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PRAISE FOR GOING LONG

“Gordo and Joe have a unique way of helping the long-distance athlete recognize what’s important in fitting these events into one’s life…. In our age of information overload they give the self-coached athletes all the tools they need to succeed.”

—Scott Molina, coach and former professional triathlete

“Twenty-five years of active multisport coaching has proven that Joe Friel has an unprecedented understanding of endurance sports. As a multiple triathlon world champion, I would consider Joe as one of the leading figures in triathlon coaching today. Joe’s professional approach and practical understanding of sports physiology have helped many endurance athletes of all abilities reach their full athletic potential.”

—Simon Lessing, five-time triathlon world champion

“Whether you’re a beginning triathlete or a seasoned pro, Joe Friel is the leading authority on triathlon training.”

—Ryan Bolton, member of the 2000 U.S. Olympic triathlon team

“In Going Long, Gordo Byrn and Joe Friel have combined their talents to provide a meaningful training resource for Ironman®-distance racing.”

—George M. Dallam, PhD, former USA Triathlon national teams coach and coauthor of Championship Triathlon Training

“Joe Friel’s wealth of knowledge in triathlon is astounding, and he has a wonderful way of sharing that knowledge with all athletes from beginners to elite professionals.”

—Siri Lindley, triathlon world champion

“Joe’s practical experience and wealth of scientific knowledge about triathlon are the perfect combination.”

—Barb Lindquist, member of the 2004 U.S. Olympic triathlon team

“In his usual upbeat, reader-friendly style, Joe brings to bear a further understanding of the art and science of triathlon.”

—Steven Jonas, MD, author of Triathloning for Ordinary Mortals and coauthor of Championship Triathlon Training

“Going Long is the most straightforward road to your Ironman finish! It combines the coaching wisdom of Joe Friel with the racing experience of Gordo Byrn—a powerful combination!”

—Petr Vabrousek, professional triathlete

“Going Long is an invaluable tool for every triathlete looking to improve.”

—Clas Bjorling, professional triathlete

“Joe Friel has spent most of his life in devotion to the understanding and teaching of sport. Joe has managed to focus on the key components to athletic success while weeding out the noise. This book will play a substantial role in helping you take the next step as a triathlete.”

—Justin Daerr, professional triathlete

“Joe Friel is constantly enhancing his education in the sport. In his books, Joe uses the information of the athletes he personally trains, the coaches who confide in him, and the large amounts of research he digests from triathlon and other endurance sports.”

—Wes Hobson, former USA Triathlon national team member and U.S. sprint triathlon champion

“Going Long is a valuable read for any triathlete, not just those aiming for an Ironman. This is a great resource for a large audience.”

—Triathlon Magazine Canada
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FOREWORDS

I’ve considered myself a good “student” of this sport for over twenty years. For me, the first step to achieving excellence in triathlon has always been to seek out the best sources of information in order to make informed decisions about my training. I remember poring over all the old issues of Runner’s World, Track and Field News, VeloNews, and Swimming World magazines in the library for months and months instead of studying for my exams in college.

There have been more than a few books written on the various aspects of triathlon since then, many of them very good. Most of the physiological principles of training we’ve learned from other sports have certainly stood the test of time. But triathlon is still a relatively new sport, and there is still a lot of progress to be made. This is one of the things that keeps me interested in the sport, along with the physical challenge of trying to get ready for events.

I respect Gordo and his opinions because he takes a similar, if not a more extreme, approach to his triathlon education. He’s humble enough to recognize that his knowledge base, like his training base, can always be increased. To say he’s consumed by the journey of finding out how to do this sport better would be an understatement. He lives triathlon 24/7, and this book is the end result of that affliction to date.

I met Gordo in 2000 when a mutual friend introduced us on a training ride. Over the last few years, I’ve watched his development as a coach and an athlete. Although there is a broad range of strategies that can be employed to achieve athletic success, this book will provide you with a safe and effective strategy for approaching the challenges of Ironman-distance racing.

Whether you are training for your first or your fortieth Ironman-distance race, I would encourage you to remember the following key points that I have learned from my years of racing.

“It ain’t brain surgery.” My longtime confidant Kenny Souza used to say this to me regularly over the years to remind me to try not to overanalyze things. Don’t stray to anything too exotic. You can think a lot, but there still has to be some regular, basic training done to improve your body.

“Little and often fills the purse.” Training principles follow the basic laws of physics and human behavior. A regular dose of exercise every day isn’t a new paradigm, but it will get you there as surely as saving a bit in the bank every month.

“Train hard; eternal youth doesn’t come cheap.” Take a good look around at the average guy today. It’s not a pretty sight, is it? This sport is demanding, and if you want to achieve, it’s going to take discipline and work.

In this book Gordo gives you a reference to come back to time and time again to keep you on track. He’s done the research and put himself through every technique to put together a very concise guide to save you hundreds of hours poring over hundreds of magazines and years of frustrating experiences. I’m sure reading this book will be a very valuable investment of your time.

—Scott Molina,
The TERMINATOR



In 1997, when I started racing triathlons professionally, I hired Joe Friel to coach me. My primary goal at that point was to make the Olympic team in 2000. My long-term goal was to succeed in Ironman-distance racing. Since then, I earned a spot on the U.S. Olympic team and competed in Sydney, switched my focus to long-course racing in 2001, and had immediate success under Joe’s coaching. Having the wealth of information, training guidelines, and feedback from Joe has been pivotal to my success.

Going Long contains comprehensive data and instruction about long-course training, racing, and schedules that Joe has made available to me in the past few years. It is presented in a manner that is easy to understand and apply to one’s particular training and racing goals. It will educate, motivate, and inspire any athlete to perform at his or her fullest potential. Using periodization and the latest innovations based on extensive research, Going Long will help one tailor one’s training to one’s specific physiology, goals, and time schedule.

Given the duration and intensity of long-course races, it is helpful to adhere to a regimented schedule. In my training with Joe, I have used periodization, which takes the athlete through several stages of training. It starts with preparation, which Joe refers to as “training to train.” This is followed by the Base training period, during which the athlete focuses on longer workouts with lower intensity. Then the athlete moves on to the Build period, in which volume is decreased but intensity is increased. Next, in the Peak period, volume drops even more and race intensity is further emphasized. The culmination of these periods leads to the race period, which is when the athlete is in prime condition to race and the focus is on maintaining sharpness. The last, and not the least important, is the Transition period, when the athlete rests and recovers.

Ironman training is extremely time consuming. The typical Ironman athlete is faced with balancing not only long hours of swimming, biking, and running but also family, friends, work, and other interests. To add to it all, nutrition and rest are essential elements that cannot be forgotten. The principles that Joe has applied to my training are presented in Going Long to assist the athlete by providing a training timeline that allows him or her to effectively incorporate all essential elements of his or her lifestyle. This allows the athlete to maintain the very necessary balance between triathlon and life beyond triathlon.

Joe Friel is among the most respected coaches in the sport of triathlon. He has years of experience with racing and coaching in addition to an analytical and well-rounded approach that is influenced by his commitment to stay abreast of the latest research in the field. It is with his expertise and passion that Going Long is able to provide the reader with the finest long-course training resource available.

Work hard and keep it fun.

—Ryan Bolton,
Professional Triathlete,
Christchurch, New Zealand


PREFACES

In 2000 Gordon Byrn flew in from Hong Kong and spent a weekend with me in Colorado. I was highly impressed not only with how well he understood the training principles I had described in The Triathlete’s Training Bible but also with his enthusiasm for learning. He wanted to know everything there was to know about training for triathlon. I had never met anyone with such a thirst for knowledge. Unfortunately, I was not quite able to fully satisfy his thirst, as I was then, and still am, only up to about 1 percent of all that must be known about the sport. Gordo is soon to pass me, I’m sure.

After running into him at races and sharing several e-mail conversations over the next few months, I realized that Gordo was not a fluke and that he was destined to be one of the most knowledgeable coaches in the sport. In self-defense, I decided to ask him to join Ultrafit Associates, my personal coaching business. With his passion for people, solid head for business, love of all things triathlon, and gentle nature, he was immediately accepted by our coaches.

It soon became clear that Gordo and I thought alike on almost every matter. One day I suggested we write a book together on training for triathlon. As usual, he was already one step ahead of me and had put together a rough outline in his head while out for a long ride. And so the project began.

What you are about to read here is information-dense. I don’t expect you’ll be able to grasp it all with just one reading, although I’d suggest you give it a try. Once you have gotten through it the first time, this book will best serve as a reference as you buy equipment, set up a training program, confront your mental demons, peak for a race, make dietary choices, or consider any of the thousands of factors that go into successful long-distance triathlon racing. I’d suggest marking it up to personalize and better internalize the information. As you run into questions, contact us through our Web site at www.TrainingPeaks.com. We look forward to hearing from you and promise to help however we can.

—Joe Friel



When I bought my copy of The Triathlete’s Training Bible in 1998, I knew very little about our sport, had never completed a triathlon, and couldn’t swim more than a hundred meters without stopping. Through the application of Joe’s principles, I was able to dramatically increase my performance in a relatively short period of time. I have been fortunate to study not only with Joe but also under other leading coaches of our sport (Scott Molina, John Hellemans, Dave Scott, and Mark Allen). In writing this second edition of Going Long, I have included all the techniques that I have learned to date.

This book is a summary of what we believe are the most effective training methods for long-course racing. Although there is a lot of detail inside, we encourage you to seek to understand the philosophy that underlies each chapter of the book. Take the essence of each section and apply it to your own personal needs. Expose yourself to as many different coaches, athletes, sports scientists, and mentors as you can. Learn what you can from each of them, and then choose the path that you think is best.

To achieve your absolute best as an athlete requires fanatical devotion. This degree of focus can liberate, or imprison, your life. Pause annually to make sure that your participation in our sport remains healthy in spirit, mind, and body.

There will be times when you need to make ethical choices. Choose wisely.

—Gordon Byrn
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PART I


Getting Started





CHAPTER 1


THE IRON JOURNEY



“Life is achievement. . . . Give yourself an aim, something you want to do, then go after it, breaking through everything, with nothing in mind but your aim, all will, all concentration, and get it.”

—AYN RAND

The spirit of Ironman® is much more than a race, more than a simple time goal. It is about the process of preparing yourself for one of the greatest endurance challenges you will ever face. Race day is but one aspect of your overall journey.

“CAN I DO IT?”

Nearly every athlete will ask this question at some point over the course of a successful triathlon career. The truth is, anyone can do the distance if they want it badly enough, and every Ironman race includes a large number of first-timers. There is no bigger challenge in triathlon than the Ironman distance, and ultimately the decision is yours and yours alone. The right answer lies inside you. You will do the training, you will make the necessary commitments, and you will miss out on certain other aspects of your life. For many, the trade-off is worth it.

An athlete is never “ready” for an Ironman-distance race. The event is far too big for that. However, we firmly believe that anyone (and we mean anyone) can complete the distance so long as they have one ingredient: will. The will to train and, most important of all, the will to finish. You have to be doing this for yourself. You have to want to finish, badly. There will be many moments in your training when you will want to quit, but by not quitting you will learn a lot about yourself. You will get stronger; you will change. There aren’t many things in life that give us the opportunity to test our inner strength. The Ironman distance is one of those things.

In all honesty, these events are tough. That is what makes them so rewarding. You have to believe in yourself and trust that your preparations will get you to the finish line. It is a true test of mental and physical strength. Your mind and body will beg you to slow down, so your spirit must push to overcome that resistance.

Many athletes wait before committing to a race until they have the confidence that they can complete the full distance the way they want. Others arrive at the start line with little background and have a positive experience—regardless of their finishing time—and some who finish at the front of the pack don’t have a positive experience. Everyone should remember that there is no rush to take on the Ironman distance. The races will be there when you are ready. There are no right or wrong answers, and you should go with what feels right to you. If you don’t think you are ready, wait until you have greater confidence in your abilities.

We all race the full distance for ourselves. Preparing for the race is such a large undertaking that it is tough to do it for any other reason. If you are racing for yourself, only you can evaluate your result. It’s like this for everything in life. If you do your best in preparation and execution, you should be satisfied with whatever result you get.

So how do you know you are ready to go long? You don’t. You commit, train, and pray.

TRAITS FOR SUCCESS

Go to any triathlon and watch the top athletes prepare. You may notice a common air among them. Successful athletes have certain personality traits that give them an edge over the rest of the field. The following are seven such traits.

Confidence. Talented athletes know they have what it takes physically to succeed. The most successful ones never brag about this, at least not out loud. However, their self-assurance is obvious to anyone who watches the way they behave and carry themselves. There is no doubt that they are cocky, but they don’t talk about how good they are. They know that if they tried to dominate their peer group, their fellow athletes’ support would not be there when needed. Unabashedly cocky athletes usually wind up competing against everyone, including their teammates. Few are truly good enough to achieve all of their goals entirely alone.

There are two types of confidence: respect for yourself as a person and respect for your athletic abilities. The successful athlete scores high in both areas. But confidence in either area can be easily lost, usually through our own initiative, because inside each of us is a small voice that likes to criticize. It often points out our shortcomings and limiters. Success comes in large part from merely learning to control that voice while providing constant positive feedback. You would be hard-pressed to find an athlete who would not benefit from increased self-confidence. Always act as if you are confident. It’s amazing what that does for self-perception.

Focus. During times when an important outcome is on the line, such as a race or a hard workout, successful athletes have the ability to concentrate their mental and physical energy on the task at hand. Their mental wanderings from the immediacy of what they are doing are brief. During easy workouts they may take a mental siesta, but they don’t daydream during the important sessions and tend to concentrate on the present, not the future or the past. They repeatedly scan their energy reserves and movement patterns to make sure all is going well. Lacking this ability to focus, less successful athletes speed up and slow down repeatedly and later on can’t understand why they were unable to maintain pace. Less successful athletes also dwell on the outcome of the race or workout and what others are doing rather than on their immediate situation. To improve, they must learn to do only what is required at the present moment and let the results take care of themselves.

Self-sufficiency. Successful athletes also take full responsibility for their actions during a race. They take calculated risks to try to win rather than trying not to lose. They are decisive and intuitively know that it’s better to fully commit to a bad decision than to be uncommitted to the right decision. With the right mental state, it is sometimes possible to pull off what others may see as nearly impossible, but weak commitment is a sure loser.

Adaptability. Successful athletes have the ability in the heat of competition to analyze the situation, problem-solve, and adapt to a new set of circumstances. In time-oriented triathlon, there is a constant barrage of changing circumstances—wind, heat, humidity, fatigue, equipment, and competitors. Mother Nature can force midevent course changes, sometimes without any warning to competitors out on the course. Many athletes freak out and stop. Others adapt, keep their cool, and race on. How adaptable are you?

Emotional stability. Some athletes cannot maintain an even keel emotionally. In the course of a workout or race, they experience fear, anger, frustration, disappointment, excitement, elation, and anticipation. All of this takes its toll on energy levels and focus and can often lead to lackluster race performances despite physical ability.

Mental clarity. This point differs from focus, by which we mean the ability to concentrate on a task. By mental clarity, we mean knowing why we are doing a task and maintaining perspective and a sense of balance regarding the overall goal or project.

In their daily activities, the most successful athletes are concerned about the well-being of those closest to them, including their competitors, who are often close friends and training partners. However, in the heat of competition they really don’t care about the feelings and emotions of their challengers, and they expect others to feel the same way about them. When the going gets hard, mentally tough athletes hang in there. This doesn’t mean they never DNF (did not finish). There are circumstances when it is fully acceptable to decide this just isn’t your day. However, this decision should never be made because the competition was greater than expected.

Being appropriately psyched. There is an optimal level of arousal necessary for every sport and for different situations within a given sport. For example, going into an Ironman-distance race with a high level of arousal is a sure way to blow up. Successful athletes know how much mental psyching is necessary and respond accordingly.

No athlete is perfect in all of these areas. Each of us has one or more that need work, and some have more to work on than others. Just as with your physical limiters, you need to determine where your mental limiters lie and initiate strategies to improve them. These strategies are discussed in greater detail in Chapter 11.

ESSENTIAL ATTRIBUTES OF A COACH

So you have signed up for an Ironman-distance race. You are excited and a little scared. You think you know that you have what it takes to finish, but you want to get the most out of the limited time you have to train. You have significant commitments in your nontriathlon life and would like to minimize the disruption for your family and coworkers. You need some advice to get you through your Iron journey and are thinking that a coach could be the way to go.

Having been on both sides of the athlete-coach relationship, we want to share some ideas on how to get the most out of your coach. Following are some key things to remember when considering a potential coaching relationship.

Trust. You will be trusting your entire season to another person. You should check the coach’s credentials, experience, and background. Ask for references and speak to current clients. Review sample workout plans and discuss the coach’s approach to building the season.

Goals. Communicate your key goals for the season. The best results are achieved by having a limited number of quantitative as well as qualitative goals. Set the goals early in the season and tailor the year toward achieving them.

Personality and style. There are a lot of coaches out there and just as many training philosophies. Different strategies work for different folks. You should make sure your coach’s training style matches your needs. Particular things to watch for are the approaches to intensity, volume, and recovery. This is where the variation can be greatest and will have the most significant impact on your performance (both positively and negatively).

The plan. Many coaches offer different levels of service and price points. Make sure you choose the plan that best fits your needs. If you are looking for frequent interaction, then make sure your coach will be happy with the level of assistance you require. Make your expectations known in advance and see what the coach recommends.

Share of mind. If you are paying for individual coaching, make sure you will get an adequate share of mind (that is, the coach’s time and attention). Find out how many athletes are currently being coached by that person. Discuss your coach’s other commitments. Be sure you are confident that your plan will get the focus it deserves. Once again, make your expectations clear in advance. In our opinion, if your interaction is limited, then you are not being coached.

Communication. You are buying your coach’s advice, experience, and support. Ask a lot of questions. Understand what lies behind the yearly, monthly, and weekly planning. You will become a better athlete if you understand the reasons behind each session. It is also your job to make sure your coach understands how you are doing. Take advantage of every opportunity to update the coach regarding your progress. You need to be totally honest. If you were so tired you couldn’t get out of bed, then make sure that message gets across. Be open and clear about what is happening. This is even more important in an online relationship because of the lack of visual feedback (tough to hide fatigue at the track but easy on the keyboard). Don’t BS your coach! This honesty is essential when you are tired, injured, or not coping. Know when to back off—that is, know when to rest, know when you have done enough training, and know when you may be trying too hard.

One plan. Once you have committed, paid your cash, built the season up . . . do the program. This sounds easy, but in fact, many people second-guess their coach and adjust the plan that has been created for them. There should be a reason behind every workout. If you have doubts, ask questions until you are satisfied. You are paying for expert advice, so use it.

Belief. Coaches should have the ability to create and enhance athletes’ belief in their ability to achieve their goals. The power of belief is one of the strongest forces in life. The best coaches, friends, and training partners share a belief in the ability of the athlete. People who do not serve this power of belief are best avoided. In our opinion, creating and enhancing the power of belief is the central role of the coach.

Structure. Because of their experience, coaches should have the ability to provide athletes with a structured environment that will enable them to move safely and consistently toward their goals. Structure gives athletes a feeling of control and confidence, thereby strengthening the power of belief and increasing the chances of success.

Clarity. There are two aspects of clarity: (1) Coaches should be able to explain goals, sessions, technique, and strategies in a clear manner that the athlete can understand; and (2) coaches should strive not to become personally invested in an athlete’s results so they can offer the athlete the benefit of an objective opinion.

Knowledge. Coaches should be constantly seeking new training techniques and expanding their knowledge about all aspects of training, nutrition, and recovery. The goal of every coach should be to become a mind-body master. Likewise, athletes who want to perform at the highest levels should make it a priority to understand the purpose of each session and to become mind-body masters in their own right.

Openness. Coaches should be open to (and with) their athletes. Athletes should know that they will not be judged by their coaches. Openness builds trust between coach and athlete, increasing the effectiveness of the relationship.

Responsibility. Coaches must take full responsibility for the programs they create. Likewise, athletes must take full responsibility for executing the coach’s program to the best of their ability. When doubts arise, the coach and athlete should review the program together and agree on the overall strategy. This builds trust and strengthens the power of belief.

WHAT DOES IT TAKE?

In coaching hundreds of athletes through successful race experiences, we have seen a wide range of effective training strategies. In our opinion the single most important attribute for ultraendurance success is a deep enjoyment of endurance training. A consistent, long-term approach is required to achieve athletic success. Moreover, the skills learned along your “Iron journey” can be integrated into your larger life for a deeper level of success.
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Most highly motivated athletes research the level of training required to achieve a predetermined race goal and try to cram their training regimen into an already overscheduled life.

In our experience, the most effective way for athletes (of all levels) to plan is to consider the amount of time currently available within their daily activities. Ensure that your weekly training schedule fits comfortably, and harmoniously, within the realities of your life. If you fall into the trap of overextending yourself, you will suffer from exhaustion and the emotional ups and downs that come with it. You will enjoy far more success from consistently achieving a moderate plan.

To adequately prepare for an Ironman race, you will need to build up your endurance to the point that you can complete the following key workouts: one long swim of 75–100 minutes (min.); one long ride of 4–5 hours (always run for 15–30 min. after you finish your long bike); and one long run of 90–135 min. (during the week but not immediately after the long ride). These key workouts are done over the course of first a month, then a fortnight, then a week, and finally a weekend.

Always remember that you are training for an extremely long day that will be completed very close to your maximum endurance limits and very far from your maximum speed limits. It is far more important by any measure to develop your aerobic stamina than your speed. Focus on achieving a deep level of aerobic fitness—“fast” follows “fit.”
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The most important aspects of long-distance training are surprisingly elementary. It’s often difficult, however, to convince athletes at all ability levels of the significance of these simple lessons. Those who accept and follow them always reach a higher level of success than those who don’t.

Set a few clear and simple goals for the year. More than three usually causes confusion. One is often enough to keep you on track. A good goal provides direction for training, but it needs to be posted someplace where you’ll see it every day. The cover of your training log is a good place. Don’t get lost in just working out and racing.

Have a plan for achieving your goals. Goals without plans are wishes. A plan is like a road map—it points you in the right direction but may be changed along the way, as some “roads” are found to be better than others. Make notes on a calendar when a few measurable benchmarks of steady progress are needed to reach the goal.

Rest when you are tired. It’s amazing how few self-coached athletes understand the significance of rest for improving performance. It must be the high work ethic so necessary for success in sport that causes them to disregard or trivialize feelings of fatigue. When athletes take rest seriously, both the quality of their workouts and their overall fitness improve. This leads to the next simple lesson.

Make the hard days hard and the easy days easy. Most highly focused athletes wind up doing just the opposite: They make their easy days too hard, and because of that, the hard days are too easy. All workouts gravitate toward the middle. When you regularly include days off from training and extremely light workouts, the workouts meant to push the fitness envelope do just that.

As you get started on your Iron journey, these training principles will offer you good direction. When you are well into the everyday ritual of training, this more specific list of reminders will prove helpful:

       •There is no easy way. The achievement of meaningful goals requires sustained, consistent effort over an extended period.

       •Intensity is not a substitute for volume. There’s nothing “fast” about Ironman-distance racing. The highest-intensity sessions are the least specific in your program. Inappropriate intensity is responsible for most nutritional, recovery, and biomechanical breakdowns.

       •When faced with a decision between Base and Build, choose Base.

       •Recovery is essential. Schedule recovery within your week, month, and year. Most athletes spend the majority of their competitive seasons exhausted. Many ultra-endurance athletes are at their best in the late spring because Mother Nature forces them to rest.

       •Running fitness is meaningless if you are too tired to use it. Marathon performance for this event is built on superior cycling fitness.

       •Pace your year. Your best training performance should be four to six weeks prior to your most important competition.

       •All the fitness in the world is useless if you are sick or injured on race day. The closer you get to your event, the greater caution you must apply.

As you probably already know from your triathlon experience, the weekends are an invaluable time for training, especially if you are keeping up with a challenging job. That said, you should avoid the “death” weekends that many people recommend. For better recovery, plan your long run for midweek and your longest training day for the weekend. For example, you might opt to ride long on Sunday, swim long on Friday, and run long on Wednesday.

Be wary of triathletes who bait you with talk of their megaweeks. Train safely and within your own limits. Fatigue is part of the process, but you should only feel tired for twelve to thirty-six hours after your key training days. If you are tired longer than this, back off. If you are stiff and it doesn’t go away, back off.

It bears repeating: Smart training is the key to Ironman-distance success.





CHAPTER 2


APPROACHES TO TRAINING



“Pace your season, like your race.”

—MARK ALLEN, SIX-TIME IRONMAN WORLD CHAMPION

Nothing is more important than consistency, moderation, and recovery when you are training for an Ironman-distance event. Whether you are a novice or a seasoned pro, long-term success in the sport of triathlon requires that you make these three rules your mantra. Keep in mind that your optimal training program is the one that you will be able to comfortably repeat across many seasons. In terms of exploring your ultimate potential, you are playing a five- to ten-year game. It is human nature to overestimate what we can achieve in a season and underestimate what we can achieve in a decade. The top athletes in your division have likely been students of the sport for most of their adult lives.

Most training breakdowns are due to illness, injury, burnout, and overtraining. Extended or frequent training breaks caused by such problems inevitably result in a loss of fitness. Too many athletes do that one extra workout or push hard into that one last interval. Pushing the body past endurance, strength, and speed limits rapidly increases the chances of a breakdown. The intelligent athlete trains within the body’s limits and infrequently stretches them just a little. Long-term consistency, moderation, and recovery are the only way to achieve your potential.

When a workout becomes very hard, your speed decreases noticeably, or your technique changes, it is time to call it a day. Athletes with a strong work ethic find calling a halt hard to do. This is where a coach is beneficial because his or her objective, unemotional guidance will help to avoid breakdowns. The self-coached athlete will often be unsure whether or not to continue training. When unsure, always remember: If in doubt, leave it out.

Although challenging workouts are important, they are beneficial only to the extent that they guide your overall fitness toward a peak and do not result in extended recovery periods. For this reason, most athletes schedule such workouts infrequently and, normally, only in the weeks immediately preceding a major race. Moderation in training leads to consistency in training, and consistency in training leads to continual improvement.

Recovery is the aspect of training that is most neglected by highly motivated athletes. Few fully appreciate the physiological benefits that accrue during rest, especially during sleep. While asleep, the body releases growth hormone to repair damage from the day’s training stresses and to shore up any physiological systems weakened by training. Without adequate sleep, fitness is lost regardless of how intense or long the workouts were. A well-rested athlete looks forward to workouts, enjoys them, feels sharp and in control, and grows stronger after training. Most working athletes find that an extra hour of sleep is the most beneficial change they can make to improve performance.

Every triathlete will make training decisions based on these three principles—consistency, moderation, and recovery—but of course not every triathlete will train the same way. Your experience in the sport and, more importantly, your experience with the Ironman distance will change your focus. Regardless of where you fall on the experience spectrum, here are some guidelines to help you realize whatever your goal may be. Remember, it never hurts to review the basics. We have used some specific examples and applications to better illustrate these points, most of which will be more thoroughly explained later in the book.

TRAINING TO FINISH: GETTING THE BASICS

For many athletes who are contemplating their first attempt at the Ironman distance, the goal is just to finish the race. Period. If they can also skip the medical tent and manage a smile, great. They are looking for advice on how to make their journey as satisfying (and pain-free) as possible. If this profile sounds familiar, then you will find this section helpful.

Before attempting an Ironman-distance race, it is recommended that you have two to five years of experience in triathlon or other endurance sports. The purpose of this period is to build a solid base of technical skills, strength, and endurance. However, many athletes are able to complete the distance, although not usually comfortably, on a lesser base.

At a minimum, you should be able to finish a half-Ironman-distance race in under 8 hours, swim 3,000 meters (m), ride 5 hours, and run 2 hours without requiring extended recovery time. (Please note that these are separate workouts!)

You don’t have to kill yourself in training. You know the race is grueling, so you think you will get tough by signing up for two marathons; a half-dozen century rides; and a 3-mile, rough-water swim. Not recommended!

Successful endurance training is exactly like turning a Styrofoam cup inside out. So long as you take it slowly, you’ll be able to do it. Try to rush things and—rip!—you’ll tear the cup. You are the cup.

Build technique and endurance in your first year. If you are making the jump from Olympic- or half-Ironman-distance racing, your greatest limiter is aerobic stamina. Laying out a sketch of the year is essential. The core of your week is your longest endurance workout in each sport. Plan to build your swim up to 4,000 m, your ride up to 5 hours, and your run up to 2.5 hours. Build up very slowly: three weeks forward, one week back, repeat. Never add more than 5–10 percent in terms of duration to any week or any long workout—with your running, you would be wise to build less than 10 percent per month. You have a lot of time, even if you are racing early in the season.

Every athlete has his or her own idea of appropriate workout distances and durations; however, it is best to be a little conservative about the long stuff. This approach will enable you to recover quickly, maintain consistency, and avoid injury. The two most likely times for injury are during high-intensity training and when you run long after a long ride (short runs are routine after the long ride, but the long ride and long run should not take place consecutively). Avoid these kinds of sessions.

A classic “Iron weekend” is a 6-hour ride on Saturday followed by a 3-hour run on Sunday. These sessions are typically billed as “confidence builders.” However, experience shows that such sessions are counterproductive. Lying on a couch with the ceiling gently spinning on a Sunday night can leave your confidence more shattered than built. Separate your key sessions by several days for best results.

In your second season of racing long, you should continue to focus on technique and endurance. At this stage, most athletes will also benefit from increasing (or adding) an appropriate strength training program. Each year you should plan on returning to, and improving, the foundations of your sport (skills, endurance, and strength).

Focus on your key sessions, and make your key sessions focused. With your key sessions laid out, the rest of the week is easy to plan. Add other workouts so you get three sessions of each sport, including the key workouts. You have one goal each week: to hit your key sessions fresh and injury-free. Everything else is maintenance. If you are whipped, take a rest day. If you are a little tired, use the session for skill and technique work. If you feel good, do some endurance work, but be sure to finish wanting more. Do what it takes to begin your key sessions feeling fresh.

This approach leads nicely to volume. It seems counterintuitive, but you will achieve the most by aiming for less than you think you can handle. Focus on completing your training week and use key session performance to benchmark your progress. Your training volume is a result, not a goal, of training. A word on your key sessions: If you are following these guidelines, make sure your long workouts are high-quality. Avoid long breaks, and make sure the key sessions are true endurance workouts that build your stamina. Know your intensity zones, and stay within them. Endurance training always feels “easy” at the start, but after a few hours, you will be working no matter what the effort. Place your “best” performances at the end of your longest workouts—always finish strong.

Sleep is more valuable than training. Do you drag yourself out of bed at all hours because your schedule says you have to ride X minutes at Y heart rate? By far the best thing you can do if you are exhausted is sleep. Better to miss a short workout on Thursday than a whole weekend because of an unexpected illness. Persistent fatigue is a clear sign that your program needs to be moderated.

Of course, going to bed an extra hour early every night is a better option than missing training. Weekend naps are also great for the working athlete. Keep them under an hour and preferably before 2 p.m. for best results.

Forget about anaerobic endurance and high-intensity sessions. Extended steady-state aerobic training is the most specific, and important, training for the ultraendurance athlete. A track session can toast you for twelve to thirty-six hours. Get tired the right way, by generating fatigue in the way that is most specific to long-course success.

Schedule weekly, monthly, and annual recovery. Make sure you drop the volume way down every three to four weeks. Many excellent athletes give a blank stare when asked about their recovery strategy. Your recovery strategy is the most important, and overlooked, part of your plan. Appropriate nutrition, sleep, and hydration will help you get the most from your training.

You should end each training cycle feeling fresh and ready to get back to training. If you don’t feel ready to go, then your training load is too high. Try to stay active during your recovery periods. Maintain workout frequency, but drop the volume and intensity.

Train with humility and control. Know your session goals before you start, and do everything you can to stick to your goals. Group training workouts are the most risky situations for highly motivated athletes. The pace slowly creeps up, and before you know it . . . hammer time! For that reason, choose your training partners with care. Over the years, we have found that small-group training is the best way to go. With the right group, there is someone to keep the pace in check and someone to maintain workout momentum. We will cover the subject of humility in more detail in Chapter 11.

Be wary of goal inflation. Remember your goals when you decided to start this journey, and keep the training fun. There is no point in putting all this time into the sport unless you are having a heck of a good time. When it all becomes a bit much (and it will), back off and reassess. The right answers will come to you.

When you signed up, you might have been thinking it would be nice just to finish. By the time the race comes around, you might start thinking that a time of 10:15 and a Kona slot are a very real possibility. Where did that idea come from? Until you are experienced at the distance and confident of your mental skills, keep your time goals to yourself. At 7 a.m. on race day, you’ll have plenty of pressure. There is no need to make things tougher on yourself.

TRAINING FOR A PERSONAL BEST: FINDING ROOM FOR IMPROVEMENT

What are the key components of achieving a personal best? In reviewing countless races with the athletes whom we coach, we have found certain recurring themes. Again, other parts of this book will cover the specifics of how to address these points. You may find that they contain the formula to take you to the next level.

Better mental focus. The ability to focus is probably the single greatest limiter for most athletes. It is very difficult to stay oriented on a task for the eight to seventeen hours of an Ironman-distance race. You can, and should, use shorter-duration races and your key workouts to strengthen the ability to focus. When athletes are able to focus, they are able to execute their race strategy and keep their “process” on target.

In any long race, this process tends to give out before an athlete’s “performance” gives out. As athletes, each of us has a personal breaking point—the point in a training session, in a race, or in life at which we “crack,” slow, quit, or break down. The art of training is to lean against our breaking points from time to time, thereby pushing our boundaries further out. When we push too hard, we get injured, become depressed, and/or break down in some other way. All are signs that we have gone too far. Elites (in life and sport) have the ability to push themselves, but, more importantly, they know when to back off. Racing well is demanding. If you want to race well, then you must practice the ability to maintain mental strength when your body and mind start to doubt.

Train your mind slowly over time. Many people get down on themselves for not being able to maintain a fighting spirit for a whole race. The truth is, most people can’t. That is why many “slow” athletes can be relatively competitive at the Ironman distance: They have trained their minds never to quit. All it takes is practice. Rest assured that when you are hurting, everyone else is feeling the same.

Smarter nutrition. Nutrition is every bit as important as swimming, biking, and running for the long-course triathlete. If you want to race at your very best, then you have to fuel your body appropriately. The nutritional tips contained in this book will benefit your recovery, strength, body composition, and race performance.

Stronger cycling. Cycling muscular endurance is the heart of Ironman-distance racing. The bike leg is the longest element of the race, so one reason is obvious. However, the benefits of superior bike fitness are not truly realized until the marathon.

These strategies for reaching your personal best are discussed further in Chapter 3. Ultimately, success is not about being “fast.” It is about being able to swim smart, ride strong, and run tough. The training philosophy outlined in this book will help you do exactly that.

TRAINING TO QUALIFY

Many triathletes have the desire to race the Hawaii Ironman® or to qualify to represent their country at a World Championship event. With the increasing number of athletes in our sport and increasing knowledge about effective training and racing techniques, qualification will continue to become more challenging. You can increase your odds of qualification at any event with the following tips.

Identify your limiters and strengths. What are your limiters? Does your race pacing strategy result in your fastest overall time? Very few people are able to optimally pace a long-distance triathlon. What about your strengths? Once you have done a personal analysis, it’s time for the tough part: You need to build a program that specifically addresses your limiters while doing the minimum to maintain your strengths. If you come from a single-sport background, you may be thinking, “But if I don’t run, bike, or swim five times a week, then I will lose my edge.” Rest assured that you will maintain your sport-specific strengths and become a better triathlete if you work on your limiters.

Build strength and endurance during winter. For most athletes, weight training in the winter is essential. Your strength program should follow the formula in this book (see Chapter 9 for the program). As a direct result of getting stronger in the weight room, you can expect several breakthroughs in the pool and on the bike. Female, veteran, cycling-limited, and novice athletes have the most to gain from strength training.

With all that lifting, you are likely to slow down a bit in the pool and on the bike (running won’t be affected as much). This slowdown can be a mental challenge, but the program will pay off if you stick with it. If you are going into many of your sport-specific sessions a little tired, then focus on skills and endurance. Gradually bump up your long swim workouts to 4,000–5,000 m, and also do several 3- to 4-hour small-chainring rides. Riding extended periods of time in the small chainring sounds easy, but do not doubt how tough it is. Two hours of spinning at 100 rpm or more is feasible, but by the 3-hour mark you will be dying to use the big ring.

What about running? Keep your weekly long run between 90 and 120 min., and focus on run frequency. Running often is the safest way to build mileage and increase your durability. If you are cycling indoors, bricks (various combinations of swimming, riding, and running) and duathlon-type workouts will help break up the monotony of indoor riding. Mix it up, do many different types of bricks, and vary your cadence, position, effort, and order of the sports.

Racing. A duathlon or running race once a month will maintain your threshold performance. Avoid racing when you are in a period of high-intensity strength training.

Key race selection. If you can, choose three qualifying races (but no more than two Ironman-distance races), and have specific reasons for choosing each of them. Why three? You don’t want to put all your eggs in one basket. You never know when you will hit one of those special days, or when you will hit one of those very painful days. You are likely to hit either one at any season.

Mental skills. We discuss this topic in detail in Chapter 11. We all have our mental weak spots. Experience shows that improved race performance comes from working on these areas. The best part is that your body can recover while your mind strengthens.

Consistency and commitment. Adopt a no-excuses policy with regard to workouts. Train in challenging conditions, and if your training buddies cancel on you, head out anyhow and be thankful for the opportunity to get stronger. Always remember that you need to “back it up” the next day. Pace your season so that your best training occurs three to five weeks before your A-priority race.

Recovery. Take a complete rest day once per week, or take plenty of active rest days by shortening the workout and/or lowering the intensity when you are feeling tired. Make a commitment to get an extra hour of sleep every night and a nap on Saturday and Sunday. The extra sleep will make a huge difference to both your state of mind and the quality of your training.

Muscular endurance. If you are weak on the bike, use the tips in Chapter 7 to improve your cycling. Athletes will find that increased cycling fitness has a great impact on their overall race performance. If you can get off the bike relatively fresh, then your race will be far easier. Most often, weak run splits result from poor swim/bike pacing and an overall lack of stamina rather than a specific run limiter.

Seek advice. Take every opportunity to get additional information. Books, newsgroups, Web sites, e-mail lists, online coaching, race expos, professional athletes, videos—try them all. Not everything makes sense, but it is all useful information and forms a background against which you can tailor your program to your specific needs. There are a lot of experienced people out there who love to talk training.

Race smart. The final point is a little obvious but worth making. The longer the distance, the more important it is to show patience in the race. Many people (pros included) try to succeed by hammering the swim and the first half of the bike. This strategy nearly always results in underperformance. You are likely to set all your personal bests by focusing on superior execution of your race strategy. The race will become difficult on its own. There is no need to rush the process.

ENJOYMENT: THE FINAL INGREDIENT

A question that all athletes have from time to time is “How fast can I get?” or “How good can I be?”

If you are an age-group athlete, your potential is limited first and foremost by your commitment and desire to do what is needed. Basically, this means doing your very best to intelligently implement the tools that are contained in this book and other sources of knowledge. The path to athletic success can be difficult, and movement toward our goals can be slow, even nonexistent, at times. However, we each have the ability to achieve success beyond our wildest dreams.

This means a dedication to fundamentals—nutrition, skills, endurance, and flexibility. The lifestyle of a committed athlete is not for everyone. There must be a deep joy associated with this path and an understanding that hard work is what leads to a payoff. The notion of “hard work” is nearly always misunderstood in this context. The underlying philosophy of this book is that successful athletes are those who equate “hard work” with “focused play.”

We can all become excellent athletes—but whether we become the best athlete (or person) that we can be is determined by whether it is fun for us to do what it takes.



CHAPTER 3


UNDERSTANDING FITNESS



“It takes a long time to get good.”

—SCOTT MOLINA, IRONMAN WORLD CHAMPION

Every triathlete wants to know how to achieve better fitness. If you are training for an Ironman race, you already have a solid level of fitness. It can be increasingly difficult to realize improvements in performance because they will probably seem modest in comparison to your first year or two in the sport. But you can always become a better, smarter triathlete. It begins with knowing which components of fitness you can control.

THE COMPONENTS OF FITNESS

How can we measure physical fitness? Science measures fitness by three of its most basic components—aerobic capacity, functional threshold, and economy. The top endurance athletes have excellent values for all three physiological traits, which we’ll explore in more detail in Chapter 5.
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Aerobic capacity is a measure of the amount of oxygen the body can consume during all-out endurance exercise. It is also referred to as VO2max—the volume of oxygen the body uses during maximal aerobic exercise. VO2max can be measured in the lab during a “graded” test in which the athlete increases the intensity of exercise every few minutes until exhaustion while wearing a device that analyzes oxygen and carbon dioxide levels. Lab tests aren’t practical for everyone, so we’ve included a test that will estimate your VO2max in Appendix B. VO2max is expressed in terms of milliliters of oxygen used per kilogram of body weight per minute (ml/kg/min.).

World-class male athletes usually produce numbers in the 70–80 ml/kg/min. range. For comparison, normally active male college students typically test in the range of 40–50 ml/kg/min. On average, women’s aerobic capacities are about 10 percent lower than men’s.

Absolute aerobic capacity is largely determined by genetics and is limited by such physiological factors as heart size, heart rate, heart-stroke volume, blood hemoglobin content, aerobic enzyme concentrations, mitochondrial density, and muscle-fiber type. It can, however, be enhanced by training to a certain extent. A well-trained athlete typically requires six to eight weeks of high-intensity training to achieve peak values.

As we get older, our aerobic capacity usually declines by as much as 1 percent per year after age 25 in sedentary people. For those who train seriously, especially by regularly including high-intensity workouts, the loss is far smaller and may not occur at all until the late 30s.

Aerobic capacity is not a good predictor of endurance performance. If all athletes in a race category were tested for aerobic capacity, the race results would most likely not reflect their VO2max test values because the athletes with the highest VO2max values would not necessarily finish high in the category rankings. However, the highest percentage of VO2max that one can maintain for an extended period of time is a good predictor of racing capacity. This sustainable percentage of aerobic capacity is a reflection of functional threshold.
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Functional threshold (FT), also sometimes called anaerobic threshold or lactate threshold, is the level of exercise intensity above which lactate begins to rapidly accumulate in the blood as metabolism quickly shifts from dependence on the combustion of fat and oxygen in the production of energy to dependence on glycogen—the stored form of carbohydrate. The body is always creating lactate even when sleeping and resting. At such times, it may be in the range of about 1 millimole of lactate per liter of blood (mmol/L). As you start to exercise, more carbohydrate is used, so the lactate concentration of the blood rises.

FT typically occurs around 4 mmol/L. This is approximately the level at which an Olympic-distance triathlon or a 40K time trial is typically done. An Ironman-distance race would be done at a substantially lower level. For comparison, an all-out, 800 m run may put a runner at 20 mmol/L. Appendix B includes testing to pinpoint your FT.

Knowing only lactate concentrations in the blood tells you absolutely nothing about readiness to race. Lactate levels in the blood must be compared with some measure of performance to have meaning. Usually this measure is pace (swimming and running) or power (cycling). Over the course of several weeks, if lactate concentrations go down for any given pace or power, or if pace or power rises for any given lactate level, then fitness is typically improving. Compared with aerobic capacity, FT is highly receptive to enhancement by training.
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Economy is a measure of the energy exerted as compared to the work produced. This is the single most important difference between an elite athlete and a recreational sports enthusiast. Elite athletes use less oxygen to hold a given steady submaximal velocity. Thus, the elite athletes are using less energy to produce the same power or pace.

Studies reveal that an endurance athlete’s economy improves if he or she has a high percentage of slow-twitch muscle fibers (largely determined by genetics), low body mass (weight-height relationship), and low psychological stress; uses properly fitting, light, and aerodynamic equipment that limits body frontal area exposed to the wind at higher velocities; and eliminates useless and energy-wasting movements.

Fatigue negatively affects economy as muscles that are not normally called on are recruited to carry the load. That’s why it’s critical to go into important races well rested. Near the end of a race, when economy deteriorates due to fatigue, you may sense that your swimming, pedaling, and running skills are getting sloppy. This deterioration will waste precious energy. The longer the race, the more critical economy becomes in determining the outcome.

Like FT, economy can be materially improved by training. Not only does it improve by increasing all aspects of endurance but it also rises as you refine sport-specific skills. This is why drill work is critical in the base training phases as well as a component of the year-round training regimen.

In an ultraendurance event, metabolic efficiency can become a factor in exercise performance. As exercise intensity increases toward maximal output, the body’s ability to generate fuel from fat oxidation is diminished. Given that glycogen stores and the rate of carbohydrate metabolism are limited, fat oxidation can be a limiting factor for certain athletes. Most elite ultraendurance athletes are able to access a greater percentage of their fuel from fat (for a given subthreshold intensity) and maintain this capacity at higher intensities than age-group athletes.

Modern metabolic testing methods are available to calculate the energy required, and fuel mix used, for a given exercise intensity. By analyzing the athlete’s “exhaust” (expired air), the tests can determine the amount of fuel consumed. This is valuable information for deciding what type of training will most benefit your performance.

THE TRAINING TRIAD
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Ironman-distance racing is an endurance event. It doesn’t matter how good any other aspect of fitness is—if endurance is poor, race fitness will also be poor. Endurance is the ability to finish the longest of races, to persevere regardless of pace, to merely continue for a long time. Endurance training also benefits the metabolic efficiency required to fuel your race. If you come from a short-course background or have a history of primarily high-intensity training, then your ultraendurance performance could receive a big boost from focusing on endurance.
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This element, which could also be called strength, is the ability to apply force to the pedal, to the ground, and to the water. Successful Ironman-distance racing does not require significant maximal force but does require excellent muscular endurance (the product of force and endurance), particularly on the bike. Many athletes who ride a lot of hills find that their flat time trialing will suffer, specifically the ability to push a solid gear in the flats—an essential skill for success in long-course racing.

A general recommendation is that force workouts should be different from high-end aerobic training. When seeking to build force, it is worth keeping the heart rate (and cadence) down.





KEEPING HEART RATE AND CADENCE “DOWN” can mean different things for different people. A novice long-distance triathlete would stay down in, or below, heart rate Zone 3, whereas an elite athlete would stay down at, or below, threshold.

With cycling, be very cautious about riding hills at cadences under 50–60 rpm. When training on hills at a low cadence, an athlete should aim for a moderate heart rate and not seek to drive it sky-high. Of course, this goal takes a certain level of cycling endurance. Most new cyclists will find their heart rates very high on any hill—for them, seated, gentle rollers can be a good way to safely increase cycling power.
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The ability to make the movements of the sport efficiently at race pace or faster is very important. For triathletes, this means technique drills in the water to minimize drag, speed drills such as isolated leg drills or spin-up drills on the bike, and strides and step counting on the run. These and other skills are explained in Chapters 5–8. Remember that “race pace” for an ultraendurance event is most often at, or below, Zone 2.

How much can you improve your speed skills? Back in the 1970s, top American miler Steve Scott decided to go after the world record for the mile. That summer he improved his economy by 7 percent. A 7 percent improvement in economy (just another way of saying speed skills) is as good as a 7 percent improvement in VO2max or FT. How much work would you have to do to accomplish these latter fitness elements? A lot.





SPEED SKILLS ARE NOT THE SAME AS WHAT IS COMMONLY KNOWN AS “SPEED SKILLS.” Speed skills involve a focus on economy of movement. However, the approach that most athletes take to speed work is similar to their approach to anaerobic endurance. Anaerobic power (critical for sprinters) and anaerobic endurance (common for short endurance events) are not limiters for a long-course athlete. Because the highest-intensity sessions are difficult, painful, and generate high levels of fatigue, many athletes believe they are the most beneficial. In fact, they are highly risky and counterproductive for most long-course athletes and all novice athletes.







Working on speed skills year-round, but with a great emphasis in the Base period, could pay huge dividends for your racing in the spring. Because of the tendency to focus on endurance, this is the most neglected ability—yet it is also the one that holds the greatest potential for improvement among athletes at all levels.

ADVANCED TRAINING ABILITIES

The training triad (endurance, force, and speed skills) is the base on which you can build advanced training abilities: muscular endurance, anaerobic endurance, and power. Each advanced training ability is a combination of two elements of the triad. For the experienced long-course athlete, muscular endurance is the most critical component of fitness.
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