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In military affairs the strength of an army is the product of its mass and some unknown x. … That unknown quantity is the spirit of the army, that is to say, the greater or lesser readiness to fight and face danger felt by all the men composing an army, quite independently of whether they are, or are not, fighting under the command of a genius, in two- or three-line formation, with cudgels or with rifles that repeat thirty times a minute. Men who want to fight will always put themselves in the most advantageous conditions for fighting.


—LEO TOLSTOY, War and Peace





THE MOMENT



A hero is no braver than an ordinary man,
but he is brave five minutes longer.


– RALPH WALDO EMERSON


Two men run shoulder to shoulder down the middle of the Queen Kaahumanu Highway on Hawaii’s Big Island, pressing southward toward the coastal town of Kailua-Kona. The road they travel cuts a narrow artery through a vast black lava field that supports no life save for a few scattered tufts of hardy fountain grass. Hazy clouds above trap muggy hotness below like the lid of a steaming kettle. A slick coat of rank sweat – a microcosm of the smothering atmosphere – bastes the skin of the hard-breathing runners, sealing in the heat churned out by the fiery furnaces of their muscles.


Both men are tall and lean, with the characteristic legs of elite triathletes – lither than those of cyclists, more muscular than those of runners – extending sinuously beneath skimpy 1980s running shorts. Each man hides a thousand-yard stare behind sport sunglasses, but their slack cheeks betray a deathly weariness.


They are not alone. A caravan of mopeds, bicycles, cars, Jeeps, and trucks has formed behind the athletes, the spectators aboard these conveyances having been drawn into the convoy by the spreading news of the spectacle they now behold. A few of the motorized vehicles and most of the bikes should not be where they are, as the highway is closed to normal transit, but the race marshals have lost control and no longer care. Caught up in the same hypnosis as everyone else, they simply follow and watch.


It is a strange apparition, this silent caravan, a sort of motley roving amphitheater, made stranger still by its silence. Those watching dare not speak a word for fear of breaking the spell in which all are complicit. Aside from the occasional shout of encouragement from a volunteer at a roadside drink station, the only sound to be heard is the rhythmic huffing of the athletes’ exhalations and the soft slapping of their feet against the pavement.


‘Right on!’ screams one young man as the runners approach the drink station he’s staffing. ‘Right! On!’ he repeats, cheering not for one runner or the other but for the performance itself, losing his mind in excitement as he witnesses the consummation of every fan’s notion of the best thing that could possibly be happening in this, the most anticipated showdown in the history of triathlon – the sport’s two towering heroes running each other into the ground, obliterating records and annihilating all other competitors, eight hours into a duel in which they have never been more than a few feet apart.


The man on the right, dressed in green, black, and white Brooks apparel, is Dave Scott, six-time winner of this race, the Ironman World Championship. The runner in yellow, black, and white Nike apparel is Mark Allen, six-time loser of Ironman, winner of everything else.


They continue. Each man runs not as fast as he can but as fast as the other can, having already swum 2.4 miles, bicycled 112 miles, and run 24 miles, with the balance of a marathon left to run, all in tar-melting heat. That is why the pair remains as if tethered wrist to wrist after racing nearly a full-day shift, well ahead of 1,284 of the best triathletes in the world. Each is trying with all his might to break the body, mind, or spirit of the other, but although all of these elements in both have been stretched to the breaking point, none has yet broken.


Within their minds a pitched battle is being waged between unimaginable suffering and an equally intense desire to resist that suffering and win. The pain in their thighs, especially, is so severe that in any other context they would find it impossible to walk a single step. Yet each continues to run sub-six-minute miles because each still believes the pain is worth the hope of winning.


An expectant crowd waits at the finish line in downtown Kailua-Kona. All they know of the great struggle taking place on the Queen K Highway is what little information the race announcer provides in sporadic updates based on garbled two-way radio reports from the field. Yet these crumbs are more than enough to captivate them.


While the multitude waits, the competitor who is currently in twenty-seventh place in the race encounters Dave Scott and Mark Allen and their silent caravan head-on (it’s an out-and-back course) and stops cold to watch them. He has devoted months of hard training to preparing for this day. For several seconds he claps and shouts like any other spectator, momentarily indifferent to his own performance.


A photographer leaps off the back of his chauffeured motorcycle and attempts to capture close-up images of the combatants while sprinting alongside them. Immediately he recognizes his mistake. Although young and fit himself, he quits in exhaustion after fifty yards. Before leaping back on his motorcycle, he watches the runners speed away down the road, the camera slung from his neck briefly forgotten.


Seated on the trunk of a convertible some fifty feet behind Dave and Mark, his shoes resting on the back seat, is Bob Babbitt, the 38-year-old publisher of San Diego–based Competitor magazine. His face is frozen in a faint grin. He believes he is watching the greatest race ever run. The cover line for the next issue of his publication has already come to him: Iron War.


IRONMAN IN 1989 means more to the young sport of triathlon than any other major championship means to any other sport. It is virtually the sport itself – the only race that really matters. Fans and sponsors don’t care how many other triathlons you win if you don’t win Ironman. That’s why short-course specialist Mike Pigg, feared in two-hour races, is competing in this race even though it’s way too long for him. It’s why Scott Molina, winner of numerous events in cooler places, kept doing Ironman, despite being no good in the heat, until he cherry-picked a victory last year, taking advantage of Dave’s absence and Mark’s bad luck. Hell, even duathlon star Kenny Souza, dominant in run-bike-run events, feels compelled to try, and he can’t really swim.


Mark Allen is virtually unbeatable in other triathlons and has amassed nine wins in nine races this year ahead of Hawaii, two of those wins over Dave Scott. But those victories count for little in his reckoning.


‘When you come to Ironman, you have to put everything you’ve done before it in the garbage can,’ Mark told ABC Sports before the 1987 Ironman. ‘It all means zero.’


It is this race Mark wants, and he is snakebit here. Dave and the island have his number.


Dave Scott dominates Ironman as few athletes have ever dominated a major championship in any sport. Before today he has raced it seven times, won it six times, and finished second once. And then there’s how he wins – crushingly, wielding a force field of invincibility like a weapon. At the start of the marathon leg of the 1983 Ironman, trailing Scott Tinley by twenty seconds, Dave looked into an ABC television camera trained on him and snarled, ‘I’m going to bury this guy,’ then promptly fulfilled the promise.


They call him the Man.


Mark Allen is his only equal, almost untouchable in triathlons held everyplace except Hawaii. His nickname is Grip. As in ‘death grip.’


Seldom do the two greatest champions of a generation in sport, each with a career prime that will ultimately span more than a decade, achieve their finest moments on the very same day, but Dave Scott and Mark Allen appear to be doing just that. On this day, they are not merely the best in the sport; they are literally the best by miles. Here in the final stretch of the marathon leg of the race, Dave and Mark are three miles ahead of their nearest challenger. With every stride they are redefining the possible, on pace to run a sub-2:40 marathon in almost 90-degree heat following a four-and-a-half-hour cycling time trial and a fifty-minute all-out swim effort in open water – a feat that nobody would previously have believed to fall within the scope of human potential.


Earlier in the year, in anticipation of this collision, Bob Babbitt set out to fan the hype by creating a cover for his publication that depicted the two men standing back to back, fisted arms crossed against their chests, in the style of a classic boxing poster.


‘Sure, I’ll do it – if Dave comes here,’ said Mark, who was training in Boulder, Colorado, when Bob called.


‘Yeah, I’ll do it – if Mark comes here,’ countered Dave, born and raised and still living in Davis, California.


In the end a photographer traveled to both places to shoot each man with the same backdrop behind him, then spliced the two halves together. The rivals appeared to be as close as they are now. The cover line read, ‘SHOWDOWN ON THE KONA COAST.’


It’s not that Dave and Mark really hate each other. They just can’t like each other. Only one race matters, and only one man can win it. They’re like two ravenous tigers fighting over a kill. Dave was an Ironman legend before Mark even owned a bike. But the younger man was quickly dubbed his elder’s heir apparent. Dave resented it, and Mark knew it.


‘It was like coming home after a hard day at work and expecting the family to cater to him,’ Mark wrote of Dave in his 1988 book, The Total Triathlete. ‘When he got home, when he arrived in Hawaii, someone else was in his house getting all his attention. And that someone else was me.’


Dave has beaten Mark five times in this event, but the overall rivalry is hardly lopsided. Mark defeats Dave routinely in most other triathlons. Each loss here deepens Mark’s desire to turn the tables, and both men know – or at least one fears and the other has faith – that Mark is capable. Twice he has finished second to Dave, and twice he has amassed huge leads over his rival before falling apart. There is broad agreement that Dave keeps beating Mark in Hawaii not because Dave is simply better but because Dave has mastered the race and Mark has not.


‘It’s not so much Dave Scott has defeated me, or Scott Tinley, or whoever’s come in ahead of me,’ Mark said dismissively in an interview for ABC television before the race they are now near completing. ‘It’s always been the course – the elements, the wind, the heat, the humidity, and the distance under that sun for eight and a half hours.’


In support of Mark’s point, when Dave pulled out of the ’88 Ironman two days before the race with an injury, Mark became the prohibitive favorite. But he suffered two flat tires on the bike and finished fifth. It seemed as if Fate was not content for Mark to become the Ironman champion except by beating his nemesis. If ever.


A year later Dave is healthy, and Mark’s rotten luck appears to be behind him. Both men have transformed the agony of their disappointments at the ’88 race into hunger for redemption. Both performed at the highest level of their careers in their summer buildup to this race. Mark went undefeated. Dave set an Ironman world record of 8:01:32 in Japan. Theirs were the only names mentioned in the obsessive ‘Who do you like this year?’ conversations that ritually devour all other topics during race week in Kailua-Kona. Last year’s winner, Scott Molina, has not returned to defend his crown, writing himself off as a one-time opportunist. Two-time winner Tinley, it is agreed, has been surpassed. Sure enough, with two miles left in the race, Dave and Mark are three miles ahead, inches apart.


The conflict between the two men goes deeper than mere professional self-interest. Under the surface of their Ironman battles is a clash of opposing ways of being. Mark is what some might call a New Age spiritual type. He meditates and favors alternative medicine. He trains smart and isn’t afraid to take a day off when his body needs it. Dave’s a good old-fashioned jock of the no-pain-no-gain school. He believes you win by outworking your competition in training and outsuffering it in races. Meditation? No, thanks.


Like many great athletes, Dave competes best when he competes angry. He feels that being pals with any of his rivals would weaken him as a competitor, so, in stark contrast to his peers, he trains utterly alone in his out-of-the-way hometown, the chief virtue of whose isolated desert environment, in his mind, is that it is not a place that is attractive to anyone else in the sport. It is Dave against the world, and he likes it that way.


Meanwhile, Mark trains with Tinley, Molina, Pigg, Souza – everyone, it seems, in triathlon’s hypersocial birthplace and epicenter: sunny, beachy San Diego.


Generally mild-tempered, Dave goes to great lengths to gather so-called bulletin-board material – insults, perceived slights, and signs of disrespect – to feed the anger that he depends on to race as hard as he does. In 1987 Kellogg created a breakfast cereal called Pro-Grain. Mark Allen’s face appeared on one version of the box along with the tagline ‘Ironman Food.’


‘What a joke,’ Dave scoffed at the time. ‘Mark has never won Ironman. And that cereal’s not even good for you!’


Proving his point at Ironman that year, Dave again chased down Mark on the run, erasing a four-minute deficit and blowing by him to win by eleven minutes. Mark spent the night in a hospital.


As in any great sports rivalry, enmity is mixed with intimacy. In training, Dave and Mark think about each other like targets. Their blood warms whenever their paths cross off the racecourse, as they did at a press conference just two days ago, where they never greeted one another, never even made eye contact, despite being seated in adjacent chairs. As they run together now, each senses clearly how the other feels – whether he is strong or weak in any moment.


Who is ultimately stronger? The answer is undetermined. Dave does not know, nor does Mark, nor do the spectators who trail them in a reverent hush. One of these two men must soon break the other – in body, mind, or spirit. Who will it be? Not necessarily the faster man. The battle being waged now is about will as much as skill. Already both men have pushed deeper than ever before into the inferno of suffering that stands between every racer and his final performance limit. The winner of this fight is likely to be the man who dares to push deepest. Eight hours of racing are culminating in a game of chicken.


Endurance racing is steeped in the art of pacing. Each man has to hold back something. But how little does he gamble holding back? As they blaze southward toward the finish line in Kailua-Kona, Dave Scott and Mark Allen are risking everything, running in a shared state of unmasked desperation, to win – or not lose – right now.


It is one minute before three o’clock on the afternoon of October 14, 1989, and something is about to happen.





A DROP TOO MUCH



Nature sends no creature, no man into the world without adding a small excess of his proper quality.


– RALPH WALDO EMERSON


Dave Scott was 13 years old in the fall of 1967 and in seventh grade at Davis Junior High School in Davis, California. On weekday mornings Dave could be seen waiting for the school bus outside his family’s home. But he did not board the bus when it came. Instead, as the big yellow coach rumbled by, he took off after it on his three-speed bike.


Five times a week young Dave Scott raced his own bus to school.


Davis was a small town then, agricultural and spread out. Fields of onions and groves of almond trees and not much else bordered the flat, straight country roads leading from the Scott residence, a comfortable five-bedroom house situated at the edge of El Macero Country Club on the outskirts of town, to the centrally located junior high building, some five and a half miles away. There was seldom much traffic on those roads, and at seven fifteen in the morning almost none. Just a boy on his bike and a Blue Bird Type C running neck and neck. The kids on the starboard side of the bus watched in detached amusement as their schoolmate pedaled madly alongside their thrumming vessel. The bus would pull ahead between stops; Dave would leapfrog it as the driver paused to take on additional pupils.


The first time Dave raced the bus to school, the bus won, but narrowly enough that the defeat left him keenly motivated to give it another try. The next day he lost again, but his margin of defeat was even smaller. On his third try the seventh grader triumphed. By then Dave was hooked on the strenuous morning ritual, and he continued to race the bus daily, even through the worst of Davis’s winter weather, with frost on the ground and blinding fog in the air.


Exactly one traffic light stood between home and school. Some days it was green when the bus reached it, other days red. If the driver was caught by that light, Dave knew he had him. But it felt like cheating. He wanted the bus to flow through so he could beat it fair and square.


YOUNG DAVE SCOTT could not remember a time when he did not feel the constant pressure of a tremendous energy threatening to split his body wide open. His only release was to engage in as much physical exertion as he could squeeze into a day, every day. He did not learn such drive or absorb it from his environment. He was born with it.


Dave’s childhood was about as normal as an American childhood could be. Davis, where he was born and raised, was a wholesome, middle-class university town located thirteen miles west of Sacramento – a sort of upscale Levittown of the West, with broad, tree-lined streets; comfortable, unostentatious houses; and pridefully manicured lawns. The Scott home had been custom-built for the family of five but was typical in every detail – a two-story, flat-fronted colonial whose interior resembled the set of Ozzie and Harriet.


Dave grew up with an older sister, Patti, and a younger sister, Jane. His parents were Verne and Dorothy. A Michigan native, Dot had a generally easygoing disposition, but the full-time homemaker’s devotion and loyalty to her husband and children became fierce when necessary. She kept meticulous scrapbooks that documented the noteworthy doings of each of her three equally beloved offspring, including everything from school play programs to clippings from local newspapers that listed the results of their sports competitions. While Dot was not an athlete herself, Dave may have inherited his endurance through her, as her brother, Jim Forshee, was among the best masters runners in the United States. Verne, like most fathers on Elmwood Drive, taught at the university. Neighbors knew Verne as a ‘Steady Eddy’ type: hardworking and competent yet completely unassuming. A big values guy, Verne saddled his children with household chores to teach discipline and the value of a dollar (their allowances were tied to performance of those chores). He played practical jokes on the Walker family across the street and practiced a teasing sense of humor on everyone he liked. He rode a three-speed bike to work in the morning. That, and a little tennis and a little golf, constituted his exercise.


Verne came to know his son’s appetite for physical exertion long before Dave began to race the bus to school. The Scott family Sunday service was at a church where Verne was an elder. Dave was miserable there, stuffed inside a wool suit and crammed into the middle of a pew, surrounded by old ladies wearing too much perfume. On one particularly hot summer Sunday, Dave decided he could stand it no longer. During a break in the service he scrambled from the pew, found his father, and tugged on his sleeve.


‘Dad, do you mind if I go home?’ he asked.


If Verne’s instinct was to deny his young son’s unwelcome request, that instinct was countered by the innocent unhappiness on Dave’s face.


‘Sure,’ Verne said gently. ‘Go on home.’


No key was needed. The Scott home, like every house in Davis, stood unlocked when empty. Dave ran out of the church and had freed himself from his suit jacket before he reached the sidewalk. He took off toward home, a mile and a half away, at a full sprint. Three-quarters of a mile later he was still sprinting. He felt wonderful, utterly impervious to fatigue. Dave was hit by a powerful sense of rightness. His body and spirit fitted this challenge, this thumbing of his nose in the face of exhaustion, like a key in the lock it was made for.


Evidence of Dave’s bone-deep will to endure first emerged in the pool. In 1960 a youth swim club called the Davis Aquadarts was formed. A year later Patti, Dave, and Jane joined. (The Scott family tended to do most things together.) Despite developing an ugly, thrashing freestyle stroke that no amount of coaching could break him of, Dave excelled in the pool, becoming one of the strongest swimmers his age not by virtue of superior talent but by outworking everyone else in practice and refusing to lose in competition – and every lap was competition. Verne, a man proud of his own professional work ethic, at first was pleased to see such willingness to suffer in his young son. But Verne soon recognized that Dave’s drive far exceeded anything his father or anyone else could give him by example.


Unlike the other kids on the team, Dave cut no corners in workouts, always doing everything Coach Jerry Hinsdale asked and often more. His work ethic took him only so far, though. At age 12 Dave swam thirteen races at the California State Fair Swim Meet. He was beaten in all but one of them by a hotshot from the Midwest with a naturally beautiful swim stroke and the memorable name of Murphy Reinschreiber. Indeed, Dave never forgot him. Sixteen years later Dave found Murphy at a triathlon, approached him, and jabbed a finger into his chest.


‘I remember you,’ he said. ‘You beat me in twelve out of thirteen races at the California State Fair Swim Meet in 1966. I’m here for payback!’


No youth sport is more demanding than swimming, which gives most kids all the activity they need. Not Dave Scott. Nowadays children with such energy are often called hyperactive, but in the 1960s Dave was able to avoid being labeled anything other than normal by grabbing for every sport within reach. From swimming Dave branched out to baseball and excelled with ball and glove, becoming a Little League all-star. He dabbled in tennis and golf as well and showed an aptitude for both, getting his golf handicap down to 11 by age 13. In junior high he took up basketball. When he reached high school Dave tried out for the football team and became a starter at tight end and flanker back. When Davis High School created a water polo team Dave signed up and became the school’s first All-American in any sport.


Although Dave excelled in every sport, he was not the best in any. He tried harder than anyone to be the best, but it seemed there was always a Murphy Reinschreiber standing in his way – some born talent who made it look easy. Dave’s lowest moment as a young athlete occurred on the basketball court during his sophomore year of high school. At the beginning of the season Dave’s unmatched work ethic earned him a spot as a starting guard on the junior varsity team. But as the team’s losses piled up Coach Dennis Pytel became increasingly disenchanted with Dave’s graceless style of play and progressively more enamored of the lazier but more naturally coordinated kids on the bench. Coach Pytel demoted Dave from starter to second string to bench warmer over the course of the season. Eventually Dave found himself on the court only in garbage minutes at the very end of games. This struck Dave as the height of injustice. And he wasn’t going to take it lying down.


In the last game of the season Coach Pytel summoned Dave with fifty-nine seconds left on the clock.


‘Scotty, you’re in,’ he said.


Dave hated being called ‘Scotty.’


‘I’m not going in,’ Dave said.


And he didn’t. Why play a game in which his hard work counted for so little? The hardest worker should always win. It was only fair. Maybe, Dave thought, he just needed to work even harder. So he did.


As a football player Dave lifted weights, which introduced him to the concept of conditioning. Until then he had only practiced for and competed in sports. But general conditioning for sports was something else – something more he could do. So, while his teammates lifted weights only when required, Dave lifted year-round, which entailed some very late trips to the gym after all the practicing and competing were done.


Verne and Dot had an eleven-meter lap pool installed in their backyard so Dave would never be unable to swim when he needed to, whether before dawn or after dark. Members of the Walker family across the street often heard him splashing around very late at night, after the practicing and the competing in other sports, and the weight lifting, were done. If there was ever a spare moment between practices for his various sports and his extra conditioning workouts, Dave filled it by bouncing a basketball off the wall of the school gymnasium. Passing students would observe the statuesque youth going about what looked like some form of punishment with an incongruous enjoyment – hammering the inflated sphere against painted cinder blocks at a rate of two rebounds per second with impressive force and tirelessness and no regard for how conspicuous his behavior might appear to someone watching him. It was as though the young man feared stillness, like the sharks that stop breathing if they stop gliding forward.


In fact, Dave was one of those sharks, in a sense. At about the same time that he started racing the bus to school, Dave began to notice that on the very rare occasions when he missed a few days of activity for some reason – illness, family travel – he felt miserable. One day might be okay. But after two days he was edgy, and three days would send him right over the edge. Normally outgoing and positive, Dave would turn antisocial and irritable. His entire personality would change. Dave just wasn’t Dave without the freedom to move.


In his early adolescence Dave began to foster a vision of perfection. Having discovered that a little exercise was good and more was better, Dave decided that he wanted to work toward becoming as fit as he could possibly be, if not the fittest man alive, if not the fittest mammal that had ever walked the earth. When he was younger, Dave had spent untold hours poring over the Guinness Book of World Records, reading and rereading each annual edition until it fell apart in his hands. He was fascinated by bests and superlatives and dreamed of earning his own page in a future edition of his favorite book through some feat of inexhaustibility. His vision of ultimate fitness filled Dave with excitement but also caused him to continually judge his current self unfavorably against his ideal. He developed a gently self-mocking sense of humor; like most self-deprecatory jokesters, Dave genuinely believed and privately fretted over everything he said. (‘My swim stroke is horrendous,’ he half-joked to one writer.)


Dave was maturing into a magnificent human specimen: tall, tan, blond, and lean. Girls loved his eyes – not so much the eyes themselves as the hypnotically droopy lids and the femininely long lashes. But Dave was also becoming increasingly self-conscious about his appearance. Even at 5 or 6 percent body fat, he occasionally felt too flabby to be seen shirtless. Perhaps his only real flaw was a thin upper lip, inherited from Verne. As soon as he was able, Dave covered up the problem with a mustache that would become his trademark.


‘My biggest motivator is to live up to my own standards,’ Dave told one of his earliest interviewers. ‘I create the fear that lives within me.’


ON A WITHERINGLY HOT afternoon in September 1978, Linda Buchanan sat in her dorm room at UC-Davis doing homework. The room lacked air conditioning, so she had flung open a window for ventilation. Suddenly her attention was drawn away from her book by the sound of heavy breathing coming from the college green outside. She peered through the window frame and saw a shirtless, golden-skinned man running by in the blazing heat, wheezing with effort.


That’s pretty crazy, she thought.


A few days later the scenario was repeated. It became a regular happening, and before long Linda found herself looking forward to seeing the suffering Adonis. Most of the UC-Davis students who did not know Dave Scott personally knew of him through similar encounters. He was that guy who never stopped moving.


As the son of a UC-Davis professor, Dave had been destined from birth to matriculate there. He became a physical education major, which would not have been Verne’s first choice for his only son, but Dave couldn’t have cared less; he loved the subject. Moreover, it was easy – no drain on the energy resources he needed for sports. Dave told his friends he never studied. Instead, he said, he placed his books under his pillow and slept on them, absorbing their contents through a form of osmosis.


The march toward physical perfection continued through college. Dave was named captain of the water polo team. Almost having no choice, the coach (the same Jerry Hinsdale who had coached Dave as a youth swimmer) placed him in charge of the team’s conditioning program. Dave led his teammates on slogs through the 100-degree heat of Davis summers – runs that he would have done with or without them. The team practiced twice a day for a total of five hours during the preseason in August. After the last session of the afternoon, when his teammates went off to eat and pass out, Dave hustled over to Hickey Gym to pump iron in the tiny, airless, wood-paneled weight room.


‘Come lift with me,’ Dave told the team’s star goalie, Craig Wilson, after one long day of practice. ‘It’s fun.’


‘You’re completely psycho,’ Craig replied, backing away.


When he started at UC-Davis, Dave knew zero about nutrition. As a phys ed student, he began to learn the science of healthy eating, and he had an epiphany. Here was a whole new way to improve his body and its capacity. Dave had been raised on an All-American diet of roast beef and buttered potatoes for dinner and ice cream for dessert. He now learned all about the negative effects of such fattening staples. (He might not have done all of his assigned reading, but he did pay attention in class.) Then he considered how these consequences were surely compounded in his body by the incredible quantities in which he consumed food.


For Dave Scott was, on top of everything else, the hungriest man in the world. He had to be to support his extreme level of activity. A typical lunch in his freshman year of college consisted of thirteen grilled-cheese sandwiches. He once ate eight and a half pounds of ice cream in one sitting. But his greatest gustatory feat occurred on Thanksgiving 1973. The Scott home was always bustling with extended family, friends, and other guests, and in the hospitable spirit of his clan Dave brought along a few teammates to grub on Dot’s home cooking. After eating a heaping plate of turkey and fixings, Dave said, ‘I think I’ll have seconds. Anyone else?’


He gave his friends a challenging look. Dave could turn anything into a competition. They took seconds also.


Minutes later, having cleaned his plate again, Dave threw the same challenging look and announced, ‘Thirds, anyone?’


His friends were silent. One mumbled something about room for dessert. Dave took thirds. And fourths. And fifths. And sixths. And sevenths!


Upon swallowing his last bite, Dave immediately crumpled to the floor and slept under the dining room table for two hours.


More than half of the foods Dave gorged on that day would be self-proscribed at the following year’s Thanksgiving dinner. At age 20 Dave transformed his diet. He made a long list of bad foods, which included red meat and all confections, and eliminated them from his meals and snacks. That was fine. But because the healthy foods that remained in his diet were less calorically dense than those he had purged, Dave had to increase the volume of his intake even further. A typical breakfast (as reported in Sports Illustrated) became six oranges; six apples; five rice-cake-and-banana sandwiches; ten ounces of cottage cheese (which Dave rinsed in a strainer to reduce its fat content); and a homemade puree of almond butter, onions, garlic, garbanzo beans, and lemon juice on rice cakes and wheat crackers.


‘That’s what I was up against,’ Mark Allen is fond of saying in public-speaking engagements. ‘If I was ever going to win Ironman, I had to beat a man who rinsed his cottage cheese.’


UPON GRADUATING from college Dave started an adult swim club – Davis Aquatic Masters – with his sister Patti and his dad, Verne, who by then had taken up swimming as a way of bonding with his offspring. Verne handled administrative duties while Dave and Patti coached. Jane would eventually take her sister’s place after Patti enrolled in nursing school and Jane graduated from UC-Santa Barbara. As a sports team captain Dave had discovered a passion for coaching that rivaled his love of training and competition, and he threw himself into the vocation with perfectionist zeal. He coached four workouts a day, five days a week, prowling the pool deck like a lion tamer while his swimmers swam and pushing each of them toward his or her own perfection with a good-humored refusal to accept excuses of any kind.


‘Gee, I feel kind of flat today, Dave.’


That’s too bad. Next set starts in five seconds.


‘Kid’s sick. Up all night.’


Four. Three.


‘Just got back from a business trip.’


Two. One.


Dave drew commitment from his swimmers by proving his own commitment to them. He not only knew all of his athletes by name but also remembered everyone’s splits and routinely stunned and flattered swimmers by singling them out for individual instruction and correction that revealed a total knowledge of the person as a swimmer, whether a recent dog paddler or a national champion. Membership in the group grew from five to more than four hundred in a few years, and it became the largest masters swim club per capita in the country. Dozens of local residents became swimmers during Dave’s tenure as coach of the Davis Aquatic Masters just to experience Dave.


Fifty-five hours of coaching per week did not leave a lot of waking hours for his own training, but Dave managed. Davis residents often saw him jogging through town after eleven o’clock at night, and he took advantage of the privilege of possessing a key to Emerson pool to swim while others slept.


Although Dave was no longer on a team after college, he had an aspiration. Having been named an NCAA All-American in water polo in his last two seasons at UC-Davis, he set a goal to earn a spot on the national team and to compete in the Olympics. He scored a rare opportunity to train with the national team in Berkeley, California, but did not make the final cut. Dave had already hit the ceiling in swimming, where he never qualified for an NCAA championship, so he took it hard.


A second blow came later when Craig Wilson, his former team’s star goalie, was chosen for the national squad. Craig did not work as hard as Dave, but he was more talented. Dave had always held fast to the belief that his hard work could trump another’s talent. This belief was, in fact, his most treasured article of faith – practically his entire life’s philosophy. Dave knew he was not the world’s most talented athlete, but he clung tightly to the conviction that he could be the best anyway by being the man who never quit. His Olympic near miss rattled that conviction.


It did not, however, destroy the conviction. One way or another, Dave was going to persuade the cosmos to recognize and reward his work ethic. And so, when his dreams of ultimate success in the pool died, the broader dream stayed alive. Dave dropped water polo and explored different ways to challenge his body. He tried open-water swims. Then he learned about a brand-new sport that seemed worth a spin.


DAVE’S MAIDEN TRIATHLON was, by decree of fate, one of the world’s earliest multisport races. The inaugural Turkey Triathlon was held in November 1976 in San Francisco and was organized by the local Dolphin Swim Club and South End Running Club. It was Patti, then in nursing school, who heard about it first and who invited her brother to join her. Dave not only leaped at the challenge but also recruited Verne and a few of his masters swimmers to make the seventy-mile journey with him.


The race consisted of a 9-mile bike ride along the city’s tourist-packed, potholed embarcadero, followed by a hilly 4-mile run over Fort Mason to the San Francisco Yacht Club and back and ending with a 600-meter swim in the icy waters of San Francisco Bay. The race director was a crusty retired marine lieutenant colonel named Buck Swannack. His pre-race instructions struck Verne as little more than an excuse to say the word ‘survival’ a couple of dozen times. There was no mention of course monitors or paramedics or directional signs or water stops.


‘You’re just going to do it!’ Buck barked.


Nursing a sore knee, Dave planned to complete the ride and stay on his bike to keep his sister company through the run, after which he would ditch the bike and swim with her. That was the plan. But when the race started and the stud athletes (or the ‘peacocks,’ as Dave called them) shot ahead of them, instinct took over, and he dropped his sister to chase after the leaders. Whereas the peacocks who had come to race had their running shoes waiting for them in a makeshift transition area on a patch of grass at Rincon Park, Dave had to dump his bike there, run through a nearby parking lot to his car, pull his keys from their hiding spot under the bumper, and grab the ‘oil-changing, river-rafting, lawn-mowing’ tennis shoes he had stashed inside the vehicle. Despite the detour, Dave passed every peacock but one, finishing the race thirty seconds from victory and claiming the coveted second-place prize of a frozen turkey.


Patti knew her brother well enough to be neither surprised nor upset by the competitive fever that had taken hold of him.


‘I wanted to see what I could do,’ he told her.


‘I know, Dave,’ she said.


Patti understood that these words meant something different on her brother’s lips than they would on anyone else’s, because he said them often. Coming from Dave they expressed nothing less than a soul-seizing desire to discover the ultimate limits of his physical and mental endurance and were based on his understanding that the way to fulfill this destiny was to try harder than anyone else did, or could, and to always try harder than he himself ever had. They codified the highest standard in a certain field of endeavor, a standard that very few athletes could dare to embrace. A hero’s credo.


Dave’s search for the right fit for his unique blend of athletic aptitudes and proclivities continued. There must be some sort of competition out there whose winner was the last man standing – not the fastest or the most coordinated or the most talented in any particular way but the man who tried hardest and never quit.


In September 1978 Dave flew to the island of Oahu to compete in the Waikiki Roughwater Swim, a major open-water race. The challenges that made open-water swimming different from pool swimming – surf, currents, brine, contact with other bodies – made the race a good fit for Dave, for whom the more grueling a challenge, the better. He did well, finishing ninth overall and second in his age group.


Still, though. Ninth. Second. That was not greatness. Dave needed something more grueling still.


At a meeting before the race Dave had been approached by a lanky, middle-aged navy commander named John Collins, who handed him a flyer promoting an event scheduled to take place the following January.


‘It’s called Iron Man,’ he said. ‘You do the same swim you’re doing tomorrow, then you ride a bike 112 miles and run a marathon. We did the first one earlier this year – twelve of us. I think you’d be a good candidate.’


Dave had finally discovered the particular athletic calling he’d been looking for his whole life. But he didn’t know it yet. He was more than a little intrigued by the challenge and flattered by John’s suggestion that he would fare well, but the event was too small. Twelve people? Come on. Dave craved glory on a big stage. And so, upon returning to Davis, he crumpled the flyer and threw it away.


The following spring Dave visited his sister Patti and her husband, Rick Baier, in Los Angeles. On a previous trip there Dave had met and befriended Rick’s friend Mike Norton, a radiology intern at UCLA and a runner. Dave and Mike ran together whenever Dave came down from Davis, and they did so again on this fateful visit.


While they ran Mike told Dave about a lengthy feature article on the second Iron Man, which had also drawn only twelve participants, recently published in Sports Illustrated. When they got back to Mike’s place he showed it to Dave.


‘You should do the next one,’ he said, agreeing with John Collins’s assessment that Dave was a good candidate for the three-sport, all-day endurance test.


Dave read the article with undisguised interest and some dismay. Sports Illustrated. If he had only accepted John Collins’s invitation, he could have been reading about himself right now!


‘Look at the times,’ Mike urged. ‘It took the winner more than eleven hours to finish the damn thing. You could beat that. You could win it!’


Dave needed no more convincing. A new vision took shape in his mind. Suddenly this Iron Man thing was a big deal. And it truly seemed custom-made for the unique athlete he was. When he left Los Angeles Dave was buzzing with the feeling that the pathway to his destiny had at last opened up before him.


When he got home Dave called his folks. Dot answered.


‘Mom, I have a plan,’ Dave said. ‘And it starts now.’


DAVE BEGAN TO TRAIN. He dropped $900 on a Raleigh Professional racing bike and rode it all over Yolo County, through blazing summer heat and valley winds. He ratcheted up his running and signed up for September’s Sacramento Marathon, figuring the marathon leg of Iron Man should not be his first 26.2-miler. Knowing no better, Dave blitzed the race in 2:45, finishing twenty-third in a field of 1,850 runners, most of whom were far more experienced than he was.


One day in the middle of all this Dave’s friend John Reganold bumped into Dave’s girlfriend Sasha and asked about his training.


‘Do you think he can do it?’ John asked.


‘Oh, yes,’ she said. ‘He already has.’


‘What do you mean, he already has?’


‘He already did those distances. In a workout.’


She was only exaggerating slightly. As a sort of dress rehearsal for Iron Man, Dave had risen very early on a Saturday morning and swum 5,000 yards at Emerson Pool, then linked up with a bunch of local cyclists who happened to have a 103-mile bike tour planned for that day – but Dave had not toured, he had raced, dusting everyone.


When he finished the ride Dave was met, by prearrangement, by Sasha, Jane, and Dot, whom he had instructed to bring drinks and snacks that he would use to refuel his muscles before he set out on the twenty-one-mile run that would complete the workout. They screwed up his order, bringing oranges when he’d asked for bananas. Dave threw a fit.


Dave harangued his volunteer support crew without pause as he drank and ate and made ready to run. Future viewers of his Ironman performances on ABC television would become familiar with, even charmed by, Angry Dave, but in this surprise debut, Dave’s small audience was not amused. Dot, with a mother’s tolerance and long-suffering, was probably more hurt than upset. Sasha, whose bond with Dave was not so deep, would not be his girlfriend much longer. And Jane, if she was like most sisters, would have been half annoyed, half amused by Dave’s antics. Perhaps she would even have bitten her lip to suppress a laugh as Dave struggled to squeeze his feet, swollen from five hours of pedaling, into his running shoes.


Sasha went home, abandoning the plan to supply her boyfriend with additional drinks throughout his run. When Dave reached the next designated refueling stop eight miles down the road and found nobody there, he became even angrier. Within a few more miles he was so dehydrated that he no longer had the energy to be angry. Sixteen miles into the run, Dave saw – in double vision – the family sedan approaching. Dot had decided her boy had been punished enough and had come to his rescue with water. Dave thanked his mother by yelling at her some more.


He could apologize later. This new rage gave him energy, and he needed all the energy he could get.


The water blessed Dave with a strong second wind. As he floated blissfully through the last mile, he passed a group of friends standing together on the curb of a downtown Davis street. Unable to contain himself, Dave spontaneously shouted out a short description of the ‘workout’ he had just done. All of them burst out laughing – not at what he had just done but at the childlike euphoria with which he shared it.


After completing his 127-mile Iron Man dress rehearsal, Dave reviewed it and concluded that, aside from the dehydration episode, it had been easy. It had been, in fact, the most fun he’d ever had. He then analyzed his times, extrapolated, and estimated that he could complete Iron Man in less than ten hours – or more than seventy-five minutes faster than anyone had done it yet.


Dave arrived in Oahu – accompanied by his ever-supportive parents and his best friend, Pat Feeney – brimming with confidence but outwardly humble, secretly intending to race an event that everyone else viewed as a test of survival. His goal was not merely to win but to blow people’s minds.


Dave was not the only hotshot who had been lured to the third Iron Man by the second’s publicity. More than 100 men and a few women had filled out the one-page registration form and paid the $5 entry fee, including some ringers. Future mountain bike world champion Ned Overend had come with his roommate Bob Babbitt. Future Boston Marathon race director Dave McGillivray’s name was on the start list. He had recently run across the United States. Olympic cyclist John Howard had also made the trip and was considered the favorite to win. Dave was not intimidated.


Shortly after arriving on the island Dave learned that ABC had dispatched a television crew to film the race for Wide World of Sports – a Sunday-afternoon show that everyone watched in those days of thirteen channels. That buzzing feeling of stepping toward a long-awaited destiny returned.


Better still, someone tipped ABC’s Jim Lampley that Dave was an athlete to watch, and so, as the sun peeked over the watery horizon off Ala Moana Beach on race morning, Jim hauled Dave in front of a camera and jabbed a microphone in his face.


‘Dave, what athletic background do you bring to this event?’ Jim asked.


‘Uh, limited,’ Dave lied, chuckling. ‘I had a swimming background. I swam in college, and I’ve done quite a few rough-water swims over the last four or five years. My running background? I’ve only run one marathon. I’ve been running for about two years. Cycling? It’s an unknown.’


‘Do you think the fact that you’ve only run one marathon is a big disadvantage here?’


‘No,’ Dave said. ‘I usually train pretty hard year-round, so I think I can hang on with everyone at the end. I think I can pound it out, so to say, with anyone at the end.’


Forget about athletic backgrounds, Jim. Forget about swimming, cycling, and running experience. My edge is mental. I can pound it out with anyone at the end. Nobody can outlast me!


The Dave Scott who introduced himself to the world in this manner was the Dave Scott the world would always know. In almost every interview after the first he mixed self-mockery and sandbagging with cocksure, often antagonistic, bravado. His answers always delivered a version of the same basic message.


I’m really not at my best right now, Jim, but I’ll probably destroy all the clowns in this race anyway.


The 1980 Ironman was over as soon as it started. Dave had a four-minute lead when he waded out of the placid waters of Ala Moana Basin, where the swim had been moved, over Dave’s protests, when a gale producing twelve-foot waves had come along and made the original Waikiki Beach swim course too dangerous to use. (This did not stop Dave from practicing there at the height of the storm on the day before the race, along with a friend who wound up having to be rescued by Coast Guard helicopter.) He ran straight across the beach and into the women’s changing room. No matter. The first of the three women in the race would not need that space for another thirty minutes. Dave exchanged his swim brief for a pair of wool cycling shorts, a white cotton muscle shirt, and long tube socks, as if deliberately aiming to make ABC’s footage of the race look vintage within just a year or two.


Dave threw a leg over his bike. Pat Feeney, who would serve as Dave’s Ironman factotum throughout his career, then set about duct-taping Dave’s right shoe to the right pedal. This was a trick they had picked up from the recently released film Breaking Away. Taping the feet to the pedals – a technique that would be made obsolete by the advent of clip-in shoes and pedals five years later – was purported to provide the advantage of better pedaling efficiency. It came with the obvious disadvantage of causing the rider to fall over if he stopped. Before the race Dave had thought he could live with this disadvantage, but in confronting the reality of the risk, he changed his mind.


‘Let’s just do the one foot,’ Dave said.


Pat shrugged. A physicist, he was tempted to point out that if Dave wasn’t going to ride with both feet taped, he might as well ride with neither foot taped, but he held his tongue.


Dave rode off, one foot duct-taped to a pedal, with almost violent intensity, as though he had been given bad information about the distance of the race. He was expecting this John Howard guy to blow by him any minute. Little did Dave know he would be twenty miles down the road by the time John finally left the water, having no hope of catching the man with a limited athletic background – although he certainly tried, blazing through the 112-mile bike course in four hours, twenty-eight minutes, a time that few professional triathletes could match today despite the benefit of such innovations as clip-in pedals, aerobars, and carbon-fiber frames.


The day turned muggy, but Dave embraced the wet heat as a relief from the cold and rain of the Davis winter in which he had completed his training. His body seemed to come alive in the humidity, which had the opposite effect on almost everyone else. Dave liked anything that made a race harder, believing that every enhancement of the basic challenge increased his mental advantage over other competitors. The elements were just one more factor that made Iron Man seem like a thing he had been allowed to design himself, to ensure his own dominance.


There were no road closures, course markers, aid stations, or support staff. Dave had a single police motorcycle as an escort, and his parents followed him in a rented woodie wagon with a spare bike on top and food and drinks in the backseat. He ran red lights and stop signs and had a few close encounters with cross-traffic that had the right of way.


Two hours into the ride, Dave’s taped left foot was killing him. Pat had wrapped it too tightly, cutting off circulation. Dave realized they probably should have practiced the technique before the race. He also decided he probably shouldn’t adopt any more racing techniques from movies.


By the time Pat Feeney freed Dave’s throbbing foot from the right pedal, Dave held a twenty-five-minute lead on John Howard. He had not seen a single competitor since the race had started six hours earlier. In the changing room (men’s this time) he exchanged his cycling clothes, such as they were, for a skimpy pair of running shorts, no shirt. A race official then directed him to a scale, where he had to pass a weigh-in before being allowed to finish the race. Too much weight loss meant too much dehydration.


‘Wow, you’ve only lost one pound!’ the woman said.


In all the excitement she somehow failed to notice the liter bottle of water, full and weighing two pounds, that Dave held, having just received it from a fast-thinking Pat Feeney.


Dave started running, and again his pace seemed to betray a dangerous ignorance of how far he had to go, not to mention obliviousness to how far he had already come. But Dave was feeling totally at home as an athlete for the first time in his life. He had vowed to transform Iron Man from a test of survival into a race, and he was doing it. Every previous Iron Man finisher had walked significant stretches of the marathon and done little more than shuffle during the running parts. Dave clicked off steady sub-eight-minute miles and did not walk a single step except when he stopped to relieve himself in some bushes.


The finish line of the 1980 Iron Man was an almost invisible piece of string held up by race director Valerie Silk and a volunteer on a quiet street in Kapiolani Park. Expecting a little more fanfare, Dave fittingly ran right through it, stopping only when Valerie shouted after him, ‘You’re done. You won.’


A LEGEND WAS BORN. Dave’s time of 9:24:33 bettered the existing course record by an hour and fifty-one minutes. Runner-up Chuck Neumann, who passed John Howard during the marathon, did not finish for another hour, by which time Dave had dressed; stretched; eaten massively; talked over the whole experience with Verne, Dot, and Pat; and done interviews.


‘Are you going to retire?’ asked Carol Hogan, a reporter for the Honolulu Advertiser.


Carol knew Dave from his past visits to Hawaii for open-water swims. She had a bit of a crush on him and had lost her reason in the excitement of the moment. Dave had just turned 26.


‘Retire?’ Dave said. ‘I’m just getting started!’


Word of Dave’s stunning achievement spread rapidly through the burgeoning endurance subculture in California and beyond, and ABC’s airing of its Iron Man coverage made him an instant idol to thousands more. Somewhere in all of this, he acquired a nickname. First it was ‘the Iron Man.’ Then just ‘the Man.’


Dave had hoped that winning Iron Man would open a door, and it did. Aspiring triathletes found his address and phone number and contacted him seeking advice and training plans. Born teacher that he was, and a willing responder to the flattery of being approached as an authority, Dave doled out his expertise freely at first. Then he started charging: $150 to $275 per one-year plan. He went into business under the name Dave Scott Triathlon Training and soon expanded from coaching into daylong clinics. Verne, always watchful for ways to share in his children’s passions, organized a triathlon in Davis.


Sponsors came calling. Nike, Anheuser-Busch, Peak Performance vitamins, and helmet maker Bell exchanged cash for the rights to Dave’s name and image.


In the summer of 1980 Dave found himself sitting in the family room of his parents’ home, talking with Verne and Dot about what a whirlwind the past few months had been and where it all might lead.


‘You know, you don’t have to do that crazy race again,’ said Verne, who may have still had a vestige of hope that he could steer his son toward a more intellectual profession than ultraendurance racing.


‘Well, I’m going to,’ Dave said.


The Man was nothing if not his own man.


In due time Verne would come to appreciate the full measure of what his son had found in Ironman. Not in triathlon generally but in that specific event, with its crazy distances, its extreme conditions, its mystique.


‘There’s no other race that draws out my physical talents as this one does,’ Dave told ABC before his 1989 showdown with Mark Allen.


Dave was not the fastest guy over short distances, but he seemed able to sustain his maximum speed almost indefinitely. Heat did not slow him down, as it was supposed to. And most importantly, at the end Dave could, as he said, ‘pound it out with anyone’ – because his greatest athletic ability was his inability to quit.


Beyond matching up ideally with Dave’s talents, Ironman also made his thirty-hours-a-week workout habit something other than freakishly pointless. Suddenly it was perfectly rational. Ironman actually rewarded working harder than anyone else alive. That was precisely how you won it. And Dave set about working harder than he ever had before as he prepared to defend his Ironman title.


TRIATHLON TRAINING METHODS had not been normalized when Dave won his first Ironman, and even to the extent that the sport’s earliest pioneers had figured out what seemed to work, Dave did not care to follow anyone else’s lead. So when he began training to defend his title, he simply continued the experiment he had started the previous summer. He discovered that about 30,000 yards of swimming, 400 miles of cycling, and 70 miles of running per week, plus four hard weight lifting sessions, were his limit. If he pushed any further, he broke down.


Dave did most of his training alone. Each workout was a private game, like his old seventh grade game of racing the bus to school. Games provided the telos that enabled Dave to pursue his mission of ‘seeing what he could do.’ To continually redefine his physical limits Dave could not just jump into the pool or hop onto his bike or lace up his running shoes and try hard. He needed a concrete challenge, a clear representation of his present limit, to go after. There had to be some way he could win every single swim, ride, and run he did. This approach was woven into the fabric of his nature.


There wasn’t much variety in these games. Any other athlete, no matter how driven, would have found Dave’s training routine dizzyingly monotonous. There weren’t all that many places to ride and run in Davis anyway, but Dave waved off whatever diversity there was in favor of covering the same routes over and over again, day after day, month after month, and ultimately year after year. By October 1989, when his climactic Ironman duel with Mark Allen occurred, Dave had ridden his favorite among a handful of cycling routes, an out-and-back on Highway 31 to the hills east of Davis, some 3,000 times.


Millions of laps in the pool in his formative years had left Dave with no need for variety or scenic distractions in workouts. Endless repetition in training allowed him to monitor progress easily and precisely. All Dave wanted from his bike rides and runs were the same things the pool gave him: the structure and measurability required to play the simple game of improving his times.


Dave memorized the distance of every ride, and key segments of every ride, and memorized his best time for every ride and key segment so he could chase these standards repeatedly in his pursuit of perfection. His favorite game was time trialing the last twelve-and-a-half-mile segment of the ride that took him to Lake Berryessa and back. If asked today what his best time for that stretch of road was, he would gladly supply the number without a moment’s hesitation: 26:50.


On those rare occasions when he rode or ran with another person (and then only one, typically), the partner became the focus of the game. Among the few athletes Dave permitted to join him on rides with any regularity was Mike Norton, who really had no business training with Dave because he was nowhere near the same level as an athlete. But that disparity was not a problem that the right game couldn’t solve. During a long out-and-back ride, for example, Dave might propose, after making some silent calculations, that Mike turn around at the next crossroads, and then he would continue for another three miles before reversing his own direction and trying to catch Mike before he got home.


Although Mike Norton allowed Dave to dictate the games they played in their occasional shared workouts, most other athletes, and especially Dave’s fellow elite athletes, resisted such unilateral control, so Dave avoided them – which was as easy as staying put in Davis, where there were no other pros.


He did entertain the occasional visit from an elite racer living within driving distance of Davis. Mike Pigg, who hailed from Arcata, among the redwoods of Humboldt County, visited twice.


Pigg had been taking classes at a community college and working part time as a mechanic’s assistant for a trucking company when he saw Dave Scott win Ironman on Wide World of Sports and was inspired to give triathlon a try. He was still fairly new to the sport and as much Dave’s fan as his peer when he convinced Dave to let him come to Davis for a week of training. Dave was surprised by Pigg’s appetite, which rivaled his own. Before their first ride together Pigg poured three kinds of cereal into a mixing bowl and emptied it in minutes.


Pigg was no less Dave’s match on the bike. On their longest ride together Dave found himself hanging on to Pigg’s back wheel by a thread, concentrating so completely on survival that he missed a turn. By the time he discovered his mistake they were far from home and badly in need of energy. They stopped at a convenience store, where Pigg inhaled a box of Ding Dongs and a bottle of chocolate milk and Dave devoured a loaf of bread. The last leg of their 130-mile expedition was completed in the dark.


Pigg left after four days. Both men were exhausted. Dave simply couldn’t figure out how to train with Pigg without racing him. Although the two men remained friends and mutual admirers, years would pass before Pigg returned to Davis.


WHILE TRAINING for the 1981 Ironman Dave developed a pain in his knee while running. His response was to continue running every day. The pain worsened. Dave kept running. Soon he couldn’t run at all, or even walk without pain. Now Dave was forced to rest. He took a few days off, but the pain persisted. His mood turned dark, as it always did when he was deprived of physical exertion. But this time his disappointment turned to apathy. He stopped caring – or seemed to. Dave’s knee healed eventually, but he did not resume training. Instead he sat all day in a beanbag chair inside his apartment. He binged on foods he normally avoided. Within a month he had gained fifteen pounds.


Dave’s girlfriend, who shared his apartment, became concerned. Although she had first known Dave only as a shirtless, golden-skinned man running past her dorm window, Linda Buchanan, then a member of the UC-Davis swim team, had joined Dave’s swim club after her graduation and had soon become his sweetheart, roommate, and a top triathlete herself. From her own experience as an athlete she understood the frustration of setbacks in training, but the meltdown she was witnessing in Dave was something else entirely. She tried to cheer him up at first, but he didn’t want that, so she let him be and simply rode out the storm beside him, trusting that whatever demon had a hold on him would let go eventually. Only after the 1981 Ironman took place without Dave did the storm clouds disperse.


Months later Dave was hit with another injury, and again he plunged into the slough of despond. Linda rode out this second dark period as gamely as she had the first, but after a third episode she dumped the most eligible bachelor in Davis and moved to San Diego. It wasn’t that she was fed up with Dave’s unpredictability. In fact, Linda had no idea why she had left Dave and could not articulate a clear reason when he beseeched her for an explanation. Years would pass before Linda would figure out that dashing, exciting, kind, charismatic Dave Scott did not satisfy her because what she really needed was the love of a beautiful, exciting, kind, charismatic woman.


Dave went into a tailspin. Prone to terrible insomnia during periods of stress, he slept poorly. Although uninjured, he stopped training. He returned to the beanbag chair and went back to bingeing. His friends did what little they could to get him going again, but in vain. Dave did manage to make a trip to Bass Lake, California, to compete in a triathlon he was obligated to race for his sponsors, but he would have been better off staying home. He finished twenty-seventh, getting his ass handed to him by second-rate pros and amateurs who would forever after be able to say, ‘I beat Dave Scott.’


It was that humiliation and the mockery inspired by his bad showing – which, of course, reached his ears eventually – that finally jolted Dave out of his funk and got him back on track. Like other perfectionists, Dave never tired of criticizing himself, but he was acutely sensitive to criticism from others – which is to say he fed off it.


On the rebound from Linda Buchanan, Dave plucked another comely young swimmer from the pool, his future wife, Anna Pettis. One day they happened to find themselves in neighboring lanes of the Davis Civic Center pool. By coincidence, they also completed their separate workouts at the same time and left the building together. They stepped outside into a downpour. Dave, who’d had his eye on Anna for a while, offered her a ride home. She was a bundle of nerves the whole way, because Dave was a local hero, larger than life, and because he was 29 and she was 21, and because Dave was flirting with her and Anna thought he was still seeing Linda. When they reached her building, Dave asked her out. Afraid to say no, she said yes, only later finding out that Dave was, in fact, single.


No sooner had Anna fallen for Dave’s looks, charm, and celebrity than Dave hit another bump in the road, and she encountered his vulnerable side. She tried everything under the sun, from encouragement to guilt trips, to coax him out the door during these low moments. When the most obvious measures failed, she got creative. She bought a bike and rode it with him but gave that up after crashing and breaking a collarbone. When creative measures failed, she tried the absurd. More than once Anna offered to drive her car ahead of Dave, blaring motivational music while he rode his bike. But for all her efforts, she never found any solution that really worked.


The trigger for one of these downswings could be anything from stress in a relationship to an injury to simple burnout from his frenzied training highs. It was hard to predict, but Anna did her best. She developed antennae with exquisite sensitivity to early warning signs of coming trouble. But even when she foresaw rough patches on Dave’s road, she could not steer him around them. Dave had to go through them on his own, and Anna took comfort in knowing that he always came out the other side eventually.


Anna could no more explain Dave’s struggle than cure it. Perhaps, she speculated, his energy and will were just too strong for his body, like an engine too powerful for its supporting chassis. His drive to see what he could do seemed to guzzle all his resources and then demand more, leaving him defenseless on many fronts. Dave was like a human dragster, precariously combining extreme power and structural lightness for maximum speed, hence as likely to explode as to go really fast when the lights turned green.


Dave’s perfectionism was also mixed up in his pattern of ups and downs. The kinds of small setbacks and interruptions to his training that other people would roll right over drove him around the bend. He was like a straight-A student who, when he gets a B+ on a quiz, says, ‘To hell with it!’ and drops out of school.


Naturally, as a perfectionist, Dave likely hated himself for going off the rails. So he punished himself by going even farther off the rails.


During one dark period Dave told Scott Molina that he had just eaten eleven PowerBars in a sitting instead of working out.


‘What are you doing?’ Molina told him. ‘You’re punishing yourself – for what? You’re just making yourself more miserable!’


Although Dave was able to hide most of his weakest moments from Scott Molina and his other competitors by holing up in Davis, he never hid his personal struggles from the public. On the contrary, he seemed compelled to expose his vulnerabilities openly in the media. He told a Sports Illustrated writer about ‘personal troubles’ that had laid him low lately. He seemingly mistook a CBS cameraman for a therapist during the bike leg of the 1983 Kauai Loves You Triathlon, confessing his lovelorn, lonely state to America. Later the same year he told an ABC reporter, ‘There are periods when I like to sit in my beanbag chair and let the days go by.’ And in his 1986 book, Dave Scott’s Triathlon Training, Dave admitted to having ‘battled emotional problems.’


Despite all of this, Dave’s image as ‘an unshakable monolith and a single-minded endurance maniac’ (as one journalist described him) persisted. How? Because of Ironman. After the setbacks that followed his game-changing Ironman victory in 1980, Dave somehow always – almost always – managed to pull himself together for the only race that really mattered. His awe-inspiring October triumphs would obliterate all memory of his twenty-seventh place finishes at short triathlons in June.


Ironman would become the balance point of Dave’s dynamic equilibrium. Year after year he would go as far off the rails as he could possibly go without flushing any chance of winning Ironman; then he would pull himself together to salvage his claim to the title that had become his identity. He was like a procrastinating genius who doesn’t read a book all semester and then crams like mad in the last week before exams, rallying at just the point where he must rely on the full scope of his genius to pass every test.


Dave typically wallowed until he was written off – until he was able to grab on to some sign of dismissal that enraged him, putting him in that happy place of fury, discovered during his 127-mile Ironman rehearsal, where he was able to work harder and suffer more than any other athlete could. When he arrived on the starting line in Kona, it did not matter how badly Dave had embarrassed himself at races earlier in the season or what sorts of rumors about his mental state had circulated – everyone else was scared shitless of him because they remembered what he had done to them the previous year after similar embarrassments and rumors.


He didn’t always inspire such fear, though. Dave’s jaw-dropping one-hour victory in the 1980 Ironman gave him a lot of slack to waste afterward, but his legend would not have survived if he had not eventually followed up with further feats of fortitude – and he wasted every inch of that slack. After getting injured and going off the rails in the summer of 1980, Dave did not start the 1981 Ironman, which John Howard won. The next summer the same pattern was repeated. This time Dave got back on track in time to cram for the 1982 Ironman but not in time to attain peak fitness. The new golden boy of triathlon, Scott Tinley, passed Dave early in the run and relegated the Man to second place, breaking his course record in the process.


Ironman was then moved from February to October. Dave prepared for the October 1982 Ironman as just one of five one-time winners of the race. He was in danger of becoming a historical footnote. Dave felt a consuming need to win again. His usual competitive anger was intensified by a terrible fear of irrelevance as he drove his body through the heat and wind of another Davis summer toward vengeance in his third Ironman – which just happened to be Mark Allen’s first.





GET A GRIP



Courage is the fear of being thought a coward.


– HORACE SMITH


Mark Allen was born in a shack in Glendale, California. The shack stood in the backyard of a house whose owner rented it to Mark’s struggling parents. Mark’s father, Ken Allen, whose friends called him by his unusual middle name, Space, would later become an ob-gyn, but in January 1958 he was still a poorly paid medical lab technician who lacked any special skills that might have helped him bring his first child safely into the world. Nevertheless, baby Mark arrived healthy. Exceptionally healthy.


Three years after Mark’s arrival a second son, David, was born to Space and his wife, Sharon, also at home. A few months later they took the infant to the hospital, worried about David’s development. The doctor ran some tests. He returned to the room where they waited wearing an expression that stopped their breath.


‘I’m afraid I have some bad news, Mr. and Mrs. Allen,’ he said.


David had Down syndrome. Some cases are more severe than others, and David’s was very severe. Space and Sharon cared for him at home until he was 10 years old, by which time they had a third son, Gary. Then they made the heartbreaking decision to place David in an institution, where he has remained ever since.


Isolated from his first brother by misfortune and from his second by a significant age gap, Mark grew up as an only child in all but name. This circumstance may have strengthened a deeply self-reliant nature that Mark evinced early and seemed to have inherited from Space. Father and son alike kept their own counsel.


When Mark was still a preschooler, Space enrolled at St. Louis University School of Medicine, and the family moved to the Midwest. For the next year they lived in poverty in a low-income housing project near campus. Crime was rampant in their midtown neighborhood. Mark could see a small playground below from his bedroom window, but he was afraid to use it. When Sharon shopped for groceries she would honk the car’s horn outside their building until Space came down to help her carry the bags up to the flat. The stench of urine never left the elevator. The walls were so thin that at night Mark could hear the screams and weeping of a woman being beaten by her husband in a neighboring apartment.


FIVE-YEAR-OLD MARK ALLEN felt no safer inside the slum tenement building his family inhabited in St. Louis than he did outside it. The source of his fear was his father. Mark would later use the words ‘rough’ and ‘abusive’ to describe Space’s treatment of him. Besides administering frequent ‘negative reinforcement,’ as the adult Mark Allen would delicately characterize his paternal handling, Space endlessly criticized his eldest son’s imperfections. He did not erupt in fits of temper. On the contrary, he was icy and distant, paying Mark little attention except to pass judgment and to express his disappointment in no uncertain terms.
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