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			Disclaimer


			The publisher and the author strongly recommend that you consult with your physician before beginning any exercise program. You should be in good physical condition and be able to participate in the exercise. The author is not a licensed healthcare care provider and represents that they have no expertise in diagnosing, examining, or treating medical conditions of any kind, or in determining the effect of any specific exercise on a medical condition. 


		


	

		

			Note to the reader


			I, the author, have lived most of my life in Europe, specifically in Switzerland. For that reason, the English edition of Ironmum contains some European touches, including:


			-The word “mum” (instead of “mom”), which I use because it’s meaningful to me when I think of my own mother, and of my role as a mother


			-Distances are given only in kilometers


			-Temperatures are given only in Celsius


			-Names of places in Switzerland (ex: “Küsnacht,” not “a suburb of Zurich”) have been left in the English edition, for readers interested in those details
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			Preface


			“Obstinacy is the path to success”


			–Charlie Chaplin


			To understand how Karine skyrocketed to success in her Ironmum adventure, I like to think of three concentric circles. The first—the inner circle—represents Karine and her relationship with herself. She has an insatiable thirst for challenge; she pays close attention to everything she feels, she goes after challenges that would terrify most mere mortals—and makes it look easy. In that inner circle I would also put Karine’s use of language—saying only what is necessary, saying it smoothly, stripped of any pretense. Karine’s past—and she’s had her share of suffering—resonates in everything she says and writes—she touches our hearts before she touches our minds. Sometimes I see Karine as a tightrope walker. She balances passion and reason; she’s both calm and rational when she tells her life story. 


			When you read what Karine has to say, it’s almost hard to believe that she worked so hard at this goal, because her writing is so calm. It feels invincible. Envision Karine, always smiling, as she jumps—Lara Croft style—from rock to rock above a crocodile and shark-infested swamp. 


			In the second—larger, and more inclusive circle, I see Karine and her relationship to others. Karine trusts other people, but she likes to question their assumptions—shake them up a bit. She refuses to passively accept her destiny or take the easy way out when she’s chasing her dreams. She writes freely, but expansively; throughout her story, she plays the role of a mother, a friend, a colleague, a confidant, and a coach. She embraces, describes, and enfolds her own story; she is flexible but firm. 


			Karine generously offers her readers professional and targeted advice. She’ll change your life, if you—like her—dare to throw yourself at a goal that might seem crazy; a victory that seems unthinkable. Karine will stoke your thirst for victory, if you have the courage to pursue a crazy dream, to become your best self; “you, 2.0.” Her book is written in an easy, playful style—like a chat with a carefree friend who you can talk to about absolutely anything.


			Karine Fragnière is an icon. This isn’t a simple autobiography; it’s introspective, poised, transparent, and true. Sincerity is the name of Karine’s game. Karine’s advice is golden, because it comes from experience; it’s not just a classroom lesson. Her pure, intuitive writing style leads the reader down unexpected pathways—from the beauty of the natural world to the snug warmth of Karine’s most personal thoughts. And Karine’s not a caricature; she’s more like a capable ship captain. In her relationships with others, she’s both open and mysterious, probably because she likes to be always on the go, and she’s never overly concerned with what everyone else thinks about her. For Karine, the most important thing is the joy of feeling that she’s done something, in a world of inaction. The bright and simple joy of having accomplished and even shattered her own goals, bit by bit, despite some discouraging roadblocks. Karine shares with us the pure pleasure of success, surrounded by her family and friends, and becoming the unquestioned master of her own existence. As the poet William Ernest Henley would say, she’s “the captain of her soul.” 


			In the third circle—and I see this third circle as critical, so that Karine’s message goes deeper than the usual “Yes! I did it! I’m strong and beautiful,” etc. I’d try to define Karine’s relationship to perfection, or utopia. Her worldview. Karine’s outlook on life seems positive, and much-needed; it encompasses the whole spectrum of the human mind, from naiveté to wisdom. Karine seems firmly rooted in her convictions,  but can she also withstand the storms on the horizon? I consider myself a bit of a provocateur, so I was surprised when Karine asked me to write the preface to her book—as if she had asked a punk rocker to bake a strawberry shortcake. But I’ll give you my unvarnished thoughts!


			Some—especially people who live in Karine’s home area in Switzerland—might secretly judge her. Her personal training sessions, the views out over the lake, her private coaching, and her jaunts around the world with her gear and support crew in tow…experiences for the privileged few, right? But I see Karine as a tree that can weather any storm. Let me explain. Karine achieved this degree of success because she knew how to break the mold. She reached some unlikely summits because she kept an open mind. That helped her push the limits of her environment, instead of being lulled by its comforts. Karine’s friends come from all walks of life; entertainers like me and many others—because the core of her message isn’t focused obsessively on her own life. Her vision is universal. Ironmum is an ode to diversity—something that Karine sees, creates, nourishes, and cherishes all around her and in those she loves. 


			This book isn’t about competition, it’s about motivation. It doesn’t focus on victory; it focuses on self-fulfillment. It’s not a lesson to be learned; it’s a real-life example. Karine loves to flirt with the impossible. She’s acquired a taste for teaching anyone who wants to follow in her footsteps—through her gentle but determined examples. When I was little, I remember a wise old man who’d ironically joke with the adults, “And anyway, kids don’t listen to us…they imitate us!” Now it’s up to you, the reader, to decide if Karine’s message is impactful or not; if you want to imitate her as well as listening to her.


			This book has a spiritual dimension; the two meanings of its title—Iron for an athlete’s strength, and Mum for a woman’s humanity—are two of the countless challenges Karine has set for herself, and she’s still not done! Her latest goal is to bring her voice to a new audience—sharing her message that destiny isn’t a path that we need to find; it’s a journey that we undertake when we totally commit to ourselves. Wellbeing is a prize that we win by listening to our inner voices—instead of the voices shouting all around us—as our own voices whisper, “Listen to yourself, because you can do anything.” There’s Karine’s hidden gem of a message: “We are capable of anything.” 


			To wrap up, I believe that Karine—who’s surprised me once again—is not looking for praise, so much as she’s trying to awaken the strength that’s sleeping inside each of us. She has as many tools at her disposal as she has physical, mental, and spiritual resources. And if by chance her technique tips or her training plans can’t boost an athlete’s self-esteem, I’m sure Karine’s humanity will do the job. Where a great coach’s potential ends, the second wind begins: the unlimited power of a mother’s love for the world. 


			–Angelo Dello Iacono
Vevey, Switzerland: July 1, 2020


		


	

		

			Introduction


			“Sport is about feeling good and changing your environment for the better.”


			–Jan Frodeno


			For almost 20 years, the idea of writing a book has been bouncing around in my head. At the outset, it wasn’t even my idea. I never would have dared to think I had anything interesting to say about wellbeing. Even though I had worked hard on my own wellbeing for years, I didn’t think I’d ever call myself an expert! The idea to write a book came from a friend, who had followed my fitness journey during my pregnancy, when I was back to my pre-pregnancy shape in just a few days. And all I did was listen to my body, and what my twin babies needed. But for the first time in my life, I was able to achieve—effortlessly—what I had been aiming for since I was a little girl. At the start, my only goal was physical wellbeing. But as I asked more of myself—redefining my relationship to the mind-body connection—it turned into something larger. I would sum up what I’ve done over the last 20 years by saying that I was working toward a feeling of peace in my soul, through physical activity and doing good in the world around me. And I hope to devote the next 20 years to sharing this passion with others—with you, with as many people as possible. 


			To me, finding a balance between body and soul is nirvana—the ultimate goal of our journey here on earth. This balance connects me to myself, to others, to nature, and to the divine. As Jan Frodeno—who has won multiple Ironman world championships—says, sports allow us to change the people around us for the better. 


			Exercise is good for us, and when our bodies feel good, so do our minds. We become better people. Sports are also a pathway to personal growth; they help us meet life’s challenges…and stay positive. 


			You don’t need to do triathlons to feel good. You don’t need to take any sport to an extreme like I was able to do. I hope that whatever your relationship to exercise, my story will inspire you to find something that becomes your passion, and to push ahead with whatever brings you serenity, in your body and soul. 


		


	

		

			In the beginning


			How I found my passion


			“What’s a triathlon?”


			When I was young, I was actually pretty lazy. My mum was a tennis instructor and a former Swiss national champion, so she insisted that I learn how to play. But horseback riding was my passion. To deal with my lack of motivation, my mum offered to drive me to the horse barn if I played tennis for an hour. It was a simple deal: “sports in exchange for sports!” So that’s how I learned to enjoy playing; and my technique soon became very good. But I didn’t love running from one corner of the court to the other, and I would get angry when she hit the ball a little too far away from me. 


			When I was 15, I rode horses at the riding center in Noville—a small town in Switzerland, near the eastern shore of Lake Geneva. When the owner saw how determined I was, and maybe also saw some potential in me, she put me on Figaro—a magnificent bay gelding—for the dressage competitions. Figaro and I fell in love, and our love was a fire that seemed ready to burn forever. I took care of him 365 days a year. I rode my moped to the barn no matter what the weather was like—I still went there in the rain and hail. When I went on an overnight trip with my high school class, Figaro stopped eating on the third day I was gone. He stood completely still in his stall for days on end. He refused everything, as if he simply wasn’t there. The owner was worried and called the vet, who found nothing wrong with the horse and theorized that maybe Figaro missed me. When I got back and he heard me call his name, he stuck his head out of his stall and kicked the door with his hooves to show me how happy he was and to welcome me back. It was a good homecoming. 


			Head high, ears pricked, Figaro smiled at me and devoured the carrots that I held in my hand. Later on, our closeness led us to win French-speaking Switzerland’s dressage championship. We loved each simply and truly. I still remember it vividly, despite the time that has passed. 


			I was 17 when Figaro fell gravely ill. After more than six months of intensive treatments, we had no choice but to put him down. I was in so much pain. I cried every tear I had, but nothing and no one could console me. So my brother Bruno invited me to play tennis to blow off some steam and clear my head. That was at the start of summer vacation and I had no plans other than spending every day at the horse barn. I didn’t really want to play, but I said yes. We played for hours in the blazing sun, and I felt much better.


			I found out that my sister Maria-Pia was going to play in a tennis tournament at the end of our summer vacation. I signed up too. I won one match after another—all the matches in the D group—and found myself in the semifinals. To my surprise, I made the C group semifinals, and then I had to choose whether to continue on to the third and final group—the B group—or play in the semifinal. I decided to take my chances against one of the best players in the tournament. I ended up on the losing end that day. But what stuck with me is how tennis—and my newfound love of competition—dulled my sense of grief. I decided to devote myself completely to tennis, and I quickly rose to become one of Switzerland’s top 150 women players. 


			From that time until I was around 23, I spent all of my free time training and playing tennis. I played in a wide variety of tournaments and in club tournaments where I represented Vevey, Montreux, and finally Basel’s BLTC, where I played alongside future Swiss women’s champion Patty Schnyder. Then I started my professional career at Nestlé, and I realized that tennis no longer meant as much to me. I still needed to get some physical activity to decompress from the long days at work, but I didn’t have the same need to measure myself against an opponent. I needed something more accessible; a sport that didn’t depend on anyone else, and something that I could do anywhere. I got interested in running, and my only goal was to do something good for myself. Running gave me instant gratification; clearing out my lungs with fresh air, running through the woods and the countryside with my footsteps as the only sound. I didn’t have to plan training sessions or reserve a court. I went out running when I had the time, and most importantly, when I felt like it. I set my own goals—first to run for 30 minutes, then 45. I added a loop through the woods, and then I headed for another hill, finally summiting the highest hill in the countryside near Basel. Every time I ran farther was a victory over myself. Bit by bit, like a game where I got to make my own rules as I went along, I set new goals. Running made me feel satisfied, and proud of myself, and that feeling stuck with me. I wasn’t chasing after points or victories on the red clay; I was chasing after kilometers outdoors in the beautiful countryside, where I felt alive.


			“It’s not selfish to do what’s best for you.”


			–Mark Sutton


			About 10 years later, my twin babies were taking their afternoon nap, and I took advantage of the time to get out of the house and go running. I felt torn between my maternal instinct to stay close to my babies, and another, more primal and equally physical need to keep myself happy and healthy. Over time, I understood that I’m a better mother when I can get a little time to myself outside in nature. I realized—and this might seem counterintuitive—that I have more energy after I exercise than before. 


			My then-husband and I decided to take up mountain biking so that we could get out and exercise together. Whenever my parents could come keep an eye on the twins while they were napping, my husband and I would escape to the hills around Mont-Pélerin, a mountain overlooking Lake Geneva. If we finished a bike ride down by the lake, we’d cool off with a swim. Instinctively, I was mixing up my activities. And—without even realizing it—I was starting to do triathlon training by alternating between swimming, biking, and running. This type of varied training brought my body back to life. Swimming helps soothe the aches of running. My legs grew more muscular and more balanced. I had more energy than ever, and my body craved more and more exercise. I embraced this deep sense of physical wellbeing. I had found my new passion. 


			At the end of the summer of 2001, I ran into a friend in the middle of a mountain bike ride. “You’re in great shape! You should sign up for a triathlon!” I looked at him quizzically, confused…What’s a triathlon?


			I was intrigued by the idea. I did some research, and learned that the Lausanne triathlon was in less than a week. Without even knowing what equipment I needed, I went to the nearest bike shop. At a local shop called Sam’s Bike, I met Olivier, an experienced triathlete; he recommended that I just get a pair of shorts and a sports bra, and wear those for all three events. “That means that you wear the exact same thing for the swim and the bike?” 


			He must have thought it was a dumb question, but he just smiled and explained how the transitions between the three events work. He suggested putting slick tires on my mountain bike so that I could go “a hair faster.” Finally he asked me which race I was thinking of registering for. I told him, “the Olympic distance race.” He was surprised and recommended that I register for the sprint distance which was a lot shorter. I ignored that advice: if I was going to do a triathlon, I was going to do a real one! I was excited. I had no idea what was in store for me. And I signed up for the very first Olympic distance triathlon of my life, the Lausanne triathlon on August 26, 2001. 


			Lausanne


			Lausanne, August 26, 2001


			I’m excited and incredibly nervous. How will I swim 1,500 meters, bike 40 kilometers and run 10 kilometers with no breaks? On race morning, when I go to put my bike in the transition area, I notice that I’m the only one with a mountain bike. Every other racer has a road bike—faster and definitely lighter than mine! 


			My nerves kick up a notch when it’s time to get ready for the swim. Proudly sporting my new shorts and sports bra purchased a few days before, I notice that everyone—or almost everyone—else in the race is putting on a wetsuit over their triathlon clothes. I’m not the only one without one, but I’m prepared for a shock when I enter the water. 


			Just before I run into the lake, I notice how many racers there are—the water will be choppy when everyone starts. I’m nervous, so I decide to let the others get going first and give myself some room. I’m not expecting to be accidentally kicked and hit, but that helps me get into a good rhythm right from the start. I’m still not comfortable doing the crawl, so I decide on breaststroke. 


			After swimming for about 40 minutes, I reach the transition zone where my bike is waiting for me. There are only a few bikes left on the racks—I’m one of the last ones to finish the swim. No problem. I put on my shoes and jump on my mountain bike, and head out on the first of six laps through Ouchy and Lausanne. I feel so good; soon I’m passing other racers on the climbs. After an entire summer of riding up to the ski town of Les Paccots, I’m totally prepared for the hills around Lausanne. I try to keep up my speed on the flats and the descents, but I get caught by the people I passed on the way up. Even though I registered for the race with zero goals, I’m already caught up in the competition, and I’m so happy every time I pass someone. 


			I don’t know how long each part of the race will take me. I have no frame of comparison, so I race hard, and I’m completely in the moment, not thinking about the clock. My only goal is to give my personal best and see what I can do. I pay close attention to the lap count, so that I won’t leave any out or do any extra. 


			After the sixth lap, I head back to the transition zone; many of the other racers’ bikes are already back on the racks. I feel ready for 10k run—the final event. I swap out my bike shoes for running shoes and take off. My legs feel heavy, but that doesn’t last long. After a few minutes, I feel better, and get into a rhythm. I make up a little game: I set my sights on a racer about a hundred meters ahead of me, and set the goal of catching up and then passing her. Much to my surprise, I’m pretty successful. Finally, I finish my very first triathlon in under three hours, in the top 20 in my age group. Not too shabby, given my technique, preparation, and gear.
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