
    
[image: image]





[image: image]


JULIE MOSS

and Robert Yehling

Foreword by Armen Keteyian

[image: image]





Happy fortieth anniversary, Ironman. . . . We’ve grown up together.

Your warm waters, windy lava fields, and searing marathon challenged me to dig down and glimpse the depths of who I could be.

Your ohana, the athletes who have battled for their finish lines, is the best in sport. It’s been a beautiful relationship that will never end.

—Love and Mahalo, Julie






A NOTE ON THE TEXT



A long distance triathlon race that consists of a 2.4 mile swim, 112 mile bike, and 26.2 mile run. It is often referred to as the ironman distance. The IRONMAN® race that consists of this distance is the formal name of a series of long distance triathlons that is a registered trademark of the World Triathlon Corporation. For purposes of this narrative, all IRONMAN® races will be referred to as “Ironman,” and references to a long distance triathlon race that is outside the purview of the World Triathlon Corporation is referred to as “ironman distance.”






FROM THE COAUTHOR



I first met Julie Moss in 1971, when we were students at Valley Middle School in Carlsbad. She was funny, bouncy, and loved to make friends, the kind of girl with whom uber-shy boys like me could connect. She had plenty of personality but no airs, and didn’t belong to cliques or try to impress others. And could she ever light up a classroom! She was the perfect girl to break a shy boy’s trepidation over talking to girls, as she did mine. This was the first time she significantly touched my life.

We also attended Carlsbad High School at the same time. I was the athlete, for three years on one of San Diego County’s finest cross-country teams, a strong two-miler in track, and a 1:18 half marathoner, which I ran in the 1976 San Dieguito Half Marathon at age sixteen. After Title IX passed in 1972, her freshman year, Julie took advantage of expanding girls’ opportunities to try a variety of sports. She went out for softball as a freshman, basketball as a sophomore, volleyball as a junior, and tennis as a senior.

Her reflective comment in the book 30 Years of the Ironman Triathlon World Championship, produced for the 2008 Ironman, speaks to what fueled her high school years: “The underlying theme for me is that this triathlon community is real. It’s familiar, and it’s familial. And always a nice source to tap into.”

She has always craved community, being part of the scene, adding to it, and enlisting her considerable energy and passion to help others help themselves. She routinely offers up a light or wise moment when they can use either. Or both.

That’s a good thing, because Julie Moss is responsible for transforming triathlon from a small group of endurance sports fanatics into a global sport. It happened overnight—literally—with her crawl across the finish line at the 1982 Ironman, seen by an estimated twenty million stunned viewers on ABC’s Wide World of Sports. Some even called ABC’s switchboards to see if Julie had died.

Like most Carlsbad residents, when I saw the show, I was stunned. Shocked. How did my quirky, fun-loving surfer friend become one of the greatest endurance athletes in the world? When did she get in such great shape? Who anywhere had such drive and determination? When I interviewed her best lifelong friends from Carlsbad, Cindy Conner, Sue Robison, and Jim Watson, we shared our astonishment, which came to us in different ways. At the time, I was the assistant sports editor at the Blade Tribune, a North San Diego County daily newspaper. I wrote the follow-up piece, since I knew her. Sue actually called and, while in tears, warned Julie about the emotional impact of the segment, having watched it in Wyoming an hour before. As for Cindy? “It didn’t register what she did until I saw the show, and then I thought, holy shit! What did she just do?”

Julie’s crawl was not only an iconic moment in sports history, but the bellwether moment of her life. She took her career further than most, racing professionally for eight years, ranking as high as No. 4 in the world, and winning several major competitions. Then, in an act befitting her selfless nature, she stepped off the very big stage she’d built and switched over to support her husband, the equally legendary Mark Allen, on his record-tying run of six Ironman titles. She returned to Kona in 1997, with Mark then supporting her effort, and then waved farewell to a sport that gave her life purpose, direction, and success. It was time to devote her fullest energies to raising their son, Mats.

Julie came back to race in 2000 in Oceanside, and in Kona in 2003. However, it was her return to Kona for the 2012 Ironman World Championship that ignited her quest to get into the best shape possible for another shot at racing. She dove headlong into triathlon, and also launched the Iron Icons speaking seminars with Kathleen McCartney, the winner of the 1982 “crawl of fame” race. She competed in races of various lengths, her goals always growing. She stepped up her work to empower women and girls. She took a side trip and, in 2016, nearly became the oldest woman in history to re-qualify as a California State lifeguard (she had been a lifeguard in the early 1980s). She trained with a focus, determination, and discipline exceeding her best professional years.

Julie became good again. Really good. Then she set a most ambitious goal for a nearly sixty-year-old athlete: to beat her 1982 Kona time, in Kona. In April 2017, she turned the clock back thirty-five years at the Ironman North American Championship, going twenty-three minutes faster than her 1982 Kona result. Granted, the Woodlands course near Houston and elements are less challenging, but how many people in their late fifties can race faster than they did at twenty-three? Earlier in 2018, she matched her 1982 Kona time—11 hours, 10 minutes—in winning her age group at Ironman New Zealand by nearly two hours.

Crawl of Fame will tell you what happened from there—which makes Julie’s story that much more inspiring and heartwarming.

During Julie’s halcyon years as the world’s most recognized triathlete, I occasionally ran into her. We mingled at welcoming parties for the Jeep Tri-Prix series and Nike Triterium events, urban short-course triathlons I promoted while working for Julie’s manager, Murphy Reinschreiber, and his business partner, Charlie Graves, both former triathletes. (Charlie later became Mark Allen’s manager.) Whenever Julie turned up at the world surfing tour events I promoted, we invited her to be a guest announcer. She had the gift of gab and ability to entertain, inspire, and bring energy to everyone on the beach with her positive attitude, as contagiously as any you will come across.

Today, Julie is an iconic Ironman and USA Triathlon Hall of Fame athlete and popular event commentator, and I’m the grateful sidekick in telling the world her story.

Meanwhile, I’m still engaged in a racing career that resumed in 1998 and included five trips to the Boston Marathon and becoming a high school coach. Much of my inspiration to return to racing, after stepping away for twenty years, came from a book I found at a Tampa bookstore in 2000: Workouts for Working People. The authors? Mark Allen and Julie Moss.

This string of running-related experiences also included Julie writing me two years ago to accept an offer I’d made several times: to write her long-awaited memoir. We’ve had wonderful times, great conversations, and nice runs, as well as a significant run-in visit with an old friend—longtime 60 Minutes correspondent and multiple New York Times bestselling author Armen Keteyian. The coauthor of The System: The Glory and Scandal of Big-Time College Football, Tiger Woods, and other great investigative works of sports journalism, he factors significantly in Julie’s story.

In 2016, I invited Julie to assist with cross-country practices at our alma mater, Carlsbad High School. It took all of five minutes for our runners to realize her gift, as Julie went to work on their mental approaches, workouts, and form. At our season-ending banquet, which Julie keynoted, runners and parents got the full picture of this ultra-fit middle-aged woman who had been helping the kids: we played the Wide World of Sports footage from 1982. Gasps, cheers, tears, and disbelief filled the room.

That’s how much of the world, including myself, reacted in 1982—and why Julie Moss is not only an icon and legend in her sport, but one of the most important sportswomen of our lifetime. She inspires. She motivates. She competes. She excels. She makes you feel better about yourself and the world just by striking up a chat. Most of all, she puts smiles on our faces while reminding us what is truly possible if we never give up, if we never quit.

Looking back, I feel it was destiny that she experienced the most dramatic moment in triathlon’s forty-year history. She was the perfect ambassador for the sport, much as my good friend and four-time Boston Marathon and New York City Marathon champ Bill Rodgers was for distance running. She connected with ordinary people like herself, a complete unknown in 1982, and gave them inspiration to rise off the couch and improve themselves. Millions have since responded. Imagine touching millions of lives . . .

Enjoy Crawl of Fame.

—Robert Yehling







FOREWORD


by Armen Keteyian



I just finished reading an advance copy of Chapter Five of Crawl of Fame, so I apologize upfront if what follows sounds a bit emotional. As expressed in that chapter, a passion for truth and fairness has fueled my journalistic, storytelling life for the better part of five decades. Actually, if one is really counting, six decades, dating back to eighth grade at East Hills Junior High School in Bloomfield Hills, Michigan, where I won an award for reading the most books by any boy in my class.

So it should come as no surprise that I had to stop more than once for a couple of deep breaths while taking a trip down a very personal memory lane. I mean, how many chance encounters change both lives? A father, mother, grandparent, coach, counselor, neighbor, wife, or boss changing one life? I get that. Happens all the time. But two lives? No, that’s some very rare air. Yet in a kismet kind of way, that’s exactly what happened back in the winter of 1982—the beginning of a beautiful friendship that remains to this day.

If you’re holding this book, odds are you know the Julie Moss Story—or at least the marquee captivating-crawl-across-the-finish-line-at-Kona part of it. You know that back in February 1982, the cosmos shifted, and a bolt of black broke through and sent a 23-year-old triathlete sprawling to the ground just a hundred yards from winning the 140.6-mile torture test known as the Ironman Triathlon. As you’re about to find out (as did I), it would hardly be the last time darkness dropped by for a visit, only to see the divine Ms. M rise, recover, and cross arguably more important finish lines in her life.

I love Julie. I say that as a married man of thirty-eight years. The fact in 2016 we re-connected after nearly thirty-five years—thanks to our dear, mutual friend and triathlon legend Scott Tinley—brought a level of pure joy and happiness that is hard to express. I dare say she feels the same way.

Now Julie is training to return to Kona in October. Her goal this time is to run a strong race all the way through—at age sixty. You read that right. Six zero. It’s the stuff of movies, legends, maybe both, especially since she will be joined in the race by her son, Mats. Maybe, just maybe, if all goes well, she will try to best her 1982 finish time . . . a fairy tale ending. Regardless, the 2018 race is coming from Julie’s heart, her personal “thank you” to all who have cheered her on.

To me, Julie’s greatest gift has always been her ability to inspire. To show others that anything is possible, if you can somehow find the strength and courage to get on your feet and keep moving forward. Crawl, walk, swim, bike, run, it doesn’t matter. An inch or a mile, it doesn’t matter. Just try.

This book, in so many wonderful ways, tells that inspiring story and so much more—tracing the birth of the triathlon community by a small band of renegade athletes, the gods and goddesses of a movement, and their willingness to test the limits of human endurance.

But make no mistake: In the end, this is one woman’s story—a wonder woman, if you will, whose heroic display of heart changed countless lives, including mine.

Armen Keteyian

San Clemente, CA







PROLOGUE


Fifteen Feet . . .



Fifteen feet isn’t very far. When you compare it to, say, 140.6 miles, it is no more than a grain of sand on the beach. A marathon runner can cover it in three strides. You and I can walk it in a couple of seconds.

But what about crawling fifteen feet after swimming, cycling, and running for eleven hours beforehand? And having your body give out for the whole world to see?

Those 15 feet led to a final, agonizing thirty-second crawl that changed my life forever. I’ve been told they riveted a Wide World of Sports audience, pushed triathlon into the global spotlight, helped launch today’s endurance sports boom, and in turn told women and men everywhere, “I too can push myself beyond what I thought possible. I can do anything if I give everything I have—and don’t quit.”

But I wasn’t thinking about any of that as I lay on the ground in Kona, Hawaii, with people and their cameras hovering over me. I just thought to myself, crawl. I thought I could crawl, stay low, and disappear, and everyone would leave me alone so I could get to the finish line.

The second half of my crawl, something broke open: Wait a minute. What just happened here? You just found yourself.

I also realized my life would never be the same. I felt like I was in a cartoon where I moved really fast to the finish line, only to have it end slowly and painfully slow. Forget about that, said the voice inside, the voice I never knew existed. What happened here? You just found a way to tap into a source you didn’t know existed. If you can do this, wow, life is going to be really different.

First, I had to crawl over the finish line . . .

Many people have written about the 1982 Ironman World Championship. Now, finally, I share my story of what legendary Wide World of Sports host Jim McKay famously called, “the most agonizing moment I’ve ever seen in sports,” and everything that happened before and since. Like my inner voice said, life became really different.

—Julie Moss







CHAPTER 1


How Do You Spell T-R-I-A-T-H-L-O-N?



I sat in a marine biology class in Palomar College, wondering why I’d chosen the course. It was the hardest class I’d ever taken; there was no screwing around. I’d never worked this hard in high school, why start now? I signed up for an easier ride to a degree, much like the way I envisioned the rest of my life.

The universe had other plans—but not right away.

By the time I transferred to Cal Poly-San Luis Obispo, I had gotten caught up again in being an independent college girl . . . no curfews, no one to answer to, being my own boss—and a pretty liberal boss at that. I remember a class in statistics. After the third or fourth session, I skipped class to go surfing. After falling behind, I went to the tutor’s office and asked, “Could you give me the formulas I’m probably going to have to know to pass the class?” That’s how I passed the class, by going to a couple of tutoring sessions. Then I took the same muscle anatomy class as the premed students, so no punches were pulled. It was tough. After dropping it twice, I took it a third time, the semester before I graduated—and passed with a D. I found it interesting, but rote memory and I didn’t get along too well.

My approach to school was simple. I did what I needed to do when pushed up the wall and it was crunch time. I was spontaneous, disorganized, and flew by the seat of my pants. My roommate and best friend Lisette and I would leave at 2:00 in the morning to go to Esalen, the mineral baths in Big Sur, when they’d open to the public for massages and you could use the cliff-top pools. We’d get back in time for that morning’s final. If the surf was up, I didn’t bother.

Ever hit the rewind button on your life—and see answers to how you grew into the person you are today? One advantage of reflecting is that we can hit those rewind and replay buttons, view our experiences from different angles, see a deeper purpose or direction, and grow forward with a broader perspective, a richer story.

So, for a little sporting fun that morphed into a personal growth saga, and turned me from an unknown, barely-getting-by student and surfer into “the girl who put triathlon on the map,” let’s hit the rewind button:

February 6, 1982: California Surfer Girl shows up in Kona well over her red head—only she doesn’t know it yet.

Remember that late-1990s prime-time show Early Edition? Kyle Chandler (who would later star in the TV series Friday Night Lights and Bloodline on Netflix) receives a copy of the Chicago Sun-Times newspaper the day before its headline event occurs. With that foreknowledge, he prevents those terrible events from happening.

When my alarm clock rattled at 4:00 A.M. on February 6, my Early Edition headline was already printed. I just didn’t know it yet. I was nervous and excited, nervous because I’d never tried something as crazy and grueling as this Ironman triathlon, and excited because . . . I’d never tried something as crazy.

I walked onto the lanai outside the small condo. In the balmy predawn darkness, the full moon reflected Hawaii’s classic silver postcard light off the ocean. It did not feel like the beginning of a day that would take us into 100°F lava fields or me to the edge of my physical limits. It felt like another sweet morning in one of the world’s most beautiful places.

As the moon cast her graces on me, I took a moment to reflect. I wasn’t the same girl that landed on the Big Island a few weeks before. I was stronger, more confident, and starting to know a few of the triathletes I’d first seen nearly a year before on TV. I’d learned enough about triathlon since watching the coverage of the 1981 race on Wide World of Sports—the year they moved the Ironman from Oahu to Kailua-Kona—to understand it was an ultra-endurance sport that drew a small band of crazy adrenaline junkies who got off on swimming 2.4 miles, biking 112 miles, and running 26.2 miles. The 580 competitors were true outliers, some twenty-five years before Malcolm Gladwell famously coined the term. They must have loved what they did: there was no prize money for covering those 140.6 miles, only trophies to the top five men and women.

I got the feeling this sport was on the rise in a grassroots way, though the boost from ABC certainly helped introduce us to mainstream sports fans. But I really didn’t know much; I was almost as new to this as the viewers. I’d just broken up with my boyfriend, top-ranked triathlete Reed Gregerson, so I wasn’t under anyone’s wing. I’d already entered the race, but when Reed and I split I was left without housing for the final week in Kona. So I called race director Valerie Silk. I asked if there was a homestay, a place where someone would let me stay for free.

As fate would have it, Valerie and I sat together on the flight from Los Angeles to Kailua-Kona. She was the best captive audience an Ironman neophyte could have. Valerie was the pioneer who secured the contract for Wide World of Sports to televise our fringe-sport race. During those five hours alongside her, did I pepper her with questions about the course, about hydrating, where the toughest sections were, what to expect? No. I really didn’t know what to ask.

Around me, some triathletes felt like they were on the cusp of a leap forward. It wasn’t a secret club or anything, more a collection of diverse individuals bonding together, like a cool high school or college team. They shared the feeling that they were doing something no one else could do. If you were in, you were in. It wasn’t even about how fast you were, but that you would even show up and try this.

I would become one of them. Hopefully. No, check that: I believed I would get to the finish line.

I flashed back to Cal Poly-San Luis Obispo professor Dr. James Webb’s smiling face and recalled his words to me months before: “I can’t wait to see how this turns out.” It was hard to surprise the creator of the exercise science lab at the university (now known as the James L. Webb Human Performance Lab) about anything pertaining to exercise physiology or kinesiology. He sounded more like a kid saddling up with popcorn and a Coke, dying to watch this train wreck adventure unfold. There was a reason his words skidded through my mind: If I don’t get to the finish line, if I don’t finish this race, I don’t graduate. Studying and running the Ironman was my senior project. That’s why I was here! It felt sort of comedic in a way; I didn’t take it too seriously.

My musing over Dr. Webb unleashed a flood of feelings and images from the whole wild, zigzagging sequence of events that brought me to this lanai in the best shape of my life, getting ready to go Star Trek. You know, go where no man has gone before. Or, in this case, a 23-year-old surfer girl from Carlsbad, California, whose athletic background consisted of joining high school sports teams to be part of the team and wear the uniform. I just wanted the atmosphere, to be near the action but without any pressure on my shoulders.

My road to Kona started a year earlier on a cold, rainy midwinter afternoon on California’s central coast, where Pacific storms sweep through with gusto. I was stuck inside, and didn’t want to study, so I flipped to ABC’s Wide World of Sports, a Saturday TV fixture that featured a variety of sports competitions, many of them quirky. It was the flagship magazine of ABC Sports, the brainchild of legendary executive Roone Arledge, who also created Monday Night Football. Think of Wide World as an early sports version of 60 Minutes, because it inspired that format. It also inspired ESPN, which essentially replaced it. In the early years, ESPN featured many of the same wild, unheard-of sports in its round-the-clock format. It was like watching the X Games every time we viewed the show.

The show opened with host Jim McKay’s distinctive voice, warm and assured, burnished from broadcasting thousands of sporting events. There was also a montage of images, with the words that still ring as gospel to baby boomer (and older) sports fans: “Spanning the globe to bring you the constant variety of sport. The thrill of victory . . . and the agony of defeat . . .” Then it showed Slovenian ski jumper Vinko Bogataj crumbling and falling over the edge of the jump.

That “agony of defeat” opening image very nearly changed after the February 1982 Ironman.

I curled up on my sofa and got comfortable. The show started with logrolling, part of an international lumberjack competition. Wide World of Sports famously introduced us to dozens of sports we never knew existed. I thought it then, as I do now: it was an incredible look into the way people use their home landscapes and love of competition to create sports that involve community and competitor alike. Imagine running a dog team through frigid tundra in the Iditarod, diving off the majestic cliffs of Acapulco, paddling through nasty ocean swells between Maui and Molokai, or playing a very rugged form of polo in Mongolia. From all cultures arise sports that measure our vitality, strength, coordination, strategic mastery, speed, agility, and teamwork. Some are for fun, while others can literally decide one’s social, leadership, and/or economic status for life. Among its many lasting contributions, Wide World of Sports gave us a rich cultural window into the rest of the world.

After the logrolling ended, there it was: the Ironman. Instantly, I was mesmerized. I was also astonished by how far competitors had to swim, bike, and run—140.6 miles in all. How could the human body even handle that? The location, however, was gorgeous. As a surfer and lover of nature and her forces, the raw beauty of the Big Island captivated me. I was equally captivated by the beauty of ripped, sculpted Ironmen in their Speedos, some the same age as me. While I saw plenty of eye candy on the beaches, particularly among the lifeguard crew I also wanted to join, I wasn’t used to seeing so many perfectly fit bodies in one place lining up for a swim. That caught my attention right away.

Two years before, in my sophomore year at Cal Poly, I’d gone on a surf trip to Kauai. I took out a student loan for the first and only time, not to finance housing, tuition, or books, but to get a new surfboard and pay for my airfare. You know, the ingredients of an academic sabbatical. Instantly, I fell in love with the place and its atmosphere.

I glued myself to every second of the Ironman segment. During the final leg, the marathon, ABC cameras zoomed in on the competitors’ faces. A national audience and an increasingly riveted coed saw their strained expressions, the look of digging as deeply into themselves as a human being can dig. Those expressions moved me in a way I still can’t explain. You would think the harsh struggle and agony written across their faces would repel a non-athlete like me, and make me run 26.2 miles in the opposite direction. Or drive 140.6 miles.

Instead, the Ironman drew me in. While watching the athletes simultaneously compete with each other and struggle with their physical limits, I felt an intense gut reaction. My body was telling me to pay attention. To what? The bodies of the Ironmen? No problem! I have eyes too, which feasted on these beautiful men and equally striking women. However, the larger beauty of the effort mesmerized me. What does it feel like to go there? “There” being the limit of your physical capability. What happens when you do? And why? Why were these people willing to push themselves so hard? Okay, they’re in Hawaii, a great place, but why push it in the land of coconuts, mai tais, leis, and lazy ocean-fed getaways?

The questions kept spinning inside.

When they got to the marathon, I saw the impact of the race with greater acuity. The highly talented (and gorgeous) Scott Molina led until he fell apart in the lava fields, where high winds whipped through a 100°F day. Here’s this absolute darling lying on a stretcher, the one peers and press would soon call “The Terminator” due to his lethal way of ending your thoughts of winning. I couldn’t wait to see the next fit, great-looking twentysomething grab control . . . but instead, it was thirty-four-year-old John Howard, the 1971 Pan American Games road cycling gold medalist, four-time U.S. National Road Cycling champion, and three-time Olympian. In 1985, three years after finishing second in the inaugural Race Across America, he would also set the world pedaled vehicle record of 152.2 miles per hour on the Bonneville Salt Flats in Utah. However, John didn’t have the same classic, technically sound running form as many of the others. He had skinny little arms and big legs that belong to cyclists who spend hours a day in the saddle. Nothing against John, who went on to win after finishing third the year before, but my heart broke for Scott Molina as he lay on that stretcher.

So many moments captivated me. One I never saw. Maybe I blinked and missed it, but I never saw a woman swimming, biking, or running. It wasn’t until after the main segment, when they rolled the closing credits, that Wide World of Sports viewers saw first-place woman Linda Sweeney cross the finish line. That was disappointing. Where were the women? They were out there competing and racing hard too.

Afterward, my brain and body buzzed. I couldn’t stop thinking about Scott Molina and wondering why anyone would keep pushing until they fell into a stretcher. Was Scott even going to be okay?

Shortly after watching the race, a crazy idea hit me: I should do my senior kinesiology project on the Ironman! I was heading into my senior year at Cal Poly, and I needed something original—why not? I always listen to my intuition, for an original or unique angle, and this notion shot straight out of my gut. I could fly over, interview the triathletes, get on closer terms with those smart, gorgeous people, study the science behind pushing yourself to the edge of your mortality, then head home and write it up. Pretty cool project, right? Well, the driven, quirky, and outrageous side of me, which once pushed a little girl through many hours and crashes to lose her training wheels and ride a bicycle, then to death’s edge in massive surf, thought my own idea a little dull. So I spiced it up: Why don’t you learn about the Ironman by running the Ironman?

I took a look in the mirror. I still carried half of the dreaded Freshman Fifteen weight. Biking and running were not my sports of choice, though I loved to swim, and surfing had made me a powerful swimmer. Also, isn’t 140.6 miles something you drive in a car—for several hours—without facing the heat-bearing, soul-crushing headwinds of the Big Island?

It didn’t matter: I was fixated. My brain brought along my heart and competitive drive, and it wasn’t about to let go.

Time to get to work. First, I had to convince Dr. Webb to approve the Ironman study for my senior project. As my final graduation requirement, it needed to reflect my entire college experience. I spent a couple weeks putting together my proposal. He looked it over, lifted his head, and asked me two questions:

“Julie, have you ever been a competitive athlete in swimming, biking, or running?”

“No.”

“Have you ever gone the Ironman distance for a swim, bike, or run?”

“No.”

He leaned back in his chair. After a long silence, a sly grin flashed across his face. “It’s definitely an original senior project . . . and Julie, I can’t wait to see how this turns out,” he said.

I wasn’t quite sure if he was referring to the success of the project, or the train wreck he foresaw. Nonetheless, Dr. Webb encouraged me to take the risk, and to not let my inexperience stop me. He pointed out that an essential part of a college education is to dream those big, fearless dreams. But how big did it really need to be? Ironman big? For a girl that had never run a 10K? Would I become one of those crazy adrenaline junkies who keeps chasing unattainable goals forever?

After Dr. Webb’s approval, I reassessed my situation. The only part of this race I could do well was swim. I grew up surfing, which led to my becoming a San Luis Obispo County and, later, California State lifeguard.

Then there was the 138.2 miles of this race that take place on land. Could I run a full marathon? Could my bike even pedal 112 miles? I don’t think so. Still, it came out of mothballs to chase the dream. When I got a summer lifeguarding job at Lopez Lake, I commuted the thirty miles from my home in Shell Beach by bike. Without realizing it, I was getting a base. I went with Lisette and bought Nike Waffle Trainers, and started running to burn off my Freshman Fifteen. We ran to the beginning of the Cal Poly San Luis Obispo trail, down a road to start the trail, which continued onto miles of rolling hills and ranches bordering the campus. But instead of going through the cattle gate, and onto this fine trail run, I turned around. It was maybe 2.2 miles round-trip, the most I could do. The running piece didn’t thrill me much.

The summer before, I had gone home to North San Diego County and met a lifeguard. Reed. Never shy about introducing myself, I knew many of the lifeguards, but I hadn’t seen this guy. He was from Northern California, a recent economics graduate of UC-Davis, located in the same town near Sacramento that was also home to the Man, Dave Scott, triathlon’s first dominant champion. After sitting in the tower all day, Reed would change to these weird leather black-laced shoes and black wool shorts, get on his bike, and ride. He told me how he liked to fly fish and tie his own flies; he was very unique. He had a fresh perspective on life, and was full of integrity. I spent the better part of the summer trying to figure out how he would notice me. I’d even get up at 5:00 A.M. and bake banana bread to drop off at his tower! Though I was as surf-and-sand as they come, I wasn’t the prototypical knockout blond California girl that would draw the average lifeguard’s attention. I was (and am) a redhead with fair skin.

However, I overcompensated for my freckles with personality, that different kind of “it” factor that some call a “girl-next-door” appeal. Personality, charm, and the positive energy I enjoy and like to extend came through for me, big-time, combined with a singular laser focus on the object of my affection.

At the end of the summer, we started dating. He was planning to do a cross-country solo bike trip, so he took off the following winter, but not before talking to me about triathlons. I believe that’s the first time I conversed about a sport that was started by the San Diego Track Club and some lifeguards on September 25, 1974, right in my backyard, at San Diego’s Mission Bay. The initial promotional flyer read:

           The First Annual Mission Bay Triathlon, a race consisting of segments of running, bicycle riding, and swimming, will start at the causeway to Fiesta Island at 5:45 P.M. September 25. The event will consist of 6 miles of running (longest continuous stretch, 2.8 miles), 5 miles of bicycle riding (all at once), and 500 yards of swimming (longest continuous stretch, 250 yards). Approximately 2 miles of running will be barefoot on grass and sand. Each participant must bring his own bicycle. Awards will be presented to the first five finishers.

Many of the earliest triathletes were lifeguards who wanted a more challenging format than the run-swim-run-swim routine of state and national lifeguard competitions. Reed also had a cycling friend, Dennis Hearst, whose girlfriend was Kathleen McCartney; all were connected to this very early triathlon scene. Reed thought he might be interested in it too.

While Reed was on his cross-country bike trip, I watched the Ironman on TV. I knew he was fascinated by the race . . . and now I was too.

My research project was entitled, “Physiological and Training Considerations in Preparation of the World Ironman Triathlon.” After reviewing the requirements, and knowing I did not train like Reed Gregerson or Dave Scott, I faked my way through training and the race. Really, Julie? Faking it? That’s what a certain sixty-year-old would say to the twenty-three-year-old if they walked past each other today. Moreover, with Reed now in my life, training for Ironman became as much about pursuing a relationship as it did about trying to reach the finish line and graduate. We were ill-suited to work out together, though. I’d start out on the bike with him, but turn around halfway so he could carry on with his own training.

I had to turn in a progress report during the Fall 1981 semester. Here’s the thing with a progress report: you have to show some progress. In the late summer, I completed my first triathlon, a 70.3-mile Half Ironman, now known as an Ironman 70.3, in Santa Barbara. I got a flat tire, sat on the side of the road, and ate my sandwich while the guy I’d been riding next to stopped and unselfishly offered to help me fix my tire. Some competitive drive, right? It was rough. Once we started riding again, I decided to stick with this Good Samaritan who had graciously helped me out, but I left him behind six miles into the run. It was like, “You’re too slow. I’ve gotta go, see ya.”

Only later did I recognize this as an early sign of my natural endurance, tenacity, and competitiveness. I did learn, quickly, that triathlon is an individual event and when the going gets tough, you better be willing to go it alone.

I was so happy to finish, even though I was hours behind women’s winner Kathleen McCartney.

For me, it was Mission Accomplished. Reed was planning to compete in the Oakland Marathon on November 5, and I figured I’d better go too. I jumped in with this idea that I’d run a 3:30 marathon—despite never covering more than thirteen miles in any long run. I don’t know why 3:30 sounded so appealing and attainable; maybe I’d heard people talking about marathons and thought, “That sounds like a good number.” It does average out to exactly eight minutes per mile; maybe that was it. As it turned out, I ran 3:39, despite blowing up at twenty miles. I suffered through the final 10K. Really suffered.

But that wasn’t the worst suffering in November. A few weeks later, Reed and I split up. It was the worst thing that had ever happened to me—and I brought it on myself.

Young love, when combined with long distance, insecurity, and low self-esteem, can sabotage a relationship. These accelerants blew up my relationship with Reed. Slowly and painfully, I took responsibility for self-sabotaging actions. I cried buckets of tears through this process. I had to take responsibility for all the parts of my life that I’d sabotaged and coasted through. No more riding coattails, no more romantic notions of training into the sunset together. No more settling for doing the minimum to get by.

When my love life came to a crashing halt, it was time to get real, to pick myself up, and refocus on getting to the finish line in Kona. Heartache and regret morphed into this motivating idea that I owed it to myself and, in some awkward misguided way, also to Reed, to do better, to be better, to show up and race with integrity. The one thing to prove was to graduate from Cal Poly, and in doing so validate my self-worth. The road to graduation led directly through Kona.

I proceeded to do exactly what you’re not supposed to do when training for an Ironman—too many miles too close to the race. But I didn’t realize or understand any of that. In January 1982, I ran another marathon, and started riding the bike more. Three weeks after that, on February 6, I ran the Ironman. That’s three marathons in three months . . . with a rather long swim and bike ride thrown in.

Days after the second marathon, I flew to Kona.
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I showed up in Hawaii overtrained in running and undertrained on the swim and bike. What little I’d learned about training for an Ironman over the past months led me to conclude I hadn’t done enough for a race this length. I’d never swum or biked the Ironman distance in one shot. I’d only started and finished two triathlons of any kind, the Del Mar Days sprint triathlon and Santa Barbara 70.3-miler.

Since I didn’t know any Ironman triathletes but Reed, I was prepared to figure things out on my own. For the first week, I trusted my intuition. I was aware of certain miles I needed for a buildup to the race, and focused on hitting the numbers. What I wasn’t prepared for was the support of the triathletes, or the organic community forming before my eyes. I discovered Kailua-Kona was filled with welcoming members of a brand-new tribe. The Hawaiian word for family is ohana, and I’d just found mine. I didn’t realize how much I craved a support system or how much I’d thrive under the positive mentorship of hundreds of endurance athletes. My newfound ohana made workouts feel less like work and more like fun. Every day was a new aloha adventure.

There was just one problem. I trained my ass off in Hawaii, building conditioning and base, when I should have been tapering. They are the opposite ends of the long-race training spectrum, with entirely different goal outcomes. Ahhh, bright-eyed ignorance! Fortunately, I had my own ohana living in Waimea, my second cousin Frank. He commuted from Waimea to Parker Ranch, where he worked as a paniolo, a cowboy. I threw my bike in the back of his pickup for the drive to the northern interior of the Big Island, just south of the Pu’u O Umi Natural Area Reserve. From the backside of the island to Parker Ranch, I’d get on the bike and go down this long downhill, hit the Queen Kaahumanu (Queen K) highway, then pedal another twenty-five miles into town—about thirty miles in all. I made this commute roundtrip every day so I could hang out with the other triathletes.

At the end of my first week in Hawaii, they held a bike time trial on the course, for which they provided aid stations along with a sag wagon, so you could ride the full 112 miles without stopping. I had to ride thirty miles just to get to the start. By the time we got to the finish, I still had to ride six miles back to town to meet Cousin Frank for my lift back to Waimea. A 150-mile day, two weeks before the race. Shouldn’t I be backing off? What’s backing off? In one of his Trihistory.com blogs, legendary Big Four triathlete and good friend Scott Tinley put it like this: “Intending to use the remaining (time) to ramp up her performance on the bike, she decided to add said commute distance to her planned bike training, which overall amounted to almost 400 miles the week before the race.”

Here’s something I learned: you don’t do that and expect to finish a race standing up. I’d “hit the wall” at the Oakland Marathon at twenty miles, when my glycogen stores dried up and the body started pulling sustenance from its own muscle cells. You can go from smooth striding to cramped walking in a matter of seconds. I’d also hit the wall at twenty-three miles in the Mission Bay Marathon, so if I kept progressing, I’d make it through all 26.2 miles of the Ironman marathon without locking up. Barely. That was the math I was hanging onto.

My other issue, which I didn’t really know was an issue, concerned my apparel. I showed up in Hawaii with a tank top, shorts, and running shoes, the basic wardrobe for any good long run . . . right? Well, shortly before the race, after one of my training swims, a man named Frank Finizio, who I’d met on the bike time trial, approached. “What are you gonna wear?” he asked. I followed the unspoken second half of his question pretty easily . . . in the three phases of the Ironman?

“This cotton tank top [Olympic speed skating gold medalist and top cyclist] Eric Heiden signed after doing a criterium in San Luis Obispo, and I’ve got some shorts.”

“No, you need a lycra speedsuit.”

“Well, that’s nice, but . . .”

“No, no, no, I’ve got a friend in Orange County who can overnight one so you can race in it.” That’s Ironman ohana.

I stitched everything together on a student’s budget. My biggest expense was my $295 Univega bike and the $85 Ironman entry fee. Dooley McCluskey’s, the Carlsbad bar where my brother Marshall worked, sponsored my airfare. I used my training Speedo for the swim, the free speedsuit from Frank, free lodging, and a free trucker’s cap from the swag bag. I didn’t wear sunglasses, and I put a sweatband on underneath the hat. My helmet was not a cyclist’s helmet, but a skateboarding helmet that cost less and featured more air holes. I also wore front-hooking bra to save time, but the hook broke during my transition from cycling to running.

With my equipment set, if you can call it that, I was ready to race. Except for one last detail that could prove to me the costliest: I hadn’t seen my ex-boyfriend in my first two weeks in Kona. The thought of running into Reed became the albatross around my neck. I knew that even a brief encounter had the potential to throw me into a tailspin, and I couldn’t afford to face him on race morning. A negative reaction could put my whole race under a cloud of pain and regret. I had spent weeks working hard to move forward and focus on my training. I needed my heart to be strong when the cannon blasted to start the race.

What happened? I took matters into my own hands and knocked on his condo door at the beginning of race week. The word that I’d use to describe our brief encounter is graceful. It left me with a sense of relief and peace. Seeing him was bittersweet, but I knew I was going to be okay. Even if I was there to prove something to him more than myself, as I later admitted to Triathlete magazine.

Three nights before the race, competitors got together for an Ironman carboloading party. There were 580 people entered (up from 380 the year before; thank you, Wide World of Sports), but as the new kid on the block, I didn’t know many elite triathletes. Apparently, a couple knew about me. Kathleen had, like me, watched her first Ironman the year before. While I cozied up in front of my TV, she stood on the Kona seawall to watch her boyfriend (and future husband), Dennis Hearst. Many pundits considered her a prerace favorite, and she’d also clocked the winning time in the recent Ironman bike time trial.

For some crazy reason, though, Kathleen focused on the gossip circulating about all my final training miles. My time trial wasn’t too shabby, either, even with a thirty-mile warm up. But it was still hard to imagine anyone concerned about me, when this was all so new—the race, the faces, my obvious inexperience. I did love one thing about it: the positive attention directed at me. I wasn’t used to that.

The whole scene at Kona, capped by the carbo-load party, was so grassroots and low-key that it was fun. But fun was about to turn into something else entirely.







CHAPTER 2


Cannon Blast: Here We Go!



Where’s the aloha spirit? Where did my ohana go?

Three weeks of new friendships, fun times, and workouts in the spirit of shared purpose evaporated before my eyes. Down at the Kailua Pier, race day became all business for athletes, crew, and officials alike. Everyone was so serious! The specter of the upcoming race engulfed the pier like a thick fog, or vog, the air pollution that develops when an erupting volcano’s gases and particles interact with moisture in sunlit air. In other words, highly unsettling to me.

Nonetheless, I was lucky to be free of the expectations that others carried into their races. Some athletes came to win, others to place as highly as possible. Some came to take their shot at this slowly growing juggernaut of endurance sports events, maybe get some good press, or pick up a sponsor from the slim pickings available. I wanted nothing to do with that energy. Whatever these people were going through, their personalities had changed overnight, becoming moody, even unfriendly in some cases. It reminded me of thoroughbreds at the starting gate. If this is what competition felt like, I didn’t want any part of it. I wanted my happy ohana back.

My mantra was much simpler: I just have to finish. I paid my dues in the lava fields by hammering long bike rides in preparation, I earned my spot on the starting line, and paid then-$85 entry fee. I joined 579 other starters at the water, ready to roll, ready to head off for the fifth running of the Ironman World Championship. I didn’t come to win, or even to compete. I just wanted to ensure my graduation. With only two marathons and two triathlons, that added up to less than Ironman distance under my belt, plus furious last-minute training on the Big Island, I didn’t exactly have the background of a serious contender. I didn’t care either.

I just have to finish. For my degree. For myself.

During my seventeen days of training and meeting people on the Big Island, I’d learned a few more things. I also started meeting the subjects of articles I’d read on triathlon for my Cal Poly research paper. One of the most prominent was Tom Warren, profiled in a major Sports Illustrated story in May 1979, three months after he won the second Ironman. His profile fit my initial perception of Ironman and its athletes to a T: the fledgling sport and its enthusiasts were operating on a remote, borderline sane island. In reality, though, the Ironman was born on quite populated Oahu, where fifteen hearty souls tried it in 1978, and another fifteen set out a year later. Twelve finished each time, including the first two winners, Gordon Haller and Tom Warren. The competitors in 1979 gained further street cred by surviving horrendous conditions for 140.6 miles of anything—gale force winds, huge swells, and stinging rain from a storm that dumped five feet of rain on the east coast of the Big Island. It was so nasty that a twenty-year navy veteran assigned to the rescue crew couldn’t get his boat out of the harbor to reach competitors. Right there, most would call it a day and head for high ground and a beer. However, stuff like this drew me in, just like the 1981 Ironman television segment.

As I met more triathletes, and learned why they were so impassioned, something else struck me: nearly all were very smart and insanely driven, Tom Warren among them. Dive beneath this man of a million different workout routines, and you found a focused, hard-working physics degree recipient, owner of several homes and apartments, and proprietor of one of the best beach bars in San Diego. In 1975, he also started a great San Diego race and tradition, the Tug’s Tavern Swim-Run-Swim. It consisted of a half-mile swim around Crystal Pier in Pacific Beach, followed by a five-mile run on the sand to the Mission Beach Jetty and back, with a swim around the pier and a run to the finish.

Others I met included doctors, real estate investors, business owners, exercise physiology majors and graduates, and people cooking up ideas toward the decade-long explosion in entrepreneurship that was ramping up. These athletes were brainy, thoughtful risk-taskers, driven by possibility and excellence, possessors of tremendous work ethics, and, to the young woman in me, very good-looking. Did I mention that before?

The other thing I began to understand was how significant Southern California was to triathlon. Hawaii might be the launching pad for the Ironman concept and Ironman World Championship, but San Diego County is the cradle of triathlon. It makes total sense: where else can you find perfect, moderate training weather nearly every day of the year, or landscape that varies from beaches and rolling hills to mountains—all within a ninety-minute drive? Where could you find countless running trails in open coastal foothills and scenic cycling routes, an ocean in which to swim, and so many young, health-conscious fitness freaks? And stores and restaurants that served natural, organic food? In the 1970s, we were the place.

We Southern Californians are known for setting fitness and fashion trends. Put wheels on surfboard-shaped decks, and you have skateboards. Match choreographed exercise routines to music, and you have Jazzercise. Take polyethylene foam and pour it into a mold about half the size of a surfboard, and you have the boogie board. It made perfect sense that some San Diego lifeguards who liked to run and swim would add bike riding to create a whole new athletic animal. Which leads to the next question: what do you call three sports strung together? A multisport relay? Triangle? Swim-Bike-Runathon? Don Shanahan, codirector of the inaugural Mission Bay Triathlon in 1974, crafted a clever hybrid of “tri” (for three) and the “athlon” suffix attached to multi-sport competitions (pentathlon, duathlon, decathlon, biathlon). He settled on triathlon because the trophy maker called him and didn’t know how to spell the word. Apparently, that’s when Don realized he had found a unique name for a unique sport.

Almost eight years later, I carbo-loaded in Kona among early creators and top competitors. Newcomers like me looked at people like Scott and Jeff Tinley, Scott Molina, 1980 winner Dave Scott, returning champ John Howard, Sally Edwards, Lyn Brooks, Claire McCarthy, and Ardis Bow as the stars of our tiny sport. These people were deadly serious about winning and excelling, with guys like ST (Scott Tinley) also learning everything they could about training techniques, equipment, using race conditions to your advantage, and borrowing conditioning ideas from fitness buffs of all different walks and talks. I might be running Ironman to get my college degree, which I cared deeply about, but triathlon was ST’s life. He was the first and, I would argue, still the most knowledgeable “professor” on triathlon and its history. Which makes sense—today, Scott is an exercise physiology professor, prolific author, and a testament to continual, lifelong learning and the ability to turn your athletic talent into a deeply meaningful and serviceful life. He carries a PhD in cultural studies from Claremont Graduate University, and two master’s degrees from San Diego State—a master’s of Fine Art in fiction writing/literature, and a master’s in social psychology of sport. He also has a BA in Recreation and Leisure Management. Really.

I took all of this in while asking myself, would I ever commit to the sport like this? Would I commit to anything like this? Sometimes we run into moments where we bear witness to people germinating something very special with their shared purpose. That’s how I felt around this crew, though I couldn’t imagine how a sport so far on the outer, extreme frontiers of performance could grow much. Or who was going to be the “forcing function” to elevate it to another level.

I felt something else too: a palpable camaraderie between people who probably (and obviously, in some cases) were rebels, social outcasts, or “different” in the eyes of conventional society. Well, they were different: they were smarter, more fit, and about to do something crazier than anyone I knew. It touched that part of me that loved being on the team, regardless of my position. I loved their vibe, and their belief that anything and everything is possible if you believe in yourself. Get that piece down, and then the world opens up for you to help you make it happen.

I came to Hawaii to see how my world might open up. So I fit right in.
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Time to go. With the sweet, beautiful vibe of common purpose replaced by the thick, tense racer’s edge, we waded sixty meters offshore. I watched others position their bodies, shoot quick looks at each other, and tread water . . . without speaking. The huge mood shift throttled me, so I decided to get away from everyone. With all those bodies in the water, that might be hard, but I would try. After all, I wasn’t in it to win it, just to finish . . .

Finally, the cannon blasted. We’re off!

A year earlier, that same blast shook a seawall spectator to the core, causing her to seek her own Ironman goals. By the time Kathleen McCartney returned to Kona, she had trained for ten months, won three races, and done so convincingly. Now, she was the prerace favorite. The Ironman cannon blast can be a powerful thing.

However, Kathleen’s last few days hadn’t gone well. Far from it. Three mornings before the cannon blast, she woke up unable to stand without fainting. By later that morning, she was in the hospital, receiving tests for problems ranging from a serious virus to dehydration. She never received a certain diagnosis, though many (including her) suspected food poisoning. Not sure what she ate at the carbo-load dinner, but it must’ve been something. When she showed up at the starting line, she looked more like an ailing athlete who just wanted to get it over with than one who would become a part of sports history in eleven hours.

I swam away from the pack and starting-line stress, letting the balmy 76°F water settle me as I pushed forward. Once my breathing relaxed, I found a fluid inner zone, just blue water and motion. It was the same feeling I knew when surfing alone, in my aquatic environment, my soul’s open-ocean playground. I started looking at the coral patterns, which I’d learned from swimming the course for days before the race. I knew where the coral took on sand, where it showed clearly. I immersed further in the quietness of being underwater as I stroked, disregarding the water churning like a hungry school of piranha beside me.

The course was simple. We swam a clockwise circuit, starting at Kailua Pier and going south for a little over a mile before turning around at Captain Beans Booze Cruise Boat—a perfectly ironic detail to a perfectly unique race. We kept the buoys on our right, the only directional thing we needed to remember. (That day’s course would finish on the east side of the pier.) As we neared the swim exit, I began to hear spectators lining the seawall, which ran parallel to the rectangular course. Their excitement and positive energy erased the prerace tension. That’s more like it!

An hour and eleven minutes after entering the water, I ran up the ramp on the far side of the pier to my first Ironman transition area, ducking into the women’s change tent. I changed into my Wonder Woman Lycra skinsuit, stuffed my Snickers bar in my back pocket, and ran out of the change tent to grab my bike off the rack. I really loved the spectator energy surrounding the transition area. There’s a little part of me that liked that attention, which I rarely had growing up. I liked it even better that some of the attention was directed at me.

Bring on the next Aloha Adventure. All 112 miles of it!

Bolstered by the swim, I rode smoothly toward the lava fields, loving the beautiful Hawaiian names of the roads: Palani Road to Kuakini Highway, a left to Makala Boulevard, a right toward the Queen Kaahumanu Highway . . . How can a fourteen-letter alphabet create words so sweet and gentle? I always feel the warmth and lushness of aloha gather on my tongue whenever I read or say the words. My favorite has to be the wedge-tail triggerfish, a tiny fish whose Hawaiian name is actually longer when spelled in standard twelve-point type: humuhumunukunukuāpua‘a (pronounced ’humu’humu’nuku’nuku’waāpu’wɐʔə). It means, “triggerfish with a snout like a pig.” I later taught my son, Mats, how to spell it. I just love that word.

Now, thanks to my Ironman appearances, I have different, more specific, race-oriented associations for these road names, but as I rode my first Ironman bike leg, I was totally enthralled with the upwelling spirit of this place, the spirit of aloha, that had erased the vibe of a tense starting scene.

Twenty-five miles into my ride, the camera truck for ABC’s Wide World of Sports drove up. I looked around—who were they following? Why are you here? Me? Really? Why am I on your radar? Just getting quick shots of people doing their first Ironman? Or maybe they noticed my battle to open a melted Snickers bar, my primary food source. I’d waited patiently to see if I could make it past Waikoloa Road, where for weeks I’d had to hang a right and head mauka—on the mountain side of the road—for a long climb to rendezvous with Cousin Frank, before I opened my sweet treat. I argued with myself over and over, “I want it, but I’m not going to have it now, not until I get past the turnoff to Parker Ranch.” At that point on the Queen K, I reached into my back pocket . . .

Squish. It was totally melted. So much for delayed gratification. I tried to navigate the wrapper with one hand and my handlebar with the other while keeping up a comfortably brisk pace. As I started smearing chocolate on the white cotton handlebar tape, ABC drove up. Right then. I continued struggling with the melted chocolate, licking the wrapper to catch the drips. Chocolate dripped down my arm. I smeared a bit on my face. Was America watching too? I couldn’t help but wonder.

This led to my next decision, made from the pure vanity of a girl getting her fifteen seconds on a show she loved. I needed all 350 calories of that king-sized Snickers bar, maybe not at that moment, but certainly later. Each calorie would make all the difference in the world. I didn’t know or appreciate that. The only thing I appreciated was that the ABC cameras were on me and my face was a mess. I can’t be a chocolate mess on national TV!

I did the only thing that makes sense when you’re a young woman getting her first “Up Close and Personal,” I chucked the uneaten Snickers bar into a fountain grass tuft in the lava field, quickly wiped off my face, sat up tall in my seat, waited for the camera crew to roll up, and flashed a big smile. “Hi! Aloha!” I exclaimed.

What a warm greeting, right? That decision turned out to be the most crucial of the day . . . and a big-time rookie mistake.

However, that was not on my mind. I had Wide World of Sports’ attention, so we started a back-and-forth conversation, a TV-competitor relationship. We enjoyed each other’s company in desolate conditions, unless you like howling winds, 100°F temperatures, moonscape surroundings, and no one else to talk to. I welcomed the company as much as the attention. Every time the van came back around, I felt like it was my private entourage. I really soaked it up and made sure to smile big-time.

The rest of the ride went smoothly, and the ABC camera truck rolled up a few more times to check in. We attempted “shaka brah” hand gestures, chatted it up, and had a good time. In Hawaii, the shaka sign—pinky finger and thumb up, middle three fingers down—symbolizes aloha spirit. It means “hang loose” or “right on,” and reminds people not to worry or rush. Everything’s gonna be alright . . .

Everything was definitely alright. My ride was pleasant, far from the misery some others suffered in the lava fields. I enjoyed much of it. As we closed in on the transition area—Queen K Highway down the hill on Palani Road, left on Kuakini Highway, right on Kuakini Boulevard, a sharp left onto Ali’i Drive, six miles to the sharp descent to Keauhou Bay to the Kona Surf Hotel and end of the ride—I felt like I was having a decent race, with plenty of energy still left in the tank.

When I reached the transition area, I received news from a race official that none of my friends would believe possible when it came to me competing in a sporting event: “You’re the second-place woman.”

Second? Really? Wow! How did I get into second?

The gears in my head reconfigured what was possible. I’d originally planned to move deliberately through the transition area, making sure everything was totally set for the marathon run ahead. I’m in second place! Holy shit! Not now. Change of plan. I hurried into the changing room at the Kona Surf Hotel, trailed by two volunteers eagerly waiting to help me. As I later reflected on how focused and intent they were to get me back on course, I realized they knew the race was on, and that I—the Cinderella girl, the girl next door, the unknown newbie—was in the thick of it. I wasn’t sure what to make of it, but my brain quieted long enough for my newfound competitive instincts to kick in.

Meanwhile, in my rush to change into my run gear, I suffered a wardrobe malfunction. The hook of my bra broke cleanly off (a moment I love to mime when Kathleen and I give our Iron Icons presentation). Immediately, I sized up the two volunteers, size being the operative word. One woman was too big, but the other was just right.

I looked her in the eye. “Could you please give me your bra?”

Without hesitation, and to my eternal gratitude, she stripped off her Bud Light T-shirt, took off her bra, and handed it to me. Nothing else to say or discuss. She acted out of care for my well-being. The spirit of ohana, rising yet again. At this moment, while in a transition area after a nearly six-hour, 112-mile ride, filled with new ideas of what was possible, I fell in love with this woman and all other race volunteers. They are the unsung heroes of every event. We simply can’t get through the race without them.

Of course, my “just right” volunteer was now more unslung than unsung. But she was my hero all the same.

I started the marathon filled with gratitude and adrenaline, a feeling of well-being that could best be expressed by something bestselling author Deepak Chopra said years later: “Gratitude opens the door to . . . the power, the wisdom, the creativity of the universe.” It pays to live in gratitude. I also felt good. I’d survived the incident with the Snickers bar; America would see my smile without chocolate covering my face or body. I’d found a replacement bra. The race drama is finally behind me.

Meanwhile, after a difficult swim, and impacted by her weakened condition, Kathleen did load up on food and drink while riding in the lava fields. She had spent three days vomiting and getting IVs, watching her Ironman dreams swirl down the drain. Not exactly where you want to be mentally. In order to even be permitted to start, she had to get the official Ironman doctor to sign off on her hospital stay. Kathleen had also done a prerace interview with ABC; the cameras were also following her as an actual race favorite. Winning races draws attention, that’s for sure.

“I started to feel better in the lava fields,” Kathleen said. “I think just getting through the past few days, surviving the swim, and feeling the nutrition start to work, gave me a good feeling. I started to feel like I could race more strongly if I could get through the bike.”

Thanks to smart refueling, and feeling better as she sweated out the last of her sickness, Kathleen managed to move up to sixth entering the marathon.

We had 114.4 miles down . . . and the hardest 26.2 to go.







CHAPTER 3


A Finish Like No Other



I left the transition area for the marathon with growing confidence. I’d run two marathons during my preparation for Ironman, so I felt like I knew how to do this. It was familiar, not a huge undertaking in my mind, despite the bike and swim that preceded it.

I started clicking off miles. The race seemed smoother than I thought possible after swimming and biking for seven hours. Then again, how would I know? I was deep into unknown territory. I loved the repeat visits from the ABC camera truck. Their attention, along with sitting in second place, started a new thought: maybe I am a serious athlete. TV trucks? Conversations with sportscasters? People peeling off bras to help me? Definitely a sign . . .

I was about to go where Julie Moss had never gone before, in any sports competition, at any time: into the lead.

Five miles into the marathon, I caught Pat Hines, a professional cyclist who had built her lead in the lava fields. However, the stress fracture in her foot caught up with her. She could barely walk. Something about this race drew people to extend themselves, take risks, and operate with a toughness beyond what they’d do in shorter or less significant races. I also learned that if you want to run Ironman and be competitive, this is the mindset to adopt.

Funny enough, I didn’t realize I was actually leading until the ABC camera crew yelled from their van, “We’re with you the rest of the way, Julie!”

Suddenly, I was leading the Ironman. Leading the Ironman? I think the only reason why I wasn’t blown away was because I wasn’t sure I believed what the ABC people were telling me. I ran smoothly and evenly, letting this notion of being in the lead take root. I looked around and behind for the other women, still not quite trusting the information.

Then it dawned on me that I had not seen any girls on the course since passing Pat. The ABC crew was right. I was really leading.

Talk about a massive shift! I started the day believing I could finish the Ironman. I also thought I could be one of the better competitors, since I’d finished just behind Kathleen in a training ride on the Big Island. I thought I had a chance to beat her. But to really be leading? No.

“People were starting to notice Julie before the race,” Scott Tinley recalled. “We heard about this newcomer putting in ridiculous miles, three or four hundred miles a week during a time you’re supposed to be tapering. A lot of people took notice, because who would do that so close to the race?”

Now in first place, I started thinking about the formerly unimaginable—winning. I’d never won anything in my life. I’d never thought about winning any sports event I’d entered. How do you go from that place to winning the hardest single-day multi-sport event in the world? Suddenly, just like Scott, Kathleen, and the more experienced triathletes, I began to think that to win I would have to push far beyond my comfort zone, a zone pressed only when I “bonked” late in the Oakland and Mission Bay Marathons. And when I nearly drowned surfing in Central California. The other top competitors had pushed into that territory before, but for me, it was like stepping off the earth and landing in a faraway galaxy. I did not know the pain, energy, or effort an “ultimate push” would entail. But I had to get ready for it.

While continuing to run steadily, I picked up a new friend to keep me company. Rohan Phillips, a men’s competitor, opened with a somewhat pedestrian 1-hour, 31-minute swim, but rode an impressive 5-hour, 35-minute leg on the bike, which put him with me midway through the marathon. At first, I was annoyed, because I thought he’d blown up his race and wanted to run with the lead woman to grab some Wide World of Sports exposure. A photobomber, circa 1982. On top of that, he spoke with a really thick Australian accent, which made it hard for me to understand him. And he loved to talk. So do I, but not when focusing on the latter stages of a race or workout, when you need your mind to keep your exhausted body moving and you need to be mindful of every feeling inside and out, not to mention keeping an eye on competitors. “You can keep talking, but I’m going to be quiet and listen,” I told him. I wanted to hang onto my energy, something counterintuitive to my normal outgoing personality, but necessary. He did say something pretty funny: “I’ll just hang around you to get my picture in the paper.”

Rohan and I decided to push each other. We formed the type of bond that happens spontaneously during long races and often leads to enduring friendships, especially if the race is significant for you. In the Ironman, it gets magnified, like everything else. As my body began to break down, my connection to this total stranger began to strengthen. I’ll always fondly remember how selfless Rohan was, staying with me, even after we stopped talking. He never left my side.

I gained confidence from the continual validation of having my own television camera crew. However, unbeknownst to me, a blond storm gathered her forces several miles back. Kathleen. In our one common competition, the 70.3-miler, half of an Ironman, she’d beaten me by two hours. When Kathleen left the transition area in Kona, she was twenty minutes behind Pat and eighteen minutes behind me.

That was then. This was now, and she was gaining. Fast. Six miles into the marathon, she moved past Pat into second place, feeling rejuvenated from smart hydration and nutrition. Once again, she looked far more like the California poster girl many chose to win the race than the person hospitalized a few days before.

After receiving the first news of Kathleen’s position, I made my second rookie mistake. With about eight miles to go, I heard she was eight minutes behind me. She’d made up ten minutes of her deficit, with the toughest miles to come. I started thinking, “She’s here. She’s got me now. You were winning the race and now you’re second.” That’s inexperience rearing its ugly head. In reality, I was eight minutes ahead, about a mile at the pace we were running. With eight miles to go. Simple race management offers a simple solution to this situation: maintain my pace, stay steady and solid, don’t speed up, but don’t give up any pace either. Make her catch me. I just needed to forget about Kathleen and run the final miles consistently.

Instead, I panicked. I reacted like she was eight seconds behind. I pushed again, speeding it up, the worst thing you can do when dead tired, void of nutrition, and protecting a modest lead. Which wasn’t even that modest. Eight minutes is usually an insurmountable late-race advantage, but right now, nothing made sense. I’m pretty sure that when race director Valerie Silk awoke on race morning (if she even slept the night before), she didn’t envision an unknown redhead leading a prerace favorite just out of the hospital.

Kathleen’s view of the situation is revealing. As she recalls, “By staying positive and patient, my mental strength allowed my physical strength to catch up. Running through the lava fields in the late afternoon, it was over 100°F. Up in the distance, I saw the most awesome sight . . . the turnaround marker . . . the two-story inflatable Bud Light can! As awesome as a giant can of Bud or Bud Light looks to any college student, I saw a sight that rivaled even that . . .”

The sight was me. I was firmly attached to this crazy idea of winning, of pushing faster to lock down this most absurd victory. It came with the Wide World of Sports crew shadowing my every move, filming me as I keep going faster, picking it up through the late miles.

When I spotted Kathleen at the eighteen-mile turnaround, she looked scary strong and fast. Definitely a threat; I’d made a smart move in picking up the pace. So I thought. What really unnerved me was how her rainbow hair ribbon coordinated perfectly with her rainbow running outfit. She was like a goddess—blond hair pulled in a ponytail, a perfectly matched outfit from her JDavid team (the first elite racing team in triathlon), the rainbow hair ribbon. That damned ribbon! She had a wholesome, blond, and beautiful Christie Brinkley look, a Madison Avenue ideal of an Ironman women’s champion. She matched up well in team photos with her JDavid teammate, men’s leader Scott Tinley. I wasn’t the classic-looking athlete, I wasn’t intimidating, and I was kind of dorky, putting out my vibe of “fake it ’til you make it.”
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