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History of Kona Ironman World Championships
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In 1978, a group of 15 elite athletes pushed the limits of the human body to an unheard of level of performance by combining three sports into one incredible race—and the Ironman World Championship was born.


The idea for the race actually originated in 1977, during an awards ceremony for the Oahu Perimeter relay. A heated debate sparked up between members of the Mid-Pacific Road Runners and the Waikiki Swim Club over which sport could claim the toughest athletes: swimming or running. U.S. Navy Commander


John Collins overheard one of the arguments, and pointed out that the great Eddy Merckx, a cyclist, boasted the highest recorded oxygen uptake of any athlete alive. He suggested that cyclists were in fact the fittest of athletes.


There seemed to be only one true way to settle the question: a race combining the three separate long-distance events already held on the island of Oahu: The Waikiki Rough Water Swim (2.4 miles), the Around Oahu Bike Race (115 miles and at the time a two-day event), and the Honolulu marathon (26.2 miles). Collins came up with the idea of shaving three miles off the bike race and running it counter-clockwise around the island so that it could begin at the finish line of the Waikiki Rough Water and end right at the traditional starting point of the Honolulu marathon. “Whoever finishes first,” Collin’s declared, “we’ll call him the Iron man.”


The first Hawaii Ironman began at the dawn of February 18, 1978. Fifteen athletes started the race—each handed a few sheets of paper listing the rules with these handwritten final words: “Swim 2.4 miles! Bike 112 miles! Run 26.2 miles! Brag for the rest of your life.” Twelve of these men would finish this first Kona Ironman. U.S. Navy Communications Specialist Gordon Haller became the original Ironman with a finishing time of 11 hours, 46 minutes, 58 seconds. Runner-up and Navy Seal John Dunbar came close to winning but wound up having to chug beer on the marathon course after his support crew ran out of water.


Champion cyclist Lyn Lemaire made history the following year when she placed sixth over-all and became the first ever “Ironwoman.” At that point, Collins was planning to convert the event into a relay in the hopes of drawing in more entrants. Luckily, Sports Illustrated journalist Barry McDermott was in town for a golf tournament. He watched the triathlon and wrote a ten-page report on it, and in 1980, hundreds of intrigued athletes sought to enter the race.


Kona has been home to the Ironman World Championships since 1981, when the event’s organizers made the decision to move the race to the less urbanized Big Island. The year of 1982 saw yet another evolution of the triathlon into the event that we know today—two races took place that year as the triathlon transitioned from February to October.


If you’re looking for heroes then you need look no further than the roster of athletes who have crossed the finish line at Kona—whether they ran, crawled or wheeled over it. One such hero is John Maclean. Maclean was an up-and-coming, 22-year old Australian rugby player when a road accident robbed him of the use of both legs. In 1997, his wheelchair crossed the finish line within the cut-off time and he officially finished the race—he had already unofficially completed the course twice.


Another such hero is Julie Moss, whose story inspired the Ironman mantra that just finishing is a victory. In 1982, Julie Moss was a 23-year old exercise physiology student and self-proclaimed “non-athlete.” Moss has said in interviews that her plan to race in Hawaii “started out as a lark.” She never envisioned winning the race –her primary goal in competing was to research for her graduate thesis. Yet she found herself moving toward the finish line in first place, in front of television cameras and a huge crowd. With a hundred yards to go, the severely dehydrated college student collapsed but refused to give up—she crawled over the finish line just seconds behind that year’s champion, Kathleen McCartney—who didn’t yet realize that she had overtaken the woman she’d been running after for hours. Stories like these incite and inspire the Kona dreams of thousands of triathletes today.
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