention, 
whereas I was just chasing all day competing 
against someone like her. 

AT: Who are you most worried about racing  
on Saturday?
NB: If I had to name one person – Melissa Rollison. 
If you want to look at history – Caroline Steffen. 
Caroline and I actually rode on the same pro 
cycling team for a year. It’s not like we’re best 
friends or anything but I know her reasonably well, 
and Melissa’s results speak for themselves. It will 
be interesting to see how she goes over the longer 
distance, but she’s very professional in her 
preparation. I know she’s been doing a lot of long 
rides. It’s obviously a stacked field here – Rachael 
Joyce, Angela Naeth, there’s probably eight top 
women who have a chance of winning. Anyone 
who’s a good biker is here, other than Julie [Dibens 
– injured but present as ADIT ambassador]. Melissa 
rode within 30 seconds of Julie at 70.3 Vegas so 
she’s a runner for sure but she also can ride really 
well and probably will also swim a little bit faster 
than me so how do you beat that, right? You’ve 
just got to hope you’re better on the day.

AT: Can you share your race plan with us?
NB: Sure. I want to minimise my losses in the 
swim. If I can come out with that main group – not 
the fast swimmers obviously, but the slower group 
– rather than back by myself, I’ll feel like I’m in the 
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The CONTENDERS
In Part II of our coverage of Abu Dhabi’s unique 3km/200km/20km race through the desert  

we bring you interviews with some of the top contenders and reveal how they fared.

Caroline Steffen
AusTrAliAN TriAThleTe: This is your third time racing Abu Dhabi, 
what’s your favourite thing about this race?
Cs: I kind of hate this race and love it as well. You get to a point on the bike 
where you feel absolutely terrible and there’s wind and sand and you think, “I 
probably won’t come back next year,” but then you cross the finish line and 
forget all the trouble you had. 

It’s a good race to start the year. It’s different, there’s no pressure to get 
points for Kona and [the organisers] really look after us. The culture is different 
too, Abu Dhabi is very special. 

AT: Who are you most worried about racing?
Cs: It’s hard to say because some of these girls have never raced Abu Dhabi.  
I reckon Melissa will be pretty strong, she improved her bike and she’s the 70.3 
World Champion and a good runner. 

AT: You’ve been a pro cyclist and a pro swimmer, do you miss focusing on one 
sport or do you prefer mixing it up in triathlon?
Cs: I’m very happy I can mix it up. One reason I stopped with swimming was 
the pressure to go to the pool. I went twice a day and just swam up and down 
and I didn’t like it anymore. Then I went to cycling which was OK but I prefer to 
have this mix. 

AT: What are your plans for the rest of the year?
Cs: I’m doing Triathlon Koh Samui in Thailand and we have a Team Media 
event in the Philippines in April, then I go back to Australia. I’m definitely doing 
Ironman Frankfurt in July, but what happens before and after I don’t know yet. 
Abu Dhabi, Melbourne – they’re the two big ones. Then we’ll see.

how she fAred
Caroline Steffen rode with the leaders throughout the 200km bike leg and 
crossed the finish line in third place in a time of 7:04:29. It was the perfect 
“training day” for the one they call Xena who went onto win the inaugural 
Ironman Asia-Pacific Championship Melbourne just three weeks later.  

Melissa Rollison
AusTrAliAN TriAThleTe: You made the move from steeplechase  
to triathlon in 2010 and have already enjoyed some big wins. Are you surprised 
how well you adapted to triathlon or was it a natural fit?
Mr: I’d cycled a bit before starting triathlon so I knew my cycling was up 
there. I didn’t think I’d have a problem with the bike and the run, it’s just the 
swimming which I still struggle with a bit, but I guess I’m lucky that my run’s 
strong enough that I can make up the time I lose in the swim. But if you’d 
asked me a couple of years ago if I thought I’d be [70.3] world champion now  
I would have said not a chance. 

AT: What are your impressions of Abu Dhabi so far?
Mr: We checked out the F1 circuit yesterday and pretty much drove the 
whole bike course, so I’m looking forward to that. I’ve just signed with 
Specialized so I’ve got a new bike. I feel really comfortable on it and it looks 
like the perfect course for it – dead flat. The swim scared me a bit but since  
I found out it’s two laps I feel a bit better, maybe I can make up a little bit in 
the run between laps!

AT: Who will you be watching out for on Saturday?
Mr: I know Caroline [Steffen’s] a really strong swimmer/cycler and I’m tipping 
she’ll be off the bike quite a bit ahead of everybody else. Leanda Cave’s also 
strong swimmer/cyclist, she’ll be right up there. Angela Naeth, strong cyclist. I 
don’t know much about Jodie Swallow but have heard she’s a strong swimmer/
cyclist too, so I’m guessing I’m going to get off the bike a little bit behind and 
have to run hard!

AT: You’ve talked about doing Hawaii but also about your Olympic aspirations. 
Which one is more of the Holy Grail for you?
Mr: Going to the Olympics has been my dream since I was 11 years old but 
my swim’s just not good enough at the moment. If I can get my swim up I’d go 
back in distance before I went up. You can still do Kona when you’re 40 years 
old. I don’t think I’ll do an Ironman this year though, maybe next year. 

how she fAred
Rollison caught frontrunners Jodie Swallow, Caroline Steffen, Angela Naeth and 
eventual winner Nikki Butterfield at 123km on the bike but lost ground at the 
turnaround. The former steeplechaser ran hard but missed out on a podium 
place, ultimately finishing fourth in 7:05:00.
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Clayton Fettell
AusTrAliAN TriAThleTe: Why did you want to race Abu Dhabi?
Cf: I’m a good swim/biker so the distance suits my strengths. And prize money 
– $50k. If that doesn’t motivate you, nothing will!

AT: What are your impressions of Abu Dhabi so far?
Cf: It’s pretty cool. I wouldn’t live here but the development’s crazy. There’s  
a lot of money, that’s evident just from looking out the window. We went to 
Ferrari World the other day, that was cool. I couldn’t go on the rollercoaster, 
I’ve got dodgy eyes. I had retinal dettachments when I was 18 so I can’t do G 
Force or impact or anything like that. 

AT: Can you share your race plan with us?
Cf: I’m going to go out after it from the start. I’m not afraid of the distance, 
it’s going to be hot and hard but I’ve been up the road for Ironman on my own 
so I’m going to give this a crack. The only way to win these things is to put it on 
the line. I try and lead out of the water and push the bike. I’m expecting there 
might be some company on the bike, so I’ve done a lot of work on my run. I did 
an altitude block up at Thredbo, lots of bike, lots of run ks. I’m running really well 
off a really hard bike so the harder the race in the early stages, the better. 
the =
AT: Chris Lieto is obviously a strong contender, but we’ve been getting a lot of 
support for you saying Lieto had better watch out. Is there any rivalry, or pride 
in taking on such an amazing biker?
Cf: It’ll be cool just to ride with Lieto. He’s 15 years older than me and he’s 
the guy I’ve looked up to. I like the way he races, he puts it on the line and 
doesn’t hang around and wait for the run like a lot of other guys do. I’ve raced 
him before but I was pretty young and I think I’m a lot stronger now and I 
might actually be able to match it with him. If I can keep Chris within my 
sights off the bike, I think I’m in with a good chance. But I don’t think he’s the 
guy to watch, I think it’s going to be more a Lanos or a Bockel, someone with a 
higher running pedigree. 

AT: How does surfing fit into your training program?
Cf: I surf 2-3 at least times a week, and to be honest I think it’s my secret 
weapon in the swim. I get a clear headspace, there’s no anxieties in the open 
water like a lot of other athletes struggle with, and it’s all upper body strength.

how he fAred
With 50km remaining on the bike, Fettell conceded his lead to Faris Al-Sultan 
(who ultimately finished second) and Andrew Starykowicz (who later collided 
with a volunteer and pulled out with a suspected dislocated shoulder), 
ultimately crossing the line in tenth place with a time of 6:32:21.  
    “To be top 10 against these guys is nothing not to be proud of,” said Fettell.  
“I dug as deep as I could today and there’s nothing left.”

Luke Bell
AusTrAliAN TriAThleTe: This is your second time racing Abu 
Dhabi, what’s your favourite thing about this race?

lB: It’s different concept that these guys put on – an exceptionally long bike 
ride in the desert and a shorter run. Being earlier in the year, everyone’s fitness 
is a bit of an unknown so there’s a bit less pressure and more fun involved. Plus 
they put up great prize money and fly everyone here so it’s an all round positive. 

AT: Last year you finished seventh but only three minutes and 38 seconds 
behind the winner, are you expecting a close finish this year?
lB: It’s hard to say. Chris Lieto is in the mix this year and everyone talks  
about this race being suited to him, but it’s a pancake flat ride so although it’s 
challenging in terms of distance he’s going to have to get away from the larger 
group of athletes riding. 

Clayton Fettell has had an amazing start to the year. He’ll be off the front in 
the swim, but 200k on the bike is a long time to be out there solo pushing the 
pace when you’ve got ten other guys hunting you down. I think it will unfold 
towards the end, whether it’s Chris or [American] Andrew Starykowicz, an 
exceptionally strong cyclist who got off the bike last year with a six minute lead 
but ended coming tenth or eleventh. Eneko [Llanos] had a shocking race last year 
but the year before he won quite comfortably, he’s still a contender. I think it will 
come down to who has got the quickest feet come the run. 

AT: Last year you did Ironman South Africa in April post Abu Dhabi, this year 
it’s Ironman Melbourne which is a couple of weeks earlier – will the timing 
make a difference in terms of recovery?
lB: It will make a huge difference, but my coach Matt Dixon is exceptionally 
good at juggling things so as long as I trust the minimal amount of training he 
sets me I should be fine. From now until Ironman Melbourne I’m not going to 
get any fitter, that’s the way it is, but you can do a lot of damage overtraining. 
    Freddy [Van Lierde], Eneko [Lanos], Clayton [Fettell], Rachael Joyce, Leanda 
Cave and Caroline Steffen are all coming across [to do Ironman Melbourne] 
too, so it’s not like I’m the only one who’s seen this opportunity. I think the only 
reason you can do it is the short run, it’s not like you’re running a marathon 
and have to recover. In terms of a so-called “training day” race it’s perfect 
leading into Melbourne. 

how he fAred
A measured performance saw Bell finish seventh again, this time in 6:28:16 – 
almost eighteen minutes faster than last year due to near perfect conditions  
on the day. Bell has 10-12 races on his agenda this year including Challenge 
Cairns in June, the inaugural Ironman US Championships in New York in 
August, the Ironman and 70.3 World Championships and a handful of Olympic 
distance races. He and wife Lucy are also hoping to cross the New York 
Marathon off their bucket list.
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