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Foreword



by Mark Allen


Six-Time Ironman World Champion


Let me just start by saying: YOU HAVE TO READ THIS BOOK! Macca is a world champion, a person who turned down-and-out into golden victories and a human being who has had to overcome truly devastating personal hardships. But what most of you probably don’t know about Chris McCormack is that he tells an exceptional story! What he penned in this book is a page-turner that I guarantee you will not be able to put down!


But before I get to some of the priceless pearls that Macca reveals, I must replay what I just saw a few months ago at the 2010 Ironman World Championship in Kona. It was a race that will have a very long shelf life because, frankly, it is very unlikely that there will ever be another race to top this one. Before the event the press was building up a hugely anticipated rematch between Craig Alexander and Andreas Raelert, both of whom had battled side by side with gazelle-running form for miles the previous year: 2009 was Raelert’s first Kona and became Crowie’s second crown. Then there was the usual mutterings about the whole slew of upstarts who might take the thunder out of this personal matchup.


Barely a blip on the radar was the obligatory mention of past champion Chris McCormack. He got the monkey off his back in 2007 by running a near perfect race and showing that all his claims that he would win the race were so much more than smoke. Unfortunately, he wasn’t able to back it up with a successful defense in 2008. He dropped out within reach of the bike finish because a mechanical on the bike tore his legs to shreds. He followed up the next year with a second failed attempt to be the World Champion.


Was the third time going to be the charm? The press didn’t think so. He was barely given better than a ten to one chance to walk away with victory number two.


Ironman 2010. Macca’s swim was arguably his best ever. He made no secret about the fact that he had to get a cushion on Crowie if he was going to have any chance of victory, and victory was indeed his intent. Chris McCormack was not pitching up at Ironman to sign more posters of his 2007 championship.


I followed the leaders of the race from one of the infamous NBC vehicles. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary, as the bike unfolded hour after hour. Lieto did his flyer off the front. Norman Stadler seemed to be staging his own kind of comeback and became a factor on the bike. Macca seemed to be undecided when the moment was right to really build that critical gap he needed on Crowie, his main concern on the run. That moment came in the predictable winds of Hawi. He swiftly opened a gap that would stick and grow, giving him what seemed to be enough on the defending champ for victory.


Ironman is a race with a million questions. “It’s not over until it’s over” is the mantra we all mutter under our breaths when our favorites are behind, and it’s the thought that haunts the leaders until it is undeniable that they will not be caught.


Off the bike anyone can look good. Not everyone can say that after 20 miles of running in 90-degree heat. Would Macca be able to suffer without consequence? Would the sub-6-minute pace he set through town put his body into total cramping spasms, as it had in the past? Even if his muscles cooperated, what was Raelert capable of with another year of Ironman experience under his belt? Within reasonable striking distance of Macca, could Raelert put together a full marathon at top speed?


I’ll make you wait and read Chris’s blow by blow of how the marathon unfolded. But I do need to tell you what I saw at mile 23. Raelert had caught Macca, but he didn’t pass him. At that point of the Ironman, if two competitors run side by side for even a moment it seems like an eternity. They were running together for what seemed like a thousand lifetimes. I was barely breathing, wondering what was going to happen next. How was it going to play out? They both looked incredible, and each appeared to be equally credible as the one who would break the other. But then it happened: Raelert extended his hand to give Macca a shake.


In that moment you could just feel something incredible happen. It was like a caldron of energy was being poured into Macca’s body from above. It was the thousands of hours of experience Chris had logged in training. It was every one of the intense lessons he had learned about himself in the deepest darkest moments in his failed assaults. It was the Big Island giving him the subtle nod that was saying something like, “You have earned the right to be here and to take this race.” In that moment he became invincible. When he would make his move was still unknown, but it would happen.


I’m Here to Win shares the twists and turns that Chris took to develop into one of the greatest competitors in our sport. A theme that Macca threads throughout all his stories is that when you have a feeling that something is calling you, that scratch that must be itched even though your friends and family say it’s not a good idea to do it, that you have a choice. You can either live the safe route that many others have done and will continue to do, or you can take that leap of faith: Jump off the cliff that can send you into a world that is unpredictable, extremely challenging, and altogether unsupported by those who see risk as a negative. Do that and you can truly live the life that you were put here to live. And that is absolutely what Chris did.


If you think Macca is what the press has labeled him—brash, verbally combative, or just downright boastful—then you don’t understand him and you’re missing the gold of who he has become. At what was perhaps one of the most critical times in his racing career, when he was positioning himself to become part of the Australian Olympic team for the Games in Australia, when the triathlon would make its debut in the Games, Chris was broadsided by the death of his mother, Theresa. Feeling the guilt of not taking her cancer seriously enough, Macca had to bridge a huge chasm that had opened up before him. Why race? Is being so self-focused valid when it takes precious time away from those who mean so much to you and who, like all of us, will not be on this earth forever? 19455. That’s the number of days Macca’s mother was on this planet. And that number became a key to helping him refocus his efforts as a world-class competitor in the sport of triathlons.


You can read how that number and the passing of his mum changed Macca from the core of his being. But what is even more important to get from this turning point in his life are the insights he shares with us—insights that he gained from this devastating loss, insights that will help you to focus your efforts in the big dreams of your own life. As he says, “Believe me, when you’ve trained and suffered and traveled and missed your family for as long as I have, the prospect of winning just isn’t enough to keep you hungry and working hard. You can’t just race for yourself; you have to race for something or someone else.”


One element of being a champion that very few athletes speak about is the necessity to truly understand what makes your opponent tick, and figuring out how you are going to sidestep their strengths and exploit their weaknesses to come up with the goods on race day. This poorly understood component to a champion’s preparation is given a five-star treatment in this book. Forget someone telling you to just do your own race. Top-level performances are only made that way because of the competition. McCormack delves into his own fears and doubts and gives a template for how he crafted his mental game and verbal gamesmanship to turn the tables on his competitors. As he puts it: “In endurance racing, whether the race is two hours or eight hours, the biggest limiting factor is fear. The reason you get nervous before a race is that you doubt your ability to perform when it’s all on the line… I handle it by creating folders in my brain.”


Chris also expresses one of the most potent weapons an athlete—or any person, for that matter—has, and that is themselves. Greatness starts with what Macca depicts as a mantra for success, which is that you can’t lie to the person in the mirror. Facing truth and admitting weakness is what will ultimately free you to find your strength, your power, and your dreams. Of course, that magnetic force called ego tries to keep each of us from opening our eyes to embracing our frailties, but like the weak link in the chain, unless we find it and fortify it, we will fail when tugged on by life’s biggest missions.


Keeping Macca honest throughout his years was his support team of family, friends, and training partners who with love in their hearts would tell him exactly what he needed to see that would have been so tough to look at on his own. He was the CEO of his person, as he says, but he had advisors who helped him keep the ship in order and on course. And with those people, Macca turned two very rough and long years of Ironman disappointment that followed his first victory on the Big Island into a second championship in even more glorious fashion, in a race that stands alone as the single most competitive ever, with the battle being decided only in the closing mile of the race.


Chris also shares some of his personal secrets about training, hydration, and race nutrition that you would have a tough time finding anywhere else. Combining this knowledge with the vast array of stories where he reveals his mental strategies for success makes I’m Here to Win a superior book for anyone searching for keys to take their racing and life to the top level.





Introduction



They said there was no way I could win the 2010 Ford Ironman World Championship in Kona. It was simply out of the question.


Anyway, that was the conventional wisdom. I was too big, too old, too hot, and too comfortable with my accomplishments. I had won the race three years earlier, but most of the “experts” saw my 2007 win as nothing more than the big red ribbon that would wrap up a stellar career. In their eyes, I should have made it my graceful exit from a role as the leading figure in the sport. In other words, “Macca, here’s your hat, what’s your hurry?” The unspoken consensus was that I was no longer a force to be reckoned with in the world’s most important one-day endurance race.


When I landed in Hawaii back in 2002 to do my first World Championships, people were saying, “This guy’s going to win ten of these things.” After all, I had won races on every continent and dominated World Cup short-course racing in Europe, Asia, and North America as far back as 1997. I had captured virtually every major title in the sport. I was Global Triathlete of the Year and Competitor of the Year in 2001, and the only triathlete ever to hold the USA Professional Championship Title and the USA Sprint Course Title in the same season.


Since moving to the Ironman distance in 2002, I had won Ironman Australia five years in a row. In 2003 I had lost my first European Ironman—the prestigious Challenge Roth in Roth, Germany—to five-time winner Lothar Leder in an incredible sprint to the finish, then come back to take that race every year from 2004 to 2007. I had crushed the field on the 70.3-mile half Ironman circuit. With that record, I think the entire world presumed that I would dominate in Kona in the same way. I blew into town in October of ’02 cocky and confident. In my first television interview, I said simply, “Mate, I’m here to win!”


Well, that win took six years and was the toughest challenge of my career. Kona humbled me, as it does nearly everyone. In 2002, I failed to finish after I melted on the marathon in the infamous lava fields north of Kailua-Kona, where the baking heat can overwhelm a body that is already near the end of its endurance. In 2003 I walked to a humiliating 9:32:11 finish. In 2004 I quit on the run, unable to take the heat-induced cramping. In 2005 I came back from near failure on the bike to finish sixth with the fastest run split of the day. In 2006, I finished second to Normann Stadler, who had set the new bike course record that day, so I was moving in the right direction. Finally, in 2007, I mastered the heat and humidity and captured the title I had craved my entire career, the one that no one—including, from time to time, me—had believed I would ever win. It was the jewel in my triathlon crown, so to speak.


My return in 2008 was seen as a formality; of course I would defend my title, everyone said, but for me it was a big race—much more than a formality. Unfortunately, I had a mechanical failure on the bike that year and my fellow Australian Craig Alexander was crowned champion. When Craig won again in 2009, the sport was more than ready to pin the mantle on someone new. Nice career, Macca, thanks for everything, time to make room for a new generation.


It was a shock: I was the most accomplished triathlete on the planet at any distance, had already proven that I could win in Kona, and had come in fourth in 2009, yet I was being written off as irrelevant. It just goes to show you how quickly you can be dismissed in favor of the Next Big Thing.


Kona, 2008 and 2009


The thing is, I knew I could win in 2010. In 2008, my bike failure had torn me apart because I hadn’t even had the chance to defend my title. I never said a word about it; Kona is a very small place, and I didn’t want to take anything away from Craig or the other competitors by making excuses. I have too much respect for them and for the sport. After my gear breakdown forced me to quit in the bike stage, I went back to my room at the King Kamehameha Hotel, watched the top pros finish the bike stage and start the marathon, and saw Craig cross the line to win his first title. I’ve been left off Olympic teams and had a lot of things happen in my career, but that was the most difficult thing I have ever dealt with in the sport. I felt cheated. An equipment failure makes all the time, training, suffering, and pain meaningless. I hadn’t lost; the race had been stolen from me by something beyond my control. It was galling.


I went away and studied the event, and I came back in 2009 ready to challenge Craig. Kona was a race that suited him; he’s a smaller guy and he loves the heat and humidity, which are always a part of the challenge of Kona. I knew he was coming into his own in Hawaii. But in the prerace interviews I said, “Crowie (Craig Alexander’s nickname) has borrowed my title, and he’s never beaten me in Kona.” Which he hadn’t; since I had been forced to drop out because of an equipment failure, he hadn’t really defeated me mano a mano. “I’ve raced him since 1994 in Australia, and in maybe a hundred races he’s beaten me four times. I know he feels the pressure of that.” Not everyone appreciated me saying that; speaking my mind hasn’t always made me popular. But I was simply highlighting the fact that his bike is his weakness, telling everyone how I was going to win and creating some self-doubt in Craig—playing the mental game I’ve used so effectively over the years.


Well, you know what they say about best-laid plans. In 2009, I had a terrible swim. I put myself in a position to win on the bike but Craig ultimately caught me on the run—he’s one of the best marathoners ever to compete at Kona—and won his second consecutive title. And that was it. Macca’s done. But I knew that even after taking my awful swim into account, my 2009 performance had been spectacular, perhaps even better than my win in 2007.


I lost three and a half minutes in the swim for reasons we’ve still never figured out; I was behind blokes I’ve never been behind in my whole career. This is the problem with some people in our sport: they watch results, not races. If they knew anything about the trends of an athlete, they would have said, “Hold on, there’s something wrong with Macca’s swim there.” I had never swum fifty-four minutes; I’d always swum fifty. I was on the back foot from the swim, fought to catch the front group on the bike and rode minutes into them (I cut into their lead). Then I fell apart in the marathon, dropped back to seventh, and pulled myself together to come in fourth in the event, four minutes down from the winner. If I have a more typical swim and don’t lose that three and a half minutes early on, then boom—I’m only thirty seconds down from the leader and racing Craig for the title.


So I wasn’t deluding myself. It wasn’t that I couldn’t compete with the guys who had finished ahead of me in the swim; I knew I could. Believe me, I never want to be that worn-out heavyweight boxer who keeps coming back looking for one more night of glory only to get his face punched in. Every athlete can feel when it’s time to quit. When it’s time for me to retire, I’ll be happy to go home and spend more time with my wife and daughters. But in 2009, I didn’t feel that way. Even as everybody in the sport was busy writing my obituary, I was ready to show that the reports of my demise were premature.



Hacking the Race


When I said I was coming back to Kona in 2010, everyone was stunned. I heard the word dinosaur a few times. People said things like, “Here goes McCormack, gobbing off again, he needs to convince himself so he goes out and tells anyone who will listen what he’s going to do to win the event. He’s a dreamer. He could never drop these guys on the bike, and Alexander’s too good a runner. Macca’s too old, he can’t do it.”


Well, I knew I could win. In the off-season I did what so many other triathletes don’t do: I broke down the race and looked at it strategically. I think of myself as a computer hacker looking for a way to break into a system. When I watched film of the 2009 race, I saw that the runners were winning the event because of how the rest of us were handling the bike stage. I noticed that on the bike, from mile marker forty to mile marker eighty (where we turn off Queen Ka’ahumanu Highway and head up to the turnaround at the town of Hawi), the riders were tending to settle in instead of pushing to get position on the other athletes. The area is notorious for its treacherous crosswinds, and everybody was playing it safe in the winds. This meant that while on their bikes, the best runners got to rest their legs, their fitness brought them back to Kona, and then they ran away from the field in the marathon.


I knew that I had “hacked” the race. This was a distinct weakness in the way the nonelite runners were doing the race. Now I needed to convince the athletes I knew from the European racing circuit, who were intimidated by the dominance of the runners, that these guys were beatable with the right strategy. We needed to push the pace in that crosswind stretch of the bike. We would gain time on the top runners and force them to work on the section back into town, “burning up their matches” on those legs of theirs and preventing them from running their best times in the marathon. We were allowing these guys to kill us on the marathon because we were playing their game. No more. I intended to make the runners play my game!


In every interview I did with the triathlon press in the next year, I said the same thing: “Guys, this is the formula to break the runners. I’m going to do it. Come with me.” Predictably, other competitors thought I was crazy. Everybody was so blinded by the new generation of Ironman athletes—Craig Alexander, Andreas Raelert, Terenzo Bozzone, Rasmus Henning—that they saw them as unbeatable. But then why show up at the race at all? I knew they were beatable, and I started calling it out in early 2010.


There was a method to my madness, of course. I was trying to build a pack, because Ironman biking is pack biking. Drafting (getting behind another cyclist so he blocks the wind for you) is illegal in Ironman, but riding in groups allows you to use other cyclists to help maintain your pace. That way, you avoid inadvertently slowing down and having to expend more energy getting back up to speed. Pack biking also lets me observe other athletes and watch for weaknesses I can exploit. So I started talking to athletes like the German Timo Bracht, a two-time Ironman Europe champion who also won the 2010 Ironman Arizona. I said, “Timo, you’re a solid swimmer and an exceptional bike rider, but guys like Craig Alexander and Rasmus Henning are consistently better runners than you. Why would you want to get off the bike with them when you’ve got a weapon like the bike ride? Go home, speak with your coaches, and you’ll see that we have to attack in the crosswinds. It will open up this race and we’ll take their legs out from underneath them.” I wanted to plant the seeds, because I assume everyone is there to win, and I was telling them a strategy that I knew would work.


Most athletes work themselves, not the race. But if all you have is a hammer, every problem becomes a nail, right? For many athletes and coaches, the only tool they have is training more. Slow in the swim? Train harder. Couldn’t keep up with the pack on the bike? Ride more miles. They make the race all about the physical, and it’s not. An Ironman lasts eight hours for the pros, but races are won or lost in moments, when one athlete makes a move that either gives him an advantage or proves to be a mistake. Experience and strategy help you discover in which moments to spend your limited endurance in order to give yourself the best chance to win.


Each race is a puzzle, and if you know what to look for and are willing to get out of that training-only mind-set for a while, you can get an edge on the field. I think this mentality comes from when I was a runner as a kid. I would break down the race I had just done on the drive home with my father: “Dad, I was feeling good and then at four kilometers, they all took off up the hill!” My dad was very analytical, and he would say, “Why do you think that is?” And I’d say, “Well, it was hard.”


My dad would say, “Exactly, son, that was a key point in the race. So what do you think you need to do when you race there next year?” And I’d say, “I need to be stronger on that hill, Dad.” I would find the missing piece in my puzzle like this. Now I had found that missing piece for Kona, and I knew that if I could find other athletes to work it with me, I could win the race.


Unfortunately, my public campaign to find allies against the runners didn’t make me popular. What I saw as honest dialogue about leveraging the limitations of other athletes, others called cocky and disrespectful. A lot of competitors, many of them amateurs, said I wasn’t acting in the spirit of the race and all that. But I’m a professional athlete. I’m not looking for a finisher’s T-shirt and for announcer Mike Reilly to say, “You are an Ironman!” as I cross the finish line. My job description is simple: Win race. That’s how I make my living. So while I won’t show poor sportsmanship, I will do everything I can within the rules to give myself an advantage, and if that ruffles the feathers of some age groupers, I’m sorry about that.


Still, I think I’m pretty misunderstood. So I’m here to set the record straight about who I am, what I do, and how I do it. My career has been about a lot more than physical talent or dedicated training. Other factors have set me apart: engaging in subtle psychological warfare with other athletes, looking honestly at my weaknesses and systematically finding ways to overcome them, looking outside the sport for solutions from other disciplines, and more. Put it all together and you get the most successful career in the history of the sport. This is the story behind the success.
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“I’m Here to Win!”


My journey to the Ford Ironman World Championship began years before I treaded the waters of Kailua Bay, Hawaii, on race morning, ready to turn the world’s most prestigious endurance race into my latest conquest. Coming to Kona had been the only thing that my best mate, Sean Maroney, and I had talked about for more than a decade. As idealistic young swim-bike-runners, our scheme was both simple and utterly outrageous: we would work our way through the world’s top triathlons one by one, not caring if we won or lost, only caring that we had the experience, met the pretty girls, and had a great time. We would conclude this “bucket list” of races by doing Ironman Hawaii together, and then probably return to Australia to bask in the glory of our adventures.


We actually went to some of those races. While I became a professional, Sean decided to pursue a career as a lifeguard in Hawaii (and who can blame him?) with some occasional swim and triathlon coaching mixed in. But if he found out that I was doing a race that we had on our “list,” he would drop everything. “You’re doing Chicago?” he’d say. “I’m coming.” I’d buy him a ticket, he’d fly to the race, and I’d race. After I won the Mrs. T’s Chicago Triathlon in 2000, we met Spencer Smith (a terrific British world champion in short-course racing who’s also won races of Ironman distance) and other guys we had worshipped. We’d play it cool, but when we got back to the hotel room, we were jumping on the bed and shouting, “Look at the trophy with all the names!” We were like little kids let loose to play with their idols… which we were.


I’d become world champion, and Sean had been on the whole journey with me. And as 2002 rolled around, it looked like the most important part of our boyhood fantasy might actually become a reality. That was the year I’d turned my back on the Australian triathlon program and my short-course racing background and started racing Ironmans. Ignorance was bliss, I suppose: I showed up in May 2001 at the Wildflower Half Ironman without a strategy, so I just took what I did in short-course racing and doubled it. A half Ironman is twice the distance of a short-course race, so that made sense to me. I broke the course record.


Then I went to Ironman Australia and beat three world champions to win my first full Ironman, joining Luc Van Lierde and Dave Scott as the only athletes to win the first Ironman races we entered. Best of all, winning Ironman Australia qualified me to race at Kona in October 2002. I was going to Hawaii!


Joy and Sorrow


That was in April, and things got even better. In June 2002, Sean rang me so excited that I barely needed the phone to hear him. I’d been out training, so my phone had been ringing off the hook; clearly, he’d gotten to about beer number ten by the time I picked up.


“I’m in, you bastard!” he shouted. He’d been celebrating in typical Sean fashion because he had finished high enough in the Keauhou Kona Half Ironman race that he qualified for Ironman Hawaii as an age grouper. “We’re going to Kona! I’m coming over to watch you win Alcatraz for the fourth time.”


I had already won the Escape from Alcatraz triathlon three times, and I would be going for a fourth later in 2002, trying to equal the record set by American Mike Pigg. Sean absolutely idolized Mike Pigg. Mike was a swim-biker at heart, which was how Sean saw himself. Sean’s mother knew that we lived for triathlon, but we’d drive her insane watching videos of Mike Pigg and Mark Allen, my favorite triathlete, all day long. She’d finally have enough, say something like, “Would you boys go outside and play?” and chase us outdoors. I raced Alcatraz because of Mike, so I was thrilled to be in a position to match his record.


Sean said, “I’m going out tonight to party, and then I’m going to come over and watch you in Alcatraz, you bastard. Can I stay with you?” I was traveling with my wife, Emma-Jane, but of course I said yes. Sean was my mate. We’d manage.


We were over the moon. I was going to match one of our childhood heroes, and then we were going to fulfill the dream that we’d cooked up as teenagers watching the Kona race on television in Sydney. I could hardly believe it. I was happier for Sean than I was for myself. Between the two of us he was the one with more raw talent, but he could never put aside the partying to focus on training. He was just a force of nature: loud, positive, generous, and always out for fun. I loved him for it. That was what drew us together as kids; life was a big party.


I went to bed, planning to call Sean the next day in midhangover. The next morning, I got an e-mail from Mrs. Maroney, Sean’s mother. I had never gotten an e-mail from her before, which set off alarm bells in my head. I opened it and the message absolutely left me speechless:


Darling Chris, Sean died last night.


What? No details, just those few chilling words. I thought, Maybe I read it wrong or something. Immediately, I rang Sean’s mobile phone. No answer. Again. No answer. Again. No answer. Now I was getting very scared. So I rang Mrs. Maroney.


“Mrs. Maroney, it’s Chris.” She burst into tears, and I knew right away that Sean really was dead. It was the hardest phone call I have ever made. He had been celebrating his Kona qualifier at a hotel in Honolulu and fallen to his death from a twenty-seventh-floor balcony. He died on June 6, 2002. He was twenty-seven years old.


I said, “Mrs. Maroney, I’m getting on a plane right now. I’m coming home.”


As soon as I got off the phone, crying myself, I bought my ticket. The earliest flight I could get didn’t leave for twenty-four hours. I had to get back to Los Angeles and pack everything. Then my phone rang. It was Mr. Maroney, Sean’s father. I remember that he said, “Chris, we’ve talked about it, and we want you to go on and do Escape from Alcatraz.”


I said, “No, no, no, Mr. Maroney. That’s the last thing on my mind.”


I remember him saying, “Chris, Sean’s last moment of glee was the thought that you would equal Mike Pigg’s record.”


My mind reeled. I said, “Mr. Maroney, he was my best friend. My mind’s not in the right place. I can’t win Escape from Alcatraz. I’m coming home.”


Mr. Maroney was the assistant commissioner of police in New South Wales, and a very assertive man, an absolute gentlemen. “No,” I recall him saying in a tone that had no room for compromise. “You do that race and you come home. But you are going to win that race.”


I didn’t know what to say. Then I said the only thing I could. “Okay, Mr. Maroney. I’ll give it my best shot.” Emma and I flew to San Francisco so I could do Escape from Alcatraz.


A Miracle


Escape from Alcatraz is a cold, tough race that starts off in the icy waters of San Francisco Bay. The main threat to my fourth win there was Greg Bennett, a guy I’ve raced my whole career. He had just won the World Cup and was in incredible running form. But Escape from Alcatraz is really won on the bike. I figured I could get away from the pack on my bike and then post the third- or fourth-fastest run to win.


I was wearing a black armband in memory of Sean, and everybody knew that my mate had died. It was big news in Australia. The commentators knew how close Sean’s and my relationship had been, and I think they probably wrote me off as a threat on that day. I would have written myself off; my heart was halfway across the world with Sean’s family.


The race started, and after the swim Greg Bennett surprised me by escaping on the bike. We got off the bikes and started the run, and Greg had a substantial lead over me. Damn. I looked at the sky as I ran and told Sean, “Sorry, mate.” I was past the halfway point in the race, thinking, Okay, I’m not going to win, fine. I’m going to get on the plane, get back to Australia, and just deal with my mate. I had never rationalized defeat in races; it was one of my strengths. I always kept my mind positive and found ways to keep going. But that day, the only chance I had was if Greg Bennett blew up.


Then I saw an ambulance coming toward me, and they gave me a split. “One minute, Macca,” meaning that Bennett was one minute ahead of me. I figured that he was really probably two minutes ahead by then; he’s a great runner, better than I am. But then I kept getting more splits. People said, “Forty-five seconds, Macca!” “Forty seconds, he’s gone!” Impossible, I thought. Greg Bennett never blew up. He had never, ever blown up in his entire career. This was only an eight-mile run. Greg could run eight miles in his sleep.


As we dropped down off the hilly section of the course, I was starting to hear something. It sounded like a motorbike. The race is on winding trails and you can’t see far ahead. But there was this motorbike rising up out of the trees and going around the corner. It was the lead chase bike, following the leader—Greg Bennett. He was falling apart.


I couldn’t believe it. I had been worrying about coming in second and now… I dropped down the hill and there was Greg Bennett going sideways, absolutely falling to pieces. I floored it and heard the crowd cheering. Greg was in such disarray that as I ran past him I said, “Bennett, are you all right?” But he was in another zone. I took off and ended up getting the win. Greg ended up finishing seventeenth.


It was a bloody miracle. I won my fourth title and equaled Mike Pigg’s record. Mike himself greeted me at the finish line and said something like, “So sorry to hear about your friend.” I was there with Emma, sobbing, telling her what happened. I still couldn’t believe it. My win couldn’t have been more unlikely if lightning had vaporized Greg on the spot. I went into the medical tent to see if he was all right.


As I recall, he said, “I don’t know what happened, man. One minute I was cruising along, the next thing it was like someone punched me in the head, a knockout punch. I didn’t know where I was.” But walking out with Emma, I thought, I know exactly what happened. Maroney was out here saying, “You’re going to win this, you bastard.”


While I was racing, back home they were burying Sean. The cream of the city’s triathlon and swimming community attended his funeral. I couldn’t make it, but I sent a statement that Pauline Maroney, Sean’s mum, read. In it, I called Sean “the Halley’s Comet of friends,” because they only come around once in a lifetime.


Tempting the Island Gods


Against that backdrop of events and emotion, I went to Kona for my first Ford Ironman World Championship. Outwardly, I was trying to be Mister Cool; inwardly, I was excited beyond excited. I went out to the Energy Lab (the Natural Energy Laboratory of Hawaii, a big facility and the place where the marathon course turned back toward town) and took pictures like a tourist. I had no idea how to act around the world-class triathletes who I saw all over town. I didn’t know what protocol was. I felt like a tennis player walking onto the court at his first Wimbledon. Did I swing my racket? Wave at the crowd?


Even though I had never been there before, I felt like I knew the race. I’d watched it on television since I was a kid. I could tell you the names of the winners and their splits. I knew the legendary spots where the race was won or lost: Palani hill, the crosswinds coming down from Hawi, the lava fields. I couldn’t wait to get to the lava fields, which just shows you how completely ignorant I really was. I was coming off dominating wins in my first two races ever over two hours—Wildflower (considered the unofficial half-Ironman championship) and Ironman Australia. I expected to do well at Kona.


When I got to town, I discovered that there was already talk about me. Older athletes were speculating about the twenty-nine-year-old who had crushed Wildflower and run through legends like Peter Reid at Ironman Australia. Apparently, the talk was that I was capable of anything in Kona. They were worried about me because I was a wild card, and I liked that. I felt incredibly confident.


But I also felt strange. Walking around Kailua with Emma was weird, because I had always felt that Sean, my best mate, would be there with me. We would have coffee at Lava Java together. We would swim the course off the Kailua-Kona Pier. But none of those things would happen now. Still, I was here, and after the gods somehow intervened to give me a near-impossible win at Alcatraz, I was sure I would be able to make Sean proud by dominating in Hawaii. I was excited, nervous, and ready.


It was with that spirit that I sat down for my first prerace interview. It’s a standard thing: the network (that year, NBC) brings athletes into a media room and asks a series of pretty basic questions. Going into the interview, I had a goal: to make the other athletes worry about me, even fear me. But that wasn’t the template the interviewer was reading from. The media was expecting the same kinds of answers they got from all the other athletes who’d come to Kona in recent years: “I’ve trained really hard, I’m just grateful to be here,” and so on. But that’s not what I gave them.


The reporter asked me if I was worried about the race because of my lack of experience. What kind of a question is that? I said, “No. I think I can win this race.”


You could see and feel the eyebrows go up in the media room. No athlete had ever said anything like this before. But follow-up questions were negative and defeatist: “Can you do it?” “What about paying your dues?” I didn’t understand this. I was used to the kinds of questions they asked in the cutthroat world of World Cup racing, questions about my bike strength or whether I could drop a certain athlete on the run. There, we had a seek-and-destroy attitude. These were soft, almost gentlemanly questions, and I didn’t care for them. Was I not supposed to want to win?


Then the reporter started talking about the island gods and how you were supposed to pay your dues at Kona for a few years to satisfy the gods. That was enough for me. “Look,” I said, “I don’t buy into island gods. Everyone talks about respecting the island gods. But I’m part Maori, so if anything, they’re my gods! I don’t care about gods. I didn’t come here for a holiday or to get a finisher’s medal. I came here to win this race. I’m here to win.”


A Target on My Back


After the camera was off, I remember the interviewer said to me, “Kid, if you pull this off, you could be very good for this sport.” That was my first clue that I had said things never before heard in Kona. My statements filtered around the town in hours, and soon everybody was talking about that Australian rookie who had said he was going to win Kona his first time out.


The press was happy, as they’ve been my entire career when I’ve opened my mouth and something outrageous has come out. They had both sides of the story covered. If I won, they had the quotes to make me look like a hero; if I failed, they would make me look like an idiot. But I’d said what I’d said, and I owned it. I didn’t hide during race week. What I hadn’t realized was that I had really been offending people. I didn’t get the Kona way of thinking about the race, which was all about gratitude and humility. I had set myself up and painted a nice big target on my back. Everyone thought I was rude and overconfident, and by race day they were ready for me to lose.


I knew I could win. Or at least I thought I knew. The truth was that no matter how well I thought I knew the race, I hadn’t bled in those lava fields. But I was about to.


The Easiest Win Ever


On race morning, I was practically jumping out of my skin with prerace nerves and excitement. I remember tripping out over the gear bags we had to use for transition, because they were so big. In short-course racing, you just had a pair of shoes and some shorts, because everything was so quick. But for Ironman, I had sunglasses, a hat, my nutrition bottles—stuff everywhere.


I checked in and started chatting to guys like Lothar Leder, Jurgen Zack (a five-time European Ironman champion who ran the second-fastest Ironman in history) and Tim DeBoom, who won it all at Kona in 2001. I was nervous, so I just ran my mouth, not knowing that most of the guys were in some intense personal zone and didn’t want to talk. They looked at me like I was some kind of freak. I dove off the pier and just treaded water, looking at all the fans up early for the start of the swim. Wow. I’m really here. I had always seen the start of Kona from above—the aerial camera shot from the TV helicopter. This was a whole new angle.


Then the cannon went off and the race was on. I was next to Jan Sibbersen, a phenomenal swimmer who set many course records in Ironman races, and when he took off, I stayed with him. Man, this guy is quick, I thought. But I kept up with him, and before I knew it I was second or third in the swim. There was a lot of swell that day, but I was totally comfortable. After the frantic pace of a 1,500-meter World Cup swim, the 2.4-mile Ironman swim seemed slow and easy. I sat in a group of the top eight or so swimmers and we distanced ourselves from the pack.


We approached the turnaround buoy, and I thought for the first time, This is a long way. But I turned clean and stayed with the lead group, and I got out of the water sixth. I got my bike kit and nutrition and was out of transition so fast that I think I jumped to second, behind Sibbersen. I rode the first six miles and then looked back to see Tim DeBoom, Peter Reid, Spencer Smith, and a few others with me. But after the first ten miles, I decided the pace was too slow. I was out of there. My race was on, catch me if you can.


By mile twenty, I had caught Sibbersen and blown by him. Now I was leading at Kona. I started getting splits from the group I’d been riding with: two minutes behind me, then three minutes back. I thought, This is going to be the easiest win ever!


Mark Allen and Dave Scott, my idols, were covering the race and they pulled up next to me in a car. I said (I cringe to think about this now), “When does this start getting hard?” Mark said something like, “Be patient, kid.” But I wasn’t about to listen at that point. I thought I had Kona beaten.






MACCA’S (W)INSIGHTS


Ironman Hawaii doesn’t end until the pier!


A triathlon is not a sprint, especially at Ironman or half-Ironman distance. Don’t try to finish the race on the bike when you still have a run in front of you. Know the conditions, know your fitness level, and be patient. Take advantage of easier or downhill areas of the course to rest and conserve your energy for the later stages.








Zack Attack


I got to the community of Kawaihae and got the splits on Jurgen Zack and Thomas Hellriegel (who would play a pivotal role in my future Ironman career), probably the best bike riders in the field. Hellriegel had been one of Sean’s favorite triathletes, and Zack had just missed the world record. I was a big fan; I had posters of Jurgen on my wall only five years earlier. Now they were coming after me.


I anticipated them passing me, and they blew by me on the way to the turnaround at Hawi. But as they did, I started putting out more power and stayed with them. They kept looking back, thinking they had dropped me, but it was becoming clear that I could ride with them.


However, I wanted to show some etiquette; I didn’t want them to think I was looking to them to set the pace and just hang around behind them. So I rode up on them and took the lead for a while. That’s what you do in a bike group: one guy does five minutes at the front of the pack, setting the pace, then another guy takes his turn, then another. At one point, when I was out front, Zack tore around me to take the lead—his signature move on the bike, known as a Zack Attack. I had fantasized about being on the receiving end of a Zack Attack, and it had just happened. Trying to be cool, I rode up next to him and said, “Man, that was a Zack Attack. I’ve waited my whole life for a Zack Attack.” I was such a geek. But he took offense and I vowed to shut up and just ride.


We got closer to the turn and I started thinking about Sean. Mate, look at me. I’m here with the big boys. Can you believe this? We made the turn and started pushing, putting serious time into the chase group. Now I really put in the work leading our group. If Thomas did five minutes in front, I made sure I did ten. I think they started to respect me because everything they did, I matched or surpassed. When fatigue starts to set in, you get really annoyed with riders who aren’t doing their share of the work.


Hellriegel also gave me my first taste of the psychological game at Kona. About eighty-five or ninety miles into the ride, he rolled up beside me and told me that Normann Stadler (who I’ll talk about quite a bit later in the book) was coming across—that is, trying to close the gap and catch us. We watched Normann get closer and as soon as he was close enough to see us, Hellriegel changed gears and surged ahead. I loved the gamesmanship: he had given Stadler the chance to see us and get his hopes up, and then dropped him by setting a faster pace. Stadler dropped more than two minutes behind and never recovered.


“Welcome to Kona, Punk!”


I matched Hellriegel’s pace, but Zack was having a harder time. He struggled with the crosswinds over the last fifteen miles. I got off the bike with Hellriegel, put on my sunglasses, and came out of transition leading the race. That year, transition was at the old Kona airport and it was a half-mile run into town. By the time I dropped down onto Ali’i Drive, I had picked up two minutes on Hellriegel in a mile and a half. The group of strong runners that had started with me wasn’t even in yet, and I’d beaten them in Ironman Australia. You guys are dead, I thought.


I saw Emma by the course and winked. I got a split and I had a thirteen-minute lead on the runners group of Reid, DeBoom, and the rest. I was setting the tempo and I felt great. I saw my dad and said, “Bank the check, Dad.” I was beyond confident. I was sure I already had the race wrapped up.


Then I got to the turn at five miles and headed back toward town. I started to think, Man, this is a long way. Next, I started to think, Geez, it’s hot. I felt a few cramps and grabbed some Gatorade at the next aid station.


Heat started to dominate my thinking. It’s hot, it’s hot, it’s hot was all my brain could seem to say. At mile marker six, I got a cramp and walked. Hellriegel picked me up just after mile marker six, so I had lost two minutes to him in two and a half miles. He ran in the middle of the road, where there’s no shade, but I ran on the side, where tree branches provided me with a little shade. I was starting to suffer in the heat.


At mile marker seven I thought, Oh God, nineteen miles to go. How am I going to do nineteen more miles? I was cramping badly now and coming back into town, and people shouted that I needed salt. Back then, they actually kept salted pretzels at the aid stations, so I had some. The cramps kept coming and I kept walking.


At mile marker eight, Francois Chabaud caught me. He was a hard-looking bloke, covered in tattoos, and about the time he caught me he vomited. I thought, Cool, someone else is hurting. But then he straightened up and just kept running. He would finish sixth.


The main runner group was coming now; I had lost some serious time, most of my thirteen-minute lead. I knew I had to start running again. I was running past my hotel, the King Kamehameha, which is right near the pier where the swim starts, and I knew Emma and all my people would see me walking. I didn’t want to embarrass myself, so I tried to run. But my hands were shaking, and my groin and hip flexors were bunched in agonizing cramps.


I made the turn onto Palani hill. If you don’t know Kona, Palani is a modest hill that looks like nothing if you walk or drive it. But when you try to run up it on a 100-degree day after racing more than 120 miles, it’s like one of the Himalayas. People break on Palani. Peter Reid and Tim DeBoom caught me on the hill and passed me, and then Tim’s brother Tony, who was also a triathlete but there as a spectator, shouted something like, “Welcome to Kona, punk!”


Rationalizations


I hadn’t made any friends here, but I was in too much pain to care. I finally got over the top of Palani, but the minute I started downhill on the other side, I couldn’t put one foot in front of the other anymore. I had hoped to make it to the Energy Lab and at least compete in the lava fields, but I was starting to melt. I saw mile marker eleven and thought, How am I going to do fifteen more miles? That’s when I started rationalizing. You led at Hawi, mate. You’ve had a great year. You had thirteen minutes on the runners. You’ll cover this nutrition thing, come back next year, and solve it.


See how insidious that kind of thinking is? Those easy excuses for ending the suffering gave me the escape hatch I needed. There was an aid station right at mile marker eleven and I went over to it and sat down in a sun chair under an umbrella. I was cramping horribly. That’s it. I’m out. That was my first Ironman at Kona.


The press was all over me. Later on, the papers ran a photo of me in my chair with a bucket of ice on my head. For years, every time a publication or website ran an article on dealing with heat, they ran that picture. It was my claim to fame: Chris McCormack, poster boy for heat intolerance.


Back at my hotel, I tried to hide. I had promised a win, believed I would win, and been humbled by the island gods. NBC had called me a “cocky rookie,” and I had to wear that now. I told myself, Okay, you needed this. Let them laugh at you. You had thirteen minutes on the runners and you know you can beat them.


But despite my positive talk, I was bitter. I’d led in Kona, but I hadn’t won or even finished, and I knew Sean would have been disappointed. Over all the years we’d followed the gods of triathlon, my wins were Sean’s wins. When I won a world championship, he told people about it with so much pride that you would have thought he had won. I had loved having a guy in my corner who was happier about my success than I was. I had wanted to win Kona for him.


Most of all, I had been exposed as a fraud. I should have fought on. Thomas Hellriegel ran a 3:03 marathon and finished third. If I’d kept it together to run a 3:10, I would have finished in the top ten. If I’d had more Ironman experience I would have told myself, You’ve done fifteen miles a million times, so you can do it now. Back then, I didn’t have the psychological tools I do now, and I certainly didn’t have the maturity.


Today, I do. I’ve developed strategies that have changed the sport, faced my weaknesses and overcome them, and mastered the mental game enough to win Kona not only in 2007, but in 2010, in what many people have called one of the greatest Hawaii performances ever. But I’m getting a little ahead of myself. If you really want to know how I became the oldest man ever to claim the top spot on the Kona podium, we have to start at the beginning.







MACCA’S 2002 SEASON


•  Kurnell Triathlon, Sydney—FIRST


•  Dubbo Triathlon Australia—FIRST


•  Ironman Australia—FIRST


•  Wildflower Half-Ironman, US—FIRST


•  Carlsbad Triathlon, US—FIRST


•  Escape from Alcatraz Triathlon—FIRST


•  San Jose International Triathlon—FIRST


•  Tempe Triathlon, US—FIRST


•  Commonwealth Games Triathlon—FIFTH


•  Bonn Triathlon, Germany—FIRST


•  Ironman Hawaii, DNF


Season Statistics and Interesting Facts


•  Flight miles accumulated: 76,450


•  Days away from home: 241


•  Countries visited: 7


Training miles for the year


•  Swim: 720


•  Bike: 18,275


•  Run: 2,907
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Too Proud to Go Home


I grew up in southern Sydney, Australia, in a town called Heathcote, right along the Royal National Park. It was a phenomenal place for a runner, full of trails through the forest and a great fraternity of runners. When I was five years old, my dad, Ken, took up running to quit smoking, and my two brothers and I just started running with him. Running became what we did together.


When I got to Kirrawee High School, I discovered that I had a natural talent for running and I started competing in cross-country, winning numerous awards including the NSW Sporting Blue, given to the best high school athlete in New South Wales. But surfing was my first love. When you grow up near the water in Australia, you surf every spare moment. My brothers and I surfed five days a week. I would watch anything on television that had to do with Hawaii in the hopes of seeing a big North Shore wave or some of the Hawaiian surfers, who were supposed to be the best in the world. In 1987, when I was fourteen, I saw my first Ironman World Championship on the old ABC Wide World of Sports program. It was only the tenth Ironman in Kona, which Dave Scott won in 8:34:13. Triathlon was years away from blowing up into the worldwide phenomenon it is today. But I was intrigued.


I thought, They don’t run that fast. I can swim and bike—man, I can do this one day. And that was it—back to surfing and school and daily life. In my house, sport was always an important part of the family, but it was definitely something you did only on weekends—it was not a respectable, reliable way to earn a living. So the year would go by and the next October would come along and the Ironman would come on and I’d say, “Oh, there’s that race again.” I would sit for the whole day and watch it and think, This is cool, but that was it.


In my mind, I wasn’t a triathlete. I didn’t even really know that there was such a thing. I was a runner. Running landed me a scholarship at the University of New South Wales, where I ran for the track club while I majored in commerce and pursued a degree in economics, which my parents thought would allow me to get a steady job. Then in 1991 I met Sean Maroney.


Sean was an incredible swimmer who had been ranked the fastest in the world as a twelve-year-old. I knew of his family already because of his twin sister, Susie, who had swum the English Channel twice and set the world record. We don’t have many champions in Australia, so Susie was quite famous. So I was impressed with Sean first because he was a Maroney, second because he was such a great swimmer, and third because he was also a triathlete who followed Ironman Hawaii the same way I did.


He and I would talk for hours about the race and greats like Dave Scott and Mark Allen. Mark and Dave are the legends of Kona, probably the two top athletes in the history of Ironman. They each won Kona six times, and their 1989 showdown in the marathon at Kona, on what has come to be known as “Mark and Dave Hill,” is probably the most famous moment in the sport. I’ve known Mark and Dave for years, and have tremendous respect for them, but back when I was a kid, they were demigods. Over this common ground Sean and I became partners in crime.


Sean had started racing triathlons in 1990, but he wasn’t in college like I was. Instead, his life had four components: bartending, swimming, doing triathlons, and partying. I may have spent part of my time as the dutiful student, but we had our share of fun together and became best mates. During this time Sean was also trying to push me into doing triathlons. “You should do them, Chris!” he would say. “You run so fast!” I was a good runner, but I was apprehensive about the swim. It’s not easy when your mate is one of the best swimmers in the world. True, he’d lost his motivation for swimming. He’d hit the age where you either become an elite competitor or fall short, and he hadn’t made it to Olympic caliber. But I was still intimidated to go to the pool with him because the guy would swim five laps to my one.


Finally in 1991 and 1992, I started doing some duathlons, races that are run-bike. I did pretty well and enjoyed them, but I was still a college scholarship athlete and my college was doubtful about this triathlon movement. My running coach, Helen McGuckin, was supportive, but she saw triathlon as a fad and believed that my natural affinity for running would bring me back into the fold. Still, she gave me a lot of athletic freedom, and I kept doing these multisport races for a noble, pure-hearted reason.


The girls.


Hey, I was eighteen or nineteen years old! When you’re that age, girls are all that matter. Running was bland, and I knew all the running girls. I’d go with Sean to duathlons and triathlons and there would be gorgeous girls in bikinis. It was summer, the sun was shining, and I thought, This is fantastic! This is the sport for me!


My First Triathlon


Pumped up by adolescent hormones and a growing love of triathlon, I finally agreed to join Sean’s swim squad in the fall of 1992 and learned proper swim technique from his coach, Dick Caine. On November 11 of that year I did my first triathlon. It was the Daihatsu Wollongong Triathlon in Wollongong, a city south of Sydney. Among other things, that was where I met Mick Gilliam, a trainer and physiologist who is one of my closest mates and advisors to this day, and also the vainest man I’ve ever known. Mick is quite a character; more on him later.


No one knew who I was at the triathlon, which was by design. I was still an Australian champion university runner, so I was trying to slip in under the radar. If my college had found out I was doing triathlons, they could have made life difficult for me. I was riding and swimming in secret, trying to squeeze training in between parties and girls. I turned up race morning with my dad and I saw all these guys in wet suits. I thought that it must be cold in the water, because that’s why you wore a wet suit. That’s how much of a novice I was: I didn’t know that you wore wet suits to swim faster. All I had was this thick surfing wet suit, so I put it on and got in the water.


It was an Olympic distance race—1,500-meter swim, 40k ride, and 10k run (.9315 miles, 24 miles, and 6 miles, respectively)—and I was entered in the junior category. I think I was last out of the water. But I rode through a lot of the other juniors, and I ran a thirty-one-minute 10k—faster than all the juniors and the pros—to win the junior category. I got up on stage and found out that I had won a trip for two to New Caledonia and five hundred bucks. Far out! I was used to winning little medallions, so this was incredible. I called Sean and told him we were going to New Caledonia to race. Then I went surfing the rest of the day.


Coincidentally, as I walked in the door that night the phone rang. My father said, “There’s someone from Triathlon Australia on the phone.” It turned out that the Wollongong race had featured the best juniors in the country, sponsored by the candy company Cadbury. I’d beaten every one of them. This freaked out Triathlon Australia, the national federation, because they had no idea who I was. I told the guy on the phone my name and he said, “Did you do the whole course?”


Ah, so that was it. They were tripping over me beating all their best juniors, so they were basically saying I’d cheated. In my head, I was panicking, but not because I cared about winning the race—I didn’t want to give the tickets to New Caledonia back! I’d already told Sean that we were going! I said, “Of course I did the whole course. You’re not getting your tickets back. They’re mine.” And I hung up. It was the beginning of a long, tumultuous relationship with Triathlon Australia.


They rang me back and told me they were very suspicious of my run time. I started to get angry; these guys were wasting my time when a little homework would have saved all of us a lot of stress. “I’m the best junior runner in Australia,” I said. “Check it out.” They did their due diligence and found out I was a good runner, and that changed everything. Next time we talked, they invited me to Canberra, the Australian capitol, to do my next race. If I did well, they wanted me to fly all the way across the country to Perth for another race.
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