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For my girls—
Carlie, Sophia, Madelena, and Ariella.
Never underestimate the gifts you bring to this world.




If you can’t fly, then run. If you can’t run, then walk.
If you can’t walk, then crawl. But whatever you do, you have to keep moving forward.


—DR. MARTIN LUTHER KING JR.
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Even if you fall on your face, you’re still moving forward.


—VICTOR KIAM




PROLOGUE


Greater Than the Sum of All Fears


I had as many doubts as anyone else. Standing on the starting line, we’re all cowards.


—ALBERTO SALAZAR


I stand on the bank of a lake in the calm of morning, bare toes tickled by the sparse grass. The 7:00 a.m. sun has not yet warmed the fresh summer air, but it makes the lake’s surface shimmer like a diamond. To my left, a growing group of spectators aligns the overpass bridge. To my right is the finish line I hope to cross in less than two hours. Directly ahead is my biggest fear and greatest weakness—the quarter-mile open-water swim. The first of three events comprising the Queen of the Hill Sprint Triathlon. Surrounding me, over 300 women of all shapes and sizes, ranging in age from 14 to 75. Despite the diversity of the group, little distinguishes us from one another, clad as we are in matching black-and-pink tri suits, hair tucked beneath swim caps, faces free of makeup. In our caps, color-coded by age groups, we look like a moving rainbow. Some women in the crowd are confident and focused; others are tearful and nervous. The quiet buzz among us contains everything from excited, giggly chatter to softly whispered prayers.


Today is race day. For some, this is just one of many races on their schedule this season. For others, like me, today is our very first triathlon. Today is bucket list day. It’s the day when our dreams will prove to be just a little bit greater than the sum of our fears.


Cheers erupt as the first age group wave is called to the water’s edge. Instead of the chaos of a “mass start” typical of most triathlons, the Queen of the Hill Sprint Triathlon avoids the fury of splashing arms and legs by bringing each of the nine waves of competitors out to the water and letting them jump into the lake one at a time. Timing chips strapped around our ankles will take care of the rest. It’s all quite civilized, and newbies like me appreciate anything to keep the anxiety level down.


First to go are the orange caps. As I watch them parade down to the water, I feel my stomach churning. I hug my arms across my chest to stop from shaking. My eyes wander out across the lake. Glassy and expansive, Lake Gilman is beautiful and placid, yet somehow today it seems more formidable than serene. I note the final buoy marking the turnaround for the quarter-mile swim. It seems so far. Too far. Did it look that far in my practice swim weeks ago? I know the water will be cold and dark and deep, and I’m a novice swimmer. I know this first leg of the race will be my greatest challenge, not so much physically as mentally. I remind myself that if I just keep my head together, I can do this.


I scan the crowd of onlookers, hoping to catch a glimpse of my family. I can’t find them, so instead I picture their faces—four sweet little girls and my husband, who I know is already proud of me before I’ve even started the race. Who believed I could do this long before I believed it. Even as I try to draw strength from all the people who have supported me on this triathlon journey, I have reached that point where no one else can do this for me. Right now, there is only one person I can count on. It’s up to me, and me alone.


There are only white-capped women left on the shore. I stand anxiously among them. We are the final wave of the nine age groups—the 45- to 49-year-olds. Though we are not the oldest age group competing, the race directors have put us last in the lineup. The lake is now alive with the splashing arms and bobbing heads of 300 women who have already started their journey. Some of them are already exiting the water and running up the hill to jump on their bikes. Meanwhile, the white caps are only now filing down the slope of the bank. It’s showtime.


As the women in front of me begin systematically disappearing from the tiny dock, my position advances. I’m alive with adrenaline, my head spinning with every fear and doubt I’ve until now held at bay. I steel myself, filling my head with positive mantras, reminding myself of my sole goal—to finish. Just swim. Then bike. Then run. One thing at a time. One stroke, one step, one mile at a time. I got this.


“Call out your number before crossing the timing mat, then jump in,” a race official instructs. I glance at my arm where a volunteer body-marked me with thick black marker earlier this morning. “One-O-six!” I call in a thready voice as I step across the blue-and-orange timing mat. With that one step, my race officially starts.


The worn planks of wood have all but disappeared under my bare feet. I’m at the edge, the splash of the woman in front of me rippling the water. The heat of the woman directly behind me urges me forward. There is no time to hesitate, to panic, to waver, to choose. There is only this heartbeat of a moment.


The words of Eleanor Roosevelt nudge me with a gentle whisper. You must do the things you cannot. So I jump.


In an instant, I am swallowed whole and the world goes cold, dark, and quiet. The voices in my head clamor, then hush.


I rise. I breathe. Then, I do the only thing left for me to do.


I begin.
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A SPANDEX REVOLUTION


Never underestimate the power of dreams and the influence of the human spirit. The potential for greatness lives within each of us.


—WILMA RUDOLPH


It’s February 1982 and I’m glued to my 20-inch tube television—the kind with rabbit ears and a round dial that clicks loudly when you turn it to one of five stations. An obscure event called the Ironman Kona® is being broadcast on ABC’s Wide World of Sports. I have never heard of the Ironman, but because I’m a cross-country runner, my dad figures I’d be interested in watching the marathon leg of this three-part race. So I tear myself away from the impossible act of trying to tape my favorite songs off the radio without the DJ talking over the entire ending, and join my parents on the couch.


My dad read about the Ironman in Sports Illustrated a few years ago, so he fills me in. It’s something called a triathlon, which strings together three athletic events. First, the competitors swim 2.4 miles in the ocean, then bike 112 miles, and finish up by running 26.2 miles . . . all in a row. As if! Even I know, at the tender age of 14, that this Ironman thing is completely nuts. My mother corroborates my thoughts by muttering, “These people are completely nuts.” Naturally, we’re riveted.


The competitor of most interest to us is a young woman named Julie Moss. Julie, a 23-year-old graduate student, is embarking on the Ironman for the first time. She is a non-elite athlete—an unknown, regular, “ordinary” competitor—who somehow has secured the female lead during the final leg of the race. Julie is one of only 47 women competing in the Ironman this year, and since she is the underdog and a girl, we are rooting for her. She’s in the lead, and it looks like she’ll have no trouble keeping the elite athlete Kathleen McCartney, trailing her by a good distance, at bay. Victory seems firmly in Julie’s grasp as she closes in on the finish line.


But something happens to Julie in that final mile. After 10 hours of continuous swimming, biking, and running under the unrelenting Hawaiian sun, her body starts to break down from immense fatigue, poor nourishment, and serious dehydration. In the final mile of this nationally televised, 140.6-mile race, Julie Moss seems to hit a wall. She staggers and sways, her legs turn to jelly, and her body collapses into a heap on the ground.


My mother, father, and I stop fidgeting. Stop talking. Stop breathing. We suck in one collective breath and hold it. My initial fear is that Julie may have suffered a massive stroke or heart attack. Or, perhaps someone from the sidelines shot her because that’s how suddenly she went down. Confused and then concerned, we watch Julie rise on shaky legs. She is like a rag doll, head bobbling, her physical being relinquished to a twisting, uncooperative pile. Yet on her face there is intense focus and unrelenting determination. Despite her heroic efforts to propel her body forward, she collapses again. The tremendous effort it takes for her to rise again is heartbreaking.


I can’t understand how someone could be so healthy and strong one moment and so utterly broken the next. I’m too young to fathom the incomprehensible distance of an Ironman race, the physical pain the body endures, and the mental fortitude required to press on. Confused, I barrage my parents with a string of questions, scared we were watching this girl die. “What’s wrong with her? Why does she keep falling? Where’s the ambulance? Why isn’t someone helping her? Why doesn’t she just quit?” My mom loudly shushes me, eyes fixed on the screen, mouth covered in shock and concern.


Julie is moving forward. In fits and spurts, she stumbles and staggers closer to the finish line. A steeled mind inside a crumbling body. The finisher’s tape is illuminated by bright lights, flanked by hundreds of cheering fans who have fallen into a collective silence at her struggle. She knows she will be the first female to cross the finish line and win Ironman Kona . . . if she can just make it those final measly yards. She is inching her way there, slowly, painfully. In my living room, we are rooting for her. We found out later that an entire nation was rooting as well.


Julie had been managing an inebriated-looking stumble, but then she breaks into a light jog. The crowd erupts into cheers. Just as my heart soars for her miraculous recovery, she collapses to the ground again, and the crowd’s roar quiets into a concerned hush.


This is the part where she stays down, I think to myself. I wait for her to succumb, for the stretcher to come from the sidelines and whisk her away because there is no way she can carry on. Besides, why on earth would she want to? Anyone would just pack it in at this point. Anyone, apparently, but an Ironman.


When Julie Moss can no longer stagger or stand, she does the only thing she can manage—she crawls. It’s more of a drag, really. Slow and purposeful, in spasmodic motions, she crawls those final 10 yards down Ali’i Drive, fueled by nothing but sheer, invincible will.


Yards—yards!—from crossing that coveted finish line, the elite athlete who had been chasing Moss for miles sails by Julie’s crawling form and breaks the tape. Twenty-nine seconds after Kathleen McCarthy is crowned the overall female winner, Julie crosses the finish line on hands and knees. First-time Ironman competitor and amateur athlete Julie Moss covered 140.6 miles in an impressive 11 hours, 10 minutes, and 9 seconds. The only thing I could do for that long was sleep.


Though she came in second place that night, in the eyes of the nation Julie Moss was the true victor. She was a regular girl who became a hero, and remains an icon in triathlon history. After Julie crawled across that finish line, Ironman would never, ever be the same.


[image: image]


That was my first glimpse into the world of triathlon. Yet, as powerful as it was watching Julie Moss in the 1982 Ironman Kona, I never thought much about triathlons after that. Sure, Julie’s dramatic Ironman finish made her an international symbol of determination. It is still considered one of the most inspirational race finishes in televised sports history. Even so, while Julie was being embraced as America’s sweetheart, I was hanging up my cross-country shoes for good, convinced I loathed the sport. And just like that, my lackluster running career and Julie’s inspirational Ironman finish faded into the primordial stew of my subconscious where I was content to keep them.


Thirty-five years and four children later, I found myself confronted by triathlon once again. Only this time, it wasn’t on a rabbit-eared television. This time, it was right in my own backyard. And instead of one young Ironman competitor with a fire in her belly, there were hundreds of them—the young and old, the couch potatoes and fitness junkies, soccer moms, working moms, stay-at-home moms, teenagers, and grandmothers.


I could see the influence of triathlon in my town simply by watching the transformation of minivans in the grocery store and school parking lots. Once unadorned, cars now sprouted bike racks from the rear and were emblazoned with the pink triathlon club car magnet that proclaimed membership in one of the hottest social scenes in southern New Jersey—the Mullica Hill Women’s Triathlon Club (MHWTC). What began as a handful of tri-curious women had grown into an army of weekend warriors, peaking at more than 900 tri-zealots, making it the largest all-female triathlon club in the country. No matter where I went or what I did, I couldn’t escape “those girls in pink.”


Dressed in the club’s signature colors of pink and black, they could be found biking and running on every back road, swimming in the local lakes and pools, organizing charity functions, and being quoted in local newspapers. My Facebook newsfeed was flooded with sporty status updates of every mile run, biked, and swum with friends. I’d scroll through reels of photos of sweaty, happy groups of women, smiling post-race next to their $2,000 pimped-out road bikes, finisher medals gleaming on their chests. As I watched friends and neighbors bond through this shared obsession, I started to feel a tad left out. Although I was a grown 40-something-year-old woman, I felt sort of like that new girl who can’t find a seat at the cool crowd’s lunch table. But if the cost of admission was to actually do a triathlon, I wasn’t at all sure that I was ready to pay that price.


I comforted myself with the knowledge that trends in fitness come and go. This whole triathlon craze was probably just a flash in the pan. After all, I remembered when step aerobics, Zumba, P90X, and kickboxing were all the rage. They were soon replaced with hot yoga, barre, TRX, and CrossFit. I was certain triathlon was just another passing fad. Like jeggings, extreme couponing, and ombre hair color, this too would pass.


But triathlons not only stuck, they snowballed. Turns out, my little New Jersey town was simply a microcosm of a far bigger phenomenon. In 2013, approximately 2.3 million Americans competed in a triathlon, representing an all-time high following a decade of unprecedented growth. In 2015, estimates were well over 4 million. Triathlon’s popularity has been on a meteoric rise across the nation and women have been leading the charge, representing more than half of the newcomers to the sport. Once an obscure sport for the elite, recreational and subelite triathlon participation is rising among youth, seniors, and women of all ages, sizes, fitness levels, and body types. In fact, it’s the female triathlete “weekend warriors” who are the driving force behind the sport’s overall growth.


Triathlons have become more than a one-off bucket list goal. More than a fitness fad, weight loss tool, pre-midlife, post-motherhood, or empty-nester rite of passage. Triathlons are a fitness regime turned passion. A dream turned lifestyle. A bona fide obsession. A new religion. A female revolution clad in spandex.


Although a slew of celebrities, like Jennifer Lopez, Teri Hatcher, Jillian Michaels, and America Ferrera, have been taking on triathlon, the real drivers of the sport’s burgeoning popularity are neither the rich and famous nor the elite pros.


A new breed of triathlete is taking the sport by storm. Women between the ages of 35 and 55 are flocking to this sport by the thousands. Most are not the sinewy, chiseled, competitive athletes featured on Nike commercials. The large majority actually look a lot like the regular people you see in the mall or a PTA meeting. They are the young mothers changing diapers and chasing toddlers, and the seasoned mothers chauffeuring their preteens to a million activities while juggling a career. They are the women working 60 to 70 hours a week, and the stay-at-home moms who put their career on pause. They are girls as young as 8 and women as old as 80. They have survived cancer, battled depression and anxiety, and lost spouses, mothers, fathers, and siblings. They have found sobriety, lost weight, let themselves go, and found themselves again. These women come to triathlons as new mothers, veteran mothers, and grandmothers. They may be single, married, widowed, or divorced. They may be out of shape, unable to swim, or recovering from a major injury or illness. They may be competitive collegiate athletes or self-proclaimed couch potatoes. They come filled with both anxiety and determination. They come in every age, shape, size, athletic experience, and fitness level, yet they all share some common bonds—the desire to do something slightly outrageous, to push themselves further, to face their fears, to dig deep and test their mettle. They are “ordinary” women who want nothing more and nothing less than to swim, bike, and run in between the heaps of laundry, the crying babies, the piles of dishes, and the long days at the office. They pledge their new fitness sorority insecure and daunted, but they emerge empowered and addicted. They are the newest faces of triathlon.


As I watched my own town’s triathlon club morph from a little spark into a blazing white-hot sun, I could no longer ignore the phenomenon occurring right before my eyes. Sure, it felt like the women in this town had lost their marbles, but it also felt like magic was happening.


Given my front-row seat to all of this, you might think I would be one of the first to catch the tri-bug. Yet, while tri-fever burned all around me, I remained largely immune. But although I had absolutely no desire to do a triathlon, my cerebral interest in the topic was piqued. The psychologist in me was fascinated by the seductive lure of triathlon among women. I was intrigued by the popularity and addictive nature of the sport, the personalities of the women who loved it, and the subculture they created. Mostly, I was curious to uncover the greater meaning triathlon held in their lives.


This book was born out of that curiosity. As I watched triathlon seduce hundreds of women around me, I wondered: What makes them so willing to invest their limited time and discretionary income into this sport? What makes them want to plunge into cold oceans and lakes, spend thousands of dollars on racing bikes, and get up to train before the sun even cracks the sky? After all, there were no cash prizes waiting for them at the end of the race, no date with Ryan Gosling or a brand new car. From what I could tell, there was nothing waiting at that finish line except immense exhaustion, high fives, and some Facebook bragging rights. And yet, clearly there was something that held these women captive and fed their passion. Whatever it was, I was determined to understand it. Even if it meant that I might have to do the unimaginable. Even if it meant that to truly understand their hearts, lives, and minds, I would (somewhat reluctantly) have to become one of them.
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SO IT BEGINS


We must be willing to get rid of the life we’ve planned so as to have the life that is waiting for us.


—JOSEPH CAMPBELL


I never thought I’d be writing a book about triathlons. But then, I also never thought I’d end up in South Jersey or find happiness again. Yet, here I am, happy in New Jersey and writing a book about a topic I didn’t even know existed until recently. Like most good things in life, it all just snuck up on me when I wasn’t looking.


Let’s start with an introduction. Meet me—well, the 2009 me. Back then I was a minivan-driving, harried, tired, out-of-shape wife of a busy executive and mother of four small children, trying to survive each day with sanity intact. I was a walking stereotype—that mom in stained yoga pants and messy ponytail, with too many kids to fit in the shopping cart, all of them sucking on bribery lollypops and dropping goldfish crackers in the aisles of Target. The one with a big diaper bag slung over her shoulder and even bigger bags under her eyes. The one who lived off three cups of coffee by day and a glass of red wine at night, who fantasized about when she could go back to bed the moment she opened her eyes in the morning. The one who was deep in the weeds, but if you asked her at any point if she was happy, she would say yes.


I was in my late thirties at the time, on hiatus from my professional life where I had worked in the field of psychology, and up to my elbows in children and mayhem in my new gig as a stay-at-home mom. My husband, Anthony, and I had recently moved to South Jersey, two hours away from friends, family, and my former career. I was in a new town making a new life with a new baby, a 2-year-old, and a 3-year-old. It was a deeply gratifying time of my life, but it was also physically exhausting and often emotionally draining. The physical nature of that stage of motherhood was all consuming, to the point where these little beings felt like extensions of my own body. I didn’t know where I began and they ended. My peanut gallery accompanied me everywhere from the grocery store to the gynecologist’s office. As the saying goes, I couldn’t even pee alone. Or shower alone. Or sleep alone. Or manage to have an uninterrupted thought in my head without some little being needing me desperately in some way, shape, or form.


Now, I did say I had four young children. Three were age 3 and under, and my eldest was 12 years old. However, her severe and multiple disabilities required round-the-clock supervision and total assistance for all self-care and basic needs. Unlike my other three, Carlie’s dependence on me would be always and forever. Her uncontrolled seizure disorder, autism, severe cognitive impairments, and scoliosis (along with her knack for getting into everything from her dirty diaper to the contents of the fridge at 4:00 a.m.) all kept me on my toes. Let’s just say that caring for my 12-year-old was akin to having 18-month-old triplets. At that point in my life, it was safe to say there was never, ever, a dull moment.


To save my sanity and make new friends after our move from northern to southern New Jersey (which, by the way, is like moving across state lines), I joined a few social groups where other moms mingled. A monthly book club was one of my favorite activities because it involved an assortment of mid-priced wines, chatter, chocolate, and no children. Oh, and occasionally discussing books.


In the winter of 2009, it was my turn to be book club hostess. Key responsibilities included selecting a book, downloading discussion questions from the Internet, engaging in the Sisyphean act of cleaning my house, and providing an array of finger foods and alcoholic beverages. I rushed through putting four kids to bed just as my company was ringing the doorbell, giving me scarcely a moment to remove my hair scrunchy, douse myself in hand sanitizer, and pull on a fresh shirt.


While it was stressful preparing for company in the midst of kiddie-palooza, once the evening got going and the wine started flowing, I collapsed in an oversized chair among friends who, by some black magic, had made it out of their homes showered, wearing clean, trendy clothes and makeup, with their hair blown dry. I was used to being the lone unwashed, raggedy woman in the mix, so I did a mental shoulder shrug and filled my wine glass. I knew one day I’d be out of the weeds, smelling like honeysuckle, wearing lip gloss and shaving my legs more than once a month. After all, as they say, the days are long but the years are short.


As the evening progressed, I relaxed even more and enjoyed talking about everything under the sun but the book. (Book club, as it turned out, was less of a deep literary discussion and more about legitimizing a night of drinking and laughing with friends until 1:00 a.m.) It was that night, right there in my family room, when I heard the word “triathlon” for the first time in forever.


Lydia DelRosso started the tri-talk. That figured, because Lydia was the person in our group who usually said something completely random, hilarious, shocking, or a combination of all three. That’s why we loved her.


“So, I’m training to do a triathlon,” she announced, smiling broadly over the rim of her wine glass. Heather S., the group’s southern belle, squealed in delight. Heather was a marathoner and started every morning at the gym, so her enthusiasm made sense. The rest of us furrowed our brows. “Wait, what’s a triathlon again?” I asked. I had a vague recollection but couldn’t remember the specifics. All I knew was this: It involved three sports and you’d never catch me doing one.


Lydia explained the event she was training for, which involved swimming in a river, biking, and then running some number of miles that made our mouths hang open in shock. Who on earth would sign up to do all of that? On purpose? I listened politely with some feigned interest, but honestly, I couldn’t wait to change the subject to something that wasn’t about fitness classes, gyms, or working out. I guess you could say I wasn’t interested in sports. Well, except air hockey. That was pretty fun, as was the unofficial collegiate sport of beer pong. Now, that takes some mad skills.


“It’s a sprint tri,” Lydia continued, as if (1) we knew what that was and (2) it made any of it sound less ridiculous. “So, it’s short.”


Oh, sure, the short kind, I laughed to myself, stifling a smirk as I took another sip of wine.


“And it’s SheROX, so it’s all women.” I had no idea what SheROX was, but the fact that it was all women didn’t necessarily make it sound any easier or better.


“It’s going to be fun! I’m obsessed!” Lydia gushed. “Plus, the outfits are cute. I’m already planning what I’m going to wear when I cross the finish line.” We burst into collective laughter because we all knew Lydia’s love of style would be present even when she was swimming in a dirty river and sweating her ass off on a bike and run. Between her love of working out and her terrific fashion sense, this triathlon thing seemed a perfect match.


I believe that every human has a finite number of heartbeats. I don’t intend to waste any of mine running around doing exercises.


—NEIL ARMSTRONG


Each time I saw Lydia after that, she filled me in on her new endeavor, eyes sparkling with excitement. She described buying her new road bike with shoes that clipped into the pedals, shopping for tri-wear, and stocking her kitchen with “recovery smoothies.” She was most excited about finding three other women who were also into triathlons. As far as I was concerned, she was lucky to have found even one partner in crime. I didn’t know who these ladies were, but I was a little surprised anyone else would willingly agree to this nonsense, cute outfits or not.


Yet, as I listened to her enthusiasm over the next several months, I allowed myself to consider it. It’s only natural to at least consider something when a friend is on such a giddy high about it. Perhaps there was something fun about doing a triathlon, perhaps something compelling in the challenge. I searched my soul for any inkling of interest. Something . . . anything?


Nada. Zilch. Zip.


Some people have a love-hate relationship with exercise. My relationship with exercise was much less labile. I simply hated it. Well, hate might be a strong word. Loathe would be stronger and more accurate. I loathed running, loathed the gym, loathed fitness classes and treadmills, and even loathed wearing anything Lycra. I did have a gym membership and used it off and on (mostly off), but forcing myself to go felt like a form of water boarding. I generally steered clear of all things athletic, my definition of which was breaking a light sweat on level 2 of the Stairmaster or hiding in the back of a Pilates class. Every once in a while, I’d dig a little deeper to try to lose the baby weight I had accumulated after each of my four pregnancies. But those half-hearted attempts at exercise never really worked, which made me loathe exercise even more because, ultimately, it duped me. So, I’d give up and resume the junky diet and exercise-free lifestyle to which I had grown accustomed.


“You used to be a cross-country runner,” my father would remind me when I joked about how winded I felt chasing my toddlers around the yard. What he failed to remember was that was 200 years ago, and that I was never really good at it. What I failed to tell him was that I had done it to make him happy, not me.


Even if I had a modicum of interest in triathlons (which I did not) the whole thing sounded far too difficult. There were these small stumbling blocks:


       1.  I hated running, in case you didn’t catch that.


       2.  I didn’t own a bike and wasn’t planning on forking over hundreds of dollars for one.


       3.  I couldn’t swim, and even if I learned how to swim, there was no way in hell I would be capable of swimming a quarter of a mile. But, the most important detail of all was . . .


       4.  I felt a surge of raw, primal panic at the mere thought of bobbing around in any type of lake or river. Forget the ocean. I saw Jaws during a very impressionable time in my youth. It ruined me for the ocean. It ruined me for waterskiing and skinny-dipping and sailing and going past mid-shin in the breaking waves. I’ve even had to remind myself that there are no sharks in lakes. Or my bathtub.


So, no swimming. No open water. Ever. Anyway, the whole thing sounded way too hard for a normal person. Which begged the question—why would anyone bother to do it?
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A TRI IS BORN


If God invented marathons to keep people from doing anything more stupid, then triathlon must have taken Him completely by surprise.


—P. Z. PEARCE


Triathlons are indeed difficult, but that seems to be the whole point. The appeal is the challenge; the challenge is the appeal. Certainly, no one was thinking of taking it easy on the few brave souls who stepped up to that original triathlon decades ago. That’s right, just decades. Triathlon is a relatively young sport, or at least the Americanized version with which we are familiar today.


Every sport has a backstory, and triathlon’s is certainly an interesting one. The story of triathlon not only explains the genesis of the sport but also reveals a great deal about its tribe. Ultimately, triathlon is more than a sport, more than a race. It’s a distinct subculture that attracts a unique breed of individuals.


PARISIAN ROOTS


Triathlon’s roots date back to 1902, when a race held in France strung together three events—running, cycling, and canoeing. (If you are thinking that canoeing seems random, I agree. Yet, if canoeing were still replacing the swim today, I’d be much more inclined to do it.) From that canoe-bike-run evolved a three-pronged race called, quite simply, “Les Trois Sports.” It was most commonly advertised as a 3-km run, a 12-km bike, and a swim of an undocumented length across the channel Marne. Les Trois Sports remained relatively popular in certain regions of France throughout the 1920s and 1930s before it fizzled out.


Despite triathlon’s roots, it’s not the French who are given credit for originating the modern-day triathlon. That very first race officially occurred on American soil . . . or, should I say, sand. The inaugural swim-bike-run took place on September 25, 1974, in Mission Bay, California.


MISSION TRI


In the early 1970s, multisport events were obscure to nonexistent. But, one sport was all the rage—running. Avid runners congregated in their satiny running shorts, tube socks, and thick terrycloth sweatbands and organized themselves into various running clubs. These clubs gave men and women an opportunity to run together, socialize, and enjoy the spirit of competition by participating in locally organized races. One popular running club on the West Coast (still going strong today) was the San Diego Track Club. One of its members, Jack Johnstone, is credited with brainstorming a multisport event that would become the first triathlon.


Jack was both a distance runner and a college swimmer, so naturally he wanted to design an event that would showcase his two talents. He had competed in a few biathlons, a new race at the time that combined a 4-mile run with a 200-yard swim. The swim-run biathlon debuted in 1972 as the first documented multisport held in America. (Today that race is known as a Splash and Dash or an Aquathon to avoid confusion with the Olympic Biathlon, a sport dating back to 1958 that combines cross-country skiing and target shooting.)


Inspired by his biathlon experience, Jack pitched a similar event to the San Diego Track Club’s calendar chairman, Bill Stock. It turned out that another club member, Don Shanahan, was concurrently pitching his own idea for a multisport race. As the story goes, Bill Stock asked these two guys to collaborate and design one multisport race because he didn’t want too many “weird” races appearing on the schedule. Don had taken up cycling because of an injury and suggested adding a cycling component to the swim and run. Reportedly, Jack was uncertain about adding a bike leg as bicycling wasn’t a very popular sport at the time. But the verdict was some version of “What the heck, let’s go for it.”


From there, these two guys who had never directed a race in their lives got the Mission Bay Triathlon onto the San Diego Track Club calendar. Scheduled for a random Wednesday evening with two weeks’ notice, the ad simply stated: “Run, Cycle, Swim: Triathlon Set for 25th.” Little information about the race was included, other than the instruction to “bring your own bike” (just in case that wasn’t obvious). The entry fee? A dollar.


Technically speaking, the Mission Bay Triathlon was more of a run-bike-swim-run-swim-run consisting of 6 total miles of running (broken up), 5 miles of continuous biking, and 500 total yards of swimming (also broken up). The race started out with a 3-mile run and then a bike loop of about 5 miles on Fiesta Island; followed by a 250-yard swim from the island to the mainland shore, a second leg of running down the coastline, a second swim leg across a little lagoon, another short run and short swim; and ended with a final crawl up a steep bank. Since there were no transition areas between each leg of the triathlon, volunteers collected the sneakers left along the shore after the swim portions and transported them in plastic baggies so they were waiting for the next leg of the run.


Unlike in today’s triathlons, the swim was toward the end of the event. Since most participants were slower swimmers and the race didn’t begin until evening, many ended up swimming in the dark. As an impromptu solution to the problem of nightfall, Jack and Don gathered some cars together to shine their headlights on the water and finish line for the final racers.


Surprisingly, this new, local, wacky event had a decent turnout. Word of mouth in a tight-knit community of avid runners and endurance athletes seemed to do the trick. Forty-six eager men and women showed up on September 25, 1974, to the relief of the race directors who worried that the bike leg would reduce the race’s credibility, the short notice would not reach enough competitors, and the weeknight would deter participation.


Some of the racers had previous biathlon experience. Others were runners but weak swimmers. Because cycling was not in vogue, most didn’t even own a bike, let alone cycle for exercise. The majority of the bikes used in the race were borrowed three-speeds and beach cruisers. A basic 10-speed Volkcycle was reportedly the fanciest bike there. But, the playing field was leveled by the fact that no one had any prior triathlon experience. As this was the very first triathlon ever, no one was a triathlete. No one knew how to train for one. There were no books to read, no YouTube videos to watch, no tri-clubs or coaches or online communities to learn from. In fact, the term “triathlon” didn’t even officially exist. As one story tells it, when Jack Johnstone ordered the trophies, the engravers called and asked how to spell “triathlon.” Apparently, they could not find it in any dictionary. Jack winged it, using the spellings of “pentathlon” and “decathlon” as his guide.


The race was considered a success, despite some logistical challenges that can be chalked up to inexperience and a limited budget. The winner was 44-year-old Bill Phillips, who finished with a time of 55:44. Of the 10 women racing that evening, Eileen Water was the first female to cross the finish line—the very first female finisher of the very first triathlon—placing 23rd overall with a time of 71:43.


After the race, it’s said that almost everyone went out for pizza and agreed that it was all great fun. Triathlon’s initial success was not so much about the race but about the positive vibe and enthusiasm of the people involved. Without the passion, adventurous spirit, and camaraderie of that original group, that first triathlon might well have been the last.


The Mission Bay Triathlon attracted a certain type of personality. It beckoned to them with the promise of a challenge that they could no longer find in their single sport of choice. This was certainly the case for US Navy officer John Collins; his wife, Judy; and their two children, 13-year-old Michael and 12-year-old Kristin. The whole Collins family participated in the Mission Bay Triathlon and loved it. Their experience stayed with them and ended up inspiring another race, years later, that would put triathlon on a worldwide stage.


Sometimes the road less traveled is less traveled for a reason.


—JERRY SEINFELD


FORGING IRON


Some time after competing in the Mission Bay Triathlon, officer John Collins received his orders to transfer to Hawaii. The Collins family were very athletic and had a long history of involvement in sports and races. So, naturally, they hooked up with a community of endurance runners and swimmers once they relocated. And, naturally, they participated in two of the most challenging endurance events Hawaii offered—the Honolulu Marathon and the Waikiki Rough Water Swim.


The most well-known version of the Ironman story goes like this: John and Judy attended the awards banquet for the Oahu Perimeter Run one evening, and John and his military buddies started arguing about who was the better athlete—the swimmer, the cyclist, or the runner. This animated debate ended in a friendly bet. They decided the only way to settle the argument was to hold a race that put all three athletes to the test. However, there have been several interviews in which Judy and John make some important amendments to the story. In one article, Judy’s version clarifies that there wasn’t an actual wager. Instead, it was more like a few military buddies who, in her words, were “middle-aged and slow,” trying to design an event in which they could beat the really fast people. As they brainstormed this new type of race at the banquet, some lively conversation ensued about whether runners or swimmers were the better athletes. Apparently, when John referenced something he read about a champion cyclist who had “the highest oxygen intake,” that got the gang riled up. All that talk about swimming, biking, and running reminded John of the good time he had had at the Mission Bay Triathlon in California. So he proposed a race that would put swimmers, bikers, and runners to the ultimate test. This gang of passionate endurance athletes thought it was a great idea. But how would they do it? Easy. Just combine three of the largest endurance races in Hawaii at the time: the Waikiki Rough Water Swim, the Oahu Bike Race, and the Honolulu Marathon. The obvious conclusion!


Once the idea was hatched, John apparently didn’t need any time to sleep on it. He announced his race idea over the microphone right there at the banquet. To John’s credit, he didn’t wake up the next day backpedaling. Those who egged him on that night hadn’t lost interest either. The race was on. Now, it just needed a name. That name came from John Collins’s historic quote: “Whoever finishes first, we’ll call him the Ironman.”


However, the name “Ironman” (and even the term “triathlon”) took a while to stick. The “three-part thing,” as most people called it, was set to take place on the island of Oahu. It began with a swim of 2.4 miles (the distance of the Waikiki Rough Water Swim), continued with a bike race of 112 miles (a few miles shy of the 116-mile Oahu Bike Race, which circumnavigated the island), and ended with a full marathon of 26.2 miles (the distance of the Honolulu Marathon). These three continuous events added up to a grand total of 140.6 miles. And this was 140.6 miles in some of the most challenging race conditions you could conjure. The Waikiki Rough Water Swim was aptly named; no further explanation was needed. Following that death-defying swim, exhausted athletes would bike and run for over 100 miles in the beautiful yet treacherous island terrain, contending with extreme heat, unrelenting steep hills, and terrific crosswinds.


On February 18, 1978, the day of the big “three-part thing,” a whopping 18 people showed up to compete. A marketing budget of nil coupled with the obscurity of this new event weren’t working in Ironman’s favor. I would imagine most were rightfully daunted and chose self-preservation over adventure. Of those 18 registered competitors, three backed out that morning, leaving 15 Ironman pioneers. John Collins passed out some papers on the beach that explained the rules. At the bottom of the last page was a simple proclamation: “Swim 2.4 miles, ride 112, run 26.2, brag for the rest of your life.” Unlike the hefty purse that can be won today, bragging rights, a T-shirt silk-screened by Collins in his garage, and a statue made of literal nuts and bolts were the only swag. Not too shabby for a $5.00 entry fee.


The men on the beach were certainly brave. They also possessed physical strength and athletic ability. Yet, what really seemed to distinguish them from the general public were their personalities. Competitive and daring, these guys didn’t seem the type to back down from a thrill or worry too much about all the “what ifs.”


Among the motley crew were Herculean exercise junkies like Gordon Haller and strong endurance athletes like Tom Warren and John Dunbar. There were also colorful characters like Ken Shirk, a.k.a. Cowman, who wore a cow-horned headpiece throughout the race. (He was ahead of his time with the whole personal branding thing.) Then, there were those who were a tad ill-prepared. One competitor was barely able to tread water. Another had borrowed a bike and learned how to ride it less than 24 hours before the race. Another had to scramble to borrow a pair of shorts after emerging from the swim because, I guess, he forgot his. All that seems pretty hilarious when you think about the high-tech expensive gear and equipment that triathletes have today and the race preparation they do. Back in the day, there were no premier carbon road bikes with clip-in pedals, aerobars, and tiny handlebar computers. No energy drinks, energy gels, body glide, and Kinesio tape. No moisture-wicking fabrics, compression socks, and tri-suits. No Garmin watches, triathlon coaches, and training manuals. People just showed up in their 1970s Speedos and brought along a ragtag bike, a pair of goggles, basic running shoes, and a cotton T-shirt and shorts for the bike and run (or just went shirtless). Maybe they ate an orange and a bagel for breakfast before hitting the race, and little else (including water, as there were no water stations along the way) during the 11 to 24 hours it took to finish. It was nothing like the finely tuned machine you see today. Back in the day, it was a bona fide, hard-core, pure grit adventure. It’s a wonder anyone finished. Or survived.


Only 12 of the 15 competitors who started the race that morning finished the inaugural Ironman. Two quit, and the other crashed his bike. Miraculously, no one was hospitalized, which was astonishing given that most were not properly trained, hydrated, nourished, or competing with the kind of safety measures and knowledge we have in place today. With no real aid stations along the course, dehydration was a serious problem. Competitors provided their own water, and when that supply ran dry there weren’t many opportunities to hydrate. One racer reportedly ran into a McDonald’s to grab a soda along the marathon route. Some of the locals took pity and offered sustenance to the fatigued souls staggering through town. John Collins (who was both race director and competitor) was offered a bowl of chili and a beer by a local spectator. John Dunbar, who was vying for the win, ran out of water during the marathon leg. All his crew had were two beers, which Dunbar gulped down. This proved to be his undoing. To his credit, he still managed to place second, even while staggering into parked cars, incoherent and drunk. Apparently, severely dehydrated people should not drink alcohol.


It wasn’t a pro athlete who won the first Ironman. It was a 28-year-old taxi driver named Gordon Haller. He won, even after emerging from the ocean swim 20 minutes behind John Dunbar, showering and changing in a nearby hotel after the swim, and switching bikes midway through the bike course. He was the very first Ironman, finishing with a time of 11 hours, 46 minutes, and 58 seconds. Without the 17-hour cut-off enforced today, some racers continued straight through the night, finishing after sunrise. Even in this very first race, the tone was set. Ironmen don’t quit. (Well, except for those two guys who quit.)


At this point you might be thinking: Isn’t this book supposed to be about women in triathlon? Why are we only hearing about the dudes? Well, there were no women at that first Ironman. They weren’t prohibited or discouraged; they just didn’t sign up.


But fear not. There would be a second Ironman (despite the modest turnout for the first), and there would be a woman.


There are far better things ahead than any we leave behind.


—C. S. LEWIS


IRONMAN, THE SEQUEL


The weather was exceptionally dicey on the morning of the second Ironman, causing the race to be postponed one day. Unfortunately, the weather still sucked the following day. That small detail did little to dissuade the participants. Many of the original cast from Ironman I came out for Ironman II. There was John Dunbar (the previous year’s second-place finisher, who’d accidentally become inebriated during the marathon), who this time arrived not in an expensive streamlined tri-suit but in a hand-sewn Superman costume, hell-bent on beating his nemesis Gordon Haller. There was Cowman dressed in caveman pants and his signature cow-horned hat. These regulars were joined by several newbies for a grand total of 28 racers—27 men and one badass woman.


The conditions were more dangerous than usual, thanks to a storm that had dumped 5 feet of rain the week prior. The ocean was choppy and roiling with 6-foot waves, and 40-mph winds pummeling the shore. When the rescue boats couldn’t even get out into the water, the race directors had to make an executive decision. They had already postponed the race from Saturday to Sunday, so the only thing left to do was cancel or continue. They deferred to the athletes.


Of the 28 racers, 15 decided to brave the conditions and just go for it. Among them was 27-year-old Lyn Lemaire—who was the very first female Ironman competitor.


The 1979 Ironman went a lot like the first, with the extra bonus of a perilous ocean swim that whooped everyone’s ass. Despite the long-anticipated rematch between rivals Dunbar and Haller, it was a dark horse who clinched the Ironman title that year. San Diego bar owner Tom Warren became the new Ironman, finishing in 11 hours, 15 minutes, and 56 seconds to the cheers of about 20 spectators. He had been stung by a jellyfish, was half blind from the saltwater, and apparently ate merely a roll and an orange the entire day. Dunbar, second place once again, finished 48 minutes later.


Lyn Lemaire had been holding second during the bike leg. I don’t mean second female. Remember, she was the only female in the race. I mean second overall. That woman was lightning on a bike (she held the American women’s 25-mile cycling record at the time). Lyn finished in fifth place overall with a time of 12 hours and 55 minutes.


Only 12 competitors finished that year’s race. Three dropped out due to injuries and mishaps. The last runner finished at 8:30 a.m. the following morning, to the cheers of one proud father. That proud father was John Collins, who waited straight through the night for his 16-year-old son, Mike, to become an Ironman.


Ironman might have remained an unconventional, maverick race with a small cult-like following, but as luck would have it, Sports Illustrated journalist Barry McDermott happened to be in Hawaii covering a popular golf event at the same time. While there, he stumbled upon the Ironman when he heard some talk at a local bar the night before. His curiosity piqued, McDermott showed up race morning to see the shenanigans. Like most people witnessing such a mind-boggling concoction of three challenging sports, he was enthralled with both the race itself and the colorful people drawn to it. He introduced the country to triathlon, and the incredible people who tackled it, when his iconic article appeared in Sports Illustrated on May 14, 1979. It was titled simply “Ironman.”


Thanks to the free advertisement in Sports Illustrated, the third Ironman welcomed 108 competitors from various countries in 1980, an almost 10-fold increase in participation. That year also saw two big changes. One was that the race moved from the island of Oahu to Hawaii, the Big Island. The second was that ABC’s Wide World of Sports began its national broadcast of the Ironman, bringing the little-known sport into the living rooms of millions of viewers. The spotlight was suddenly shining on triathlon, though it was still far from mainstream. Also, when people thought of triathlon, they thought of the Ironman, a race reserved for a small subset of the population. The extreme amount of training, sacrifice, and athleticism necessary to compete in a race of that distance made triathlons interesting to watch but virtually unattainable for the average person.


But that would soon change.




 


 


 


PROFILE: ANDREA PEET


 


STILL TIME


“I just decided early on that I could be really depressed about this or I could live my life and make something positive about this crappy situation.”


ANDREA PEET was the last competitor to cross the finish line of the Ramblin’ Rose Sprint Triathlon, nearly an hour after the second-to-last competitor finished. Assisted by two trekking poles and the supportive arms of both her best friend and her husband, she approached the finisher’s chute expecting it to be pretty desolate. Instead, it was lined with nearly 100 people cheering and teary-eyed as Queen’s “We Are the Champions” blared over the loudspeaker. They had heard Andrea’s story and stuck around to cheer this strong and courageous woman home.


[image: image]


Andrea was a young professional just out of graduate school, living in Washington, D.C., when she took up running. “I never went to the gym growing up or was active in sports,” she says. When Andrea discovered running in the spring of 2010, she enjoyed the ability to explore the city, relieve stress, and get in shape. Running also allowed her to set goals, and as a Type A person, she was pretty goal-oriented. First, she trained for an 8K and then worked her way up to a marathon. When someone told her about triathlon, she thought it sounded fun. “I liked big goals and big challenges,” says Andrea, so “triathlon” was added to her list. In the fall of 2011, she checked that box and quickly signed up for several more races over the next two seasons.


“In 2013, I decided I needed more balance in life. So, that translated into a half-Ironman,” Andrea laughs. “It was a great experience.” Although her race went well, her body didn’t seem to want to recover. “I was tripping over my toes,” she says. “I also noticed when I was walking, my hamstrings were really tight. . . . I thought it was a race injury.” Andrea consulted a physical therapist who seemed confused by her level of muscle weakness, given that she had just successfully done five triathlons, including a half-Ironman, that year alone. When Andrea raced a portion of a marathon as part of a relay team in November 2013, she was surprised at how often she had to stop and walk, particularly on the downhills where she felt she was falling uncontrollably forward.
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