Three the
Hard Way

After a series of injuries dashed his dreams of becoming
a pro triathlete, Utah native Rob Lea needed a goal to raise
his spirits. So he concocted a mission to complete perhaps
the world’s toughest triathlon: summit Mount Everest,
swim the English Channel and bike across the continental
United States—all within six months.
Words HEATHER BALOGH ROCHFORT
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Rob Lea takes a
moment during the
biking leg of his
ultimate triathlon.
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A

bluebird
sky filled a horizon speckled
with a row of snowcapped peaks, each seemingly

grander and more imposing than the last. But despite
the majestic view, the frigid air contained less than
half of the oxygen found at sea level, and it burned
inside the lungs of 38-year-old Utah resident Rob Lea,
who wearily trudged through the piercing sunshine
toward the summit of the tallest peak on the planet.
That was May 24, 2019, the day he got to stand atop
the world.
For many, summitting Mount Everest is the dream
of a lifetime. While controversial and deadly,
Everest—or Chomolungma—is still the Goddess of
all Mountains. She stands proudly above the clouds,
asserting her dominance to more than 600 climbers
each year who manage to scrape their way to the
summit. In 2019, Lea became one of them,
successfully completing a 40-day rapid ascent from
the Chinese-controlled Tibetan side.
But unlike nearly everyone else on the mountain,
Lea was just getting started. For him, summitting
Everest was merely the first leg of an even bigger
adventure: the 2019 Ultimate World Triathlon. The

endurance challenge of his own creation entailed
a wicked course: summit Mount Everest, swim the
English Channel and cycle across the United States,
all within six months.
Lea drew from his past experience to conceive this
monster of a project. In 2012, the former competitive
triathlete held the title of Men’s 30-34 Age Group
World Champion in the half-Ironman distance. In
fact, he says he would have gone pro if it hadn’t been
for a bevy of injuries that permanently sidelined him
from running. When Lea received the doctor’s soulcrushing news, his ironclad mental fortitude kicked
into overdrive.
“I need a goal,” he remembers thinking to himself.
“I need something to keep me out there.”
Almost immediately, it hit him: swim the English
Channel. Swimming is widely recognized as a jointsafe activity, earning accolades from even the most
discerning of doctors. After doing some research,
Lea learned that this aquatic feat has earned itself
a fitting nickname: the Everest of Swimming.
“There is this huge debate online about which is
harder, swimming the Channel or climbing Everest,”

CAROLINE GLEICH

Before taking on
Everest, Lea spent
a decade summitting
other high-altitude
peaks around
the world.
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On his Everest climb,
Lea was joined by
his wife, pro skier
Caroline Gleich, who
documented the
journey from behind
the camera.

Lea says. “I found less than a dozen people who had
accomplished both, and no one had completed the
pairing in the same calendar year.”
As for Everest, he’d already bagged some serious
peaks. In 2009, he whet his appetite by summiting
Aconcagua (22,841 feet), the highest peak in South
America. Denali (20,308 feet), the highest summit
in North America, followed in 2011. And in 2018,
he and his wife, pro skier Caroline Gleich, climbed
Cho Oyu (26,906 feet), the sixth-highest peak in the
world, located on the China-Nepal border.
“Big mountains are in my wheelhouse, but that
doesn’t mean you can go out and just summit a 7,000meter peak,” Lea says. “Cho Oyu is regarded as a solid
training ground for Everest, and I knew it would help
us prepare for expedition life at high altitudes.”
Once the duo summited Cho Oyu in September
2018, Lea knew he was ready. But ever the
consummate triathlete, he couldn’t ditch his bike.
He tacked a cross-country cycling trip onto the end
of his Ultimate Triathlon to round out the athletic
trifecta. He calculated the best windows of time for
each leg of the journey, understanding that timing
was arguably more important than fitness with
obstacles like Everest or the English Channel. He
booked his respective plane tickets and set about the
arduous process of training. Lea couldn’t control the
weather, but he could ensure his physical readiness.
Come hell or high water, 2019 would be the year
for breaking records—and severely suffering in the
process.
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The First Leg: Climbing Mount Everest

Ironically, Lea’s human-powered triathlon began
with a three-day drive to base camp. Unlike climbers
who opt to summit Everest from the popular (and
crowded) Nepalese side, Lea, along with Gleich and
a team from Alpenglow Expeditions, approached
the towering peak via the Everest Road on the
Chinese north side. Paved in 2015, this road drops
climbers directly at Everest Base Camp (EBC) at
17,000 feet—with zero hiking.
From there, Lea spent the next 40 days
yo-yoing up and down the mountain in the name
of acclimatization. After five days at EBC, the team
began gradually moving upward in 2,000-foot
increments. First, they hit Interim Camp at 19,000
feet, followed by Advanced Base Camp (ABC) at
21,300 feet. The team progressed forward in the
hopes of at least touching Camp One at 23,000 feet.
But the weather had other plans.
“The story of the season was the high winds,”
Lea laughs. “On our day to head up to Camp One,
we were looking at hold-on-for-dear-life weather.”
The treacherous winds taunted them all day,
eventually causing Lea and his team to turn around
500 feet shy of Camp One. Undaunted, they cached
gear and headed back to EBC to recover, recalibrate
and mentally prepare for their summit bid.
Alpenglow Expeditions typically builds in a
summit window of six to seven days, with climbers
efficiently moving from EBC to the summit with
single overnights at various camps along the way.
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Lea’s team followed this schedule perfectly—until
they arrived at Camp Two at 25,000 feet.
The 2019 Everest season was mired in highly
publicized controversy as one of the deadliest in
history, with at least 11 fatalities. Writer and
mountaineer Alan Arnette dubbed it “the year
Everest broke.” Massive traffic jams slowed people
down near the summit in the so-called death zone
(above 26,000 feet, where oxygen is in short
supply), creating a climber conga line that forced
people to stand around and wait for hours. Of the
season’s 11 deaths, five occurred between May 21
and May 23. The predicted weather for those dates
was the best, and as a result, 591 climbers were
scheduled to summit throughout those three days.
“Once we got to Camp Two, we knew it was going
to be super crowded on the summit as everyone
chased the weather window,” Lea says. “So we
decided to flush out the mountain and spend two
nights at Camp Two before continuing uphill.”

Originally, Lea was scheduled to summit on May
23. However, thanks to the sage wisdom of his
guides at Alpenglow, his team hunkered down for
a second evening at Camp Two before continuing
on to Camp Three (27,000 feet) for a single night.
“There was a storm coming, but we opted to take
a chance with the weather rather than the crowds
of people,” Lea says.
The gamble paid off. After a 9 p.m. bedtime and
a midnight wakeup alarm, Lea reached the top of
Mount Everest at 7:30 a.m. on May 24. Standing at
the summit, he felt a supreme moment of elation as
he marveled at the view, but it quickly subsided.
Experienced climbers know that injuries happen on
the descent, so he knew he was only halfway there.
Still, he admits to feeling a near out-of-body
moment of surrealism after the team descended
back to Camp One.
“We’d been moving for 12 or 13 hours at that
point, and I turned to Caroline and said, ‘Oh my
god, I’ll have been swimming this entire time when
I’m in the Channel,” Lea recalls. “It was sobering.”

The Second Leg: Swimming the English Channel

CAROLINE GLEICH, ROB LEA

For a Channel swim to
be considered official,
no artificial aids are
allowed, including
wetsuits. In order to
withstand 60-degree
temperatures, Lea
gained 30 pounds.

Imagine swimming for 12 hours straight—the
majority in the dark—through 60-degree water,
wearing only a tiny Speedo on your body that
feels uncomfortably heavy because you’ve
intentionally packed on an extra 30 pounds. Then
add in onslaughts of jellyfish stings and an Everest
summit only 46 days prior.
Now envision having to endure all that while
suffering from the flu.
Of the three triathlon segments, swimming the
English Channel felt the most daunting to Lea. Not
only was a perfect weather window an uncontrollable
priority, but he knew his fitness was relatively
immaterial to his success. Swimming the English
Channel comes with a complicated set of rules, but
one stood out among the rest: no wetsuits. All male
swimmers are required to wear no more than a
Speedo and a little Vaseline. With average July
water temperatures hovering around 60 degrees,
this meant Lea needed to pack on nearly 30 pounds
of insulating blubber after his return from Everest—
the 20 pounds he lost on the mountain plus another
10 of additional fat.
“You can be the fittest guy in the water, but if you
get hypothermia, you’re done,” Lea says.
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Nearly two and a half years prior, Lea had booked
an officially sanctioned boat pilot to reserve his spot
for a Channel swim. Since his designated window
was July 10 to 16, Lea arrived in England on July 8.
He was the second swimmer in that time window, so
he did not expect to launch until at least July 11.
But plans change.
“I was literally in the car driving to Dover on the
morning of the 8th when the pilot called and asked
if I wanted to go that night,” Lea remembers. “But
I felt like total shit so I had to tell him no. I sent the
other swimmer.”
Feeling worn out after a transatlantic flight, Lea
experienced flu-like symptoms for the next 12 hours:
fever, night sweats, stomach issues and poor sleep.
He awoke on the morning of July 9 feeling exhausted
and marginally better—until the phone rang.
As luck would have it, the first athlete in his time
window bailed on his attempt after six hours of
swimming. With a storm rolling in, the weather
looked grim for the remainder of Lea’s window, so
the pilot called to suggest a departure that evening.
He still felt awful, but Lea knew this was his chance.

“You can be the fittest guy
in the water, but if you get
hypothermia, you’re done.”
“That’s the nature of these things: When it’s your
turn to go, you’ve gotta go,” he says. “It didn’t matter
how my body or mind felt at that point; I just needed
to get in the water and swim.”
At 4:30 p.m., an ailing, 205-pound Lea chugged
a Red Bull and hopped into the choppy water to
begin his strenuous 28-mile journey. While it was
definitely chilly, he immediately noticed that the
water felt pretty good, giving him a needed boost
of confidence that carried him through the first
few hours.
“I didn’t know it at the time, but the boat pilot
saw me swim the first hour and told Caroline that
I was going to make it,” Lea recalls.

Although he suffered
from flu symptoms
the day before, Lea
still managed to swim
the English Channel in
less than 12 hours.
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“When you’re doing a
hundred miles in the
middle of nowhere
and haven’t seen a car
in hours, you really
feel alone,” says Lea.

His self-assuredness buoyed him into hour three,
but then he hit a gelatinous roadblock: jellyfish.
Between hour three and hour seven, Lea was
stung more than 50 times by a variety of the
pulsating tentacles. Sometimes he’d know it was
coming, spotting a floating mass in the spotlight of
the boat, but other times a hidden tentacle would
jolt him when he least expected. Two even zapped
him in the face.
“At first, I honestly didn’t mind because it was
something different to interrupt the monotony of
swimming, give me a little adrenaline,” Lea laughs.
“But I swam through a school of two dozen that was
like electrified water, and I started to wonder
whether I could endure it for another six hours.”
Thankfully, it wasn’t necessary. The tide shifted
around hour seven and the jellyfish seemingly
disappeared, paving a relatively smooth path to the
French shoreline.
“I lost track of time because it was dark and the
city lights mirrored the boats in the water,” Lea says.
“At one point, the pilot told me I needed to push it
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hard for the next half hour, but I thought he meant
I would miss the cape otherwise.”
The pilot was subtly encouraging Lea’s charge to
the finish. It wasn’t until he stopped for his hourly
feeding (using a long pole, since official rules say
he could not touch the boat) that Lea learned how
close he was to shore.
After 11 hours and 47 minutes, on July 10, 2019,
Lea’s fingertips touched French soil, confirming his
completion. Lea had accomplished what no other
person had ever done: Everest and the Channel in
a single year.
Now he just had to ride his bike.

The Final Leg: Cycling Across the United States
Oh my god, I’m going to bonk, Lea thought to
himself.
It was the second day of his 3,608-mile cycling
adventure and he was nearing the summit of
Washington Pass in the North Cascades range. With
nearly 110 miles and almost 8,000 feet of vertical
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Lea pedaled an
average of 100
miles per day for
39 straight days,
and on October 7,
2019, he completed
his journey across
the United States.

gain behind him, Lea’s legs were starting to cramp
up from a lack of hydration and nutrition. He’d
already consumed 12 bottles of water but hadn’t
peed a single time—a surefire indication of
dehydration. Still, he continued to pedal his way
toward the summit, knowing that he had thousands
of miles to go. “I kept thinking, this is really going
to hurt,” he says.
Cycling 100 miles per day for 39 days left Lea
depleted of energy, but it was the loneliness that
took its toll. While his mother and Gleich alternated
crewing for various legs of the journey between
Anacortes, Washington, and Nantucket,
Massachusetts, Lea spent upwards of 11 hours per
day solo cycling.
“When you’re doing a hundred miles into a
headwind in the middle-of-nowhere North Dakota
and haven’t even seen a car in five hours, you really
feel alone,” Lea says.
Day after day blurred into the next as he pedaled
his way, first through the West Coast’s mountainous
region and then through the amber-hued flatlands
THE RED BULLETIN

of the Great Plains. Each night, his routine was the
same: snag a hotel, climb into a hot shower with his
cycling kit still on, treat his wicked saddle sores and
eat ungodly amounts of food. Then he’d lay in bed
and pore over the next day’s weather predictions.
If it looked good and had a potential tailwind, he’d
plan to cover more ground than if things looked
dicey. Wash, rinse and repeat for 39 days.
But as he closed in on the East Coast, the
magnitude of his accomplishments began to sink
into his brain. It wasn’t until he rolled up to the
beach in Nantucket that the emotion overcame him.
He saw Gleich, another friend and his sponsors
waiting for him on the sandy shoreline and he knew
this was it. Exhausted, he splashed into the water
and triumphantly lifted his trusty bike overhead.
He was done.
“If you asked me six months ago why I am doing
this, I’d tell you it is because I like to push my mind
and body,” Lea says. “But now I wonder, what does
that mean? I’m not sure. But I know I’ll keep going
back to these things and hopefully figure it out.”
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