Hawaiian Ironman revisited - 10 October 2009
Charles Coville

"It's Kona. You can come here and have the best race of your life and come 9th, or have an average day and come 3rd. You never know what you're going to get. You can mentally prepare to a certain extent that it's going to be really hot and really hard, but experiencing it is something different. You can't really simulate the conditions anywhere. But you never know what you're going to get out there, where the tailwinds or the headwinds or the crosswinds will be, how the bike course is going to play out. It's always something different." 

These are the profound words of 2008 5th placed Linsey Corbin. 
The 31st Ford Ironman World Championship in Kona, Hawaii on Saturday 10 October 2009 epitomised Corbin’s description. Strong winds, near 100% humidity and temperatures ranging from 35 to almost 50 degrees made for one of the hottest Ironman (IM) races in recent years. 
The world’s best professional and age-group triathletes struggled through the challenging conditions at Kona on the big island of Hawaii, with ‘did not finish’es (DNF) recorded not only by Corbin, three times Australian IM winner Patrick Vernay and Australian IM stalwart Belinda Grainger, but also previous Kona winners Michellie Jones, Natascha Badmann, Tim DeBoom and Norman Stadler. For the professional group, the logic often follows that after a bad session, usually the bike leg, their race is over and it’s best to save themselves for another day. 20% of professionals were DNF’s. The age group qualifiers think differently however, knowing that that they have qualified for a highly competitive spot and that the opportunity to compete in Kona again is limited and there may not be another day in the sun. (There are 200 lottery spots plus 1,600 spots assigned to 22 qualifying races around the world, spread across the professionals and age groups pro rata based on the number of entrants in each age group.)
For the age-groupers, it’s a case of ‘when the going gets tough, the tough get going’. There were only 7% DNF’s in this category.
Despite the extreme conditions, there were some incredible performances on the day. Aussie Craig Alexander from Cronulla took the lead a few kilometres from the finish to win his second successive title in 8h20m, clocking 2h48m in the marathon. First time marathon runner and IM competitor, Brisbane’s Mirinda Carfrae, ran a phenomenal record-breaking 2h56m51s in the marathon to break the female run record and place second. But the performance of the day went to the enigmatic, popular and humble Chrissie Wellington from England who won her 3rd Kona IM (her 8th IM from eight starts). Her time of 8h54m02s broke the previous record set in 1992 by eight times winner Paula Newby-Fraser. Chrissie’s time placed her 23rd overall.  
Chrissie’s performance in Kona and previously has led to speculation that one day she will finish in the top 10 overall.  She beat her nearest competitor by 20 minutes, and has yet to be pushed to the finish. 

My race did not fall into one of the incredible performances of the day. After my 12h37m Kona debut in 2007, my sights were set on a personal best for 2009. I felt positive, as despite the climatic conditions, I was the best prepared that I had ever been for an IM. My 16-week training program had progressed like clockwork and a successful result at the shorter Olympic Distance World Championships on the Gold Coast four weeks earlier had boosted my confidence. My weekly training averages were: swim 8.5 km, bike 180 km and run 45 km. This equated to 15 hours per week, peaking at 17 hours for three weeks. By comparison Craig Alexander’s training regimen was swim 20 km, bike 800 km and run 120 km.
Race day started on a sour note. Although bikes are checked in the day before, on race morning, half an hour before the swim start, I noticed that I had a flat rear tyre.  The bike mechanic assured me that my tube would be replaced during the swim and that I would transition to a bike ready to race afterwards. 
The 3.8k swim in Kailua Bay is considered the most emotionally charged mass swim start in the sport, thanks to TV helicopters, enthusiastic spectators and the sun rising over Hualalai Volcano. Although not the pounding surf I had experienced in the Cronulla Olympic Distance triathlon swim earlier in the year, the bay was not quiet and placid as it had been in the days before the race.  As a result, most swimmers swam slower than expected and my 1h33m time (30th position out of 49) was one minute slower than in 2007. 
After shedding my new Blueseventy lycra sleeveless swimskin in transition to reveal my racing blue and white tri suit, the ever-friendly volunteers smeared any exposed parts of my body with a thick layer of block-out.  The bike mechanic was as good as his word and my bike was ready to ride with two fully-functional tyres! 
There is a small loop and a few inclines to negotiate along Kuakini Highway in town before the road heads north along the hot and exposed Queen Kaahumanu Highway into the notorious lava fields en route to the turnaround at Hawi. Kona IM is not spectator-friendly, and once out of town there are only small pockets of spectator-friendly vantage points due to road closures. There are, however, aid stations every seven miles (I had to apply the mental 1.6 multiplication to convert to km!) and they serve as the target oasis during the ride. It’s a surreal experience to cycle for 40 km along a lonely, long and relatively flat bitumen road to suddenly be confronted by two sets of traffic lights in the middle of the desolate black lava fields! The lights signify the intersection at Waikoloa that lead you to upmarket holiday resorts and golf courses on the coast, bizarrely nestled in the midst of the moonlike landscape of the lava fields.
The ride is exposed to intense trade winds that buffet much of the exposed western and northern coast. The winds were gentle as I began the 18 mile bike climb from Kawaihae to Hawi at the top of the island. I heard the local volunteers (manning the aid stations) reassuring competitors that it was not going to be a windy day. In 2007 there were strong blustery winds climbing to Hawi which thereafter abated. While there was some wind this time around (there always is on the road to Hawi) it gave me confidence that the return leg would not be a struggle. Three days before I had cycled to Waikoloa at midday to acclimatise, and had averaged 29km/h on the homeward leg. I reasoned that 29km/h was again achievable and would set me up for a solid PB on the bike. I enthusiastically picked up my needs bag (personal nutrition bag of Endura Hydration and GU carbohydrate chomps) at Hawi and felt decidedly upbeat as I took off on the long undulating descent to Kawaihae. However my shoulders and lower back were beginning to ache from the uncomfortable but aerodynamic position on the areobars. 

It was now approaching midday and the unrelenting heat was increasing. 
The locals got it wrong. The wind sprung up and instead of travelling in excess of 29km/h, I was struggling to maintain 20km/h with 60km to go. My feet felt like they were on fire inside my cycle shoes and mentally I had to fight off feelings of despondency as the distance between each seven mile aid station seemed to take longer and longer. The ritual was the same. First discard my empty drink bottle on approach to aid station (I carried three drink bottles on my bike), second, collect a fresh drink bottle of water from volunteers (all without stopping) and pour over head, discard, third, collect a Gatorade bottle and place on bike, grab a banana, PowerBar or PowerGel and place in small bag on the frame of bike then finally collect another bottle of water on exiting the aid station and settle in for another seven long miles into the wind until the next oasis.
“This wind is very humbling, isn’t it?” was the rhetoric question in an English accent from a rider who drew up alongside me. The young female triathlete in the red, white and blue colours of her country smiled as she passed me. I smiled back and replied “It’s a humbling race”. At least she did not question the results of the recent cricket Ashes series. I backed off four bike lengths from her, the minimum to avoid a time penalty as drafting is illegal; one must confront the wind on one’s own.  
The line of palm trees, fronds swaying in wind, on the road from the Queen K Highway to Kona International Airport is a welcome sight – sign-posting that the lava fields are almost at an end and that the start of the marathon is less than 20 minutes away. As I entered the dismount section in the bike transition area, my time of 6h44m (24th position) for the 180k ride was 10 minutes slower than 2007. I was no longer concerned about my time but more focused on getting my legs used to the idea of being on terra firma. There was a feeling of great relief as I removed my cycle shoes finally easing the discomfort on my feet! 
And then the marathon. 

The five km run along Ali’i Drive to the turn around at Kahalu’u Beach Park is next to the ocean and along a reasonably flat road, where the air is still and the humidity intense. I slotted into a comfortable 5.15km/min pace. When I was passed by a fellow age-grouper from Florida, USA I endeavoured to slot in behind him and increase my pace marginally. Although he did slowly move away from me I was dismayed to note that I had dropped 15secs/mile when I thought that I had been speeding up.  Once again I became despondent. Coming into town and seeing my wife Maureen attired in her green and yellow “Team Coville” polo shirt buoyed my spirits, but this was short-lived as the climb up Hualalai and then Palani Roads reduced my pace substantially.
I was struggling big time. 
I felt flat and the heat was starting to affect my stamina. As I turned onto the Queen K Highway to head out over part of the exposed bike course to the infamous inferno of the National Energy Laboratory, I felt that I had hit the ‘marathon wall’, albeit at 10km rather than the traditional 32km. My energy levels were approaching empty and I still had over three hours of running ahead. It was going to be a long tough day.  

‘And we do this for fun?’ I wryly contemplated.  

‘Character building!’ was my silent response- not that I needed it at my age!
Feeling down and out is one thing, but being passed by those you had passed earlier on the bike or on the run is totally demoralising. My day seemed to be getting harder and harder.  Just as had happened on the bike, so too on the run: the one mile apart aid stations seemed to get further and further apart. 
‘I have never seen so many triathletes walk in an Ironman race’ commented a 40-44 age grouper from Switzerland. ‘And to think that these are the best endurance athletes in the world’. I was down to almost an 8min/km pace and I was not even walking, it’s called the ‘marathon shuffle’. 
As I entered the road to the National Energy Laboratory, the sun finally set over the horizon on the Pacific Ocean and the bright orange sky heralded a new beginning. A breeze came up and the air cooled for the first time. I ran alongside a competitor from Chicago and was able to increase the pace, albeit only marginally. Running under the Ford Message Tunnel I looked up to see Maureen’s digital message, recorded at the Expo earlier in the week, flash before me: “Charles Coville # 328 Go the Silver Fox”. The message provided the first personal touch since leaving Kona over three hours earlier, and my deflated spirits lifted a notch. Only 10k to go, the distance of a Sydney Striders Saturday morning road race. A simple concept to visualise. 
The time was 7pm and I had been racing for 12 hours. It was pitch black and the only light was either from the compulsory safety fluoro necklaces worn by runners or from the next aid station in the distance. Enthusiastic volunteers shouted out encouragement and their cheers competed with the sound of pulsating rock music at each aid station. I managed to again slowly pick up the pace as I knew the end was in sight and I was now running on adrenaline.

“So where did you qualify” I asked my American running partner as we approached the second last aid station.
 “Did not qualify via an IM race. Bought my entry via eBay” was his reply. There are only five eBay spots for Kona, controlled by IM, with all proceeds going to charity. “$US 35,000” was his reply to my obvious question. And I only paid US$550 to feel like this!
On the run along the greatest finish line in the world, Ali’i Drive, a cheering and supportive Maureen gave me an Aussie flag.  Loud motivational rock music played, and there was a Tour de France style wall to wall of cheering spectators in a finish chute, assembled as if just for me. There was no one around me. I felt like a solo entertainer on stage under the spotlight. This was to be my moment of glory. And then the voice I had dreamt of since qualifying in April, Mike Reilly’s,

“Charles Coville from Sydney Australia, you are an Ironman”. 

I had run 4h59m for my marathon and finished in 13h28m for 20th position in my age group out of 49 starters. My time was 1h55m slower than my qualifying IM race in Port Macquarie in April. 
My IM journey has been an amazing experience. It rates alongside my other sporting highlight – the 650 km 13 day kayak down the Orange River on South Africa’s northern border with Namibia.
In 1994 a new challenge outside of running was contemplated after 27 years of competitive running.  As I could not swim, had a fear of water due to almost drowning in a kayak accident, and not owning a bike, the triathlon seemed a logical alternative. After successfully negotiating the short course Nepean Triathlon, a Half Ironman was the next goal. In 1997 at the Forster Half IM there were 42 competitors in my age group. I achieved 41st in the swim, 40th on the bike and 3rd in the run and knew which disciplines I had to improve on. 
An IM seemed to be the next logical goal but I needed time to build up the strength required for this endurance event. I tackled my second Half IM 5 years later in 2002. The Forster IM (the predecessor to Port Macquarie IM) required qualification via a Half IM (which I would not have achieved in 1997). At my second Forster Half IM in 2002, I again finished below the available spots to IM, but due to finishers above me having already pre-qualified, I secured a spot to via the “rolldown” procedure. I had sneaked in.
My IM era had just commenced. I came 46th out of 77 in 2003 and then 6th in 2005. It was only in 2006 when I came 4th with 2 spots to Kona on offer that I believed for the first time that an Hawaiian IM was a possibility. There were 3 Kona spots on offer in 2007 and getting off the bike in 10th position required me to run the perfect marathon to make it to the Hawaiian lava fields. I moved into 3rd place with only a few kms to go and secured my spot by just over 2 minutes. I took a break from IM in 2008 and decided to farewell IM in my new 60 - 64 age group in 2009. With my first IM age group victory in April 2009 at Port Macquarie my IM journey was now complete but with an added bonus; one last Kona race. 

I dared to dream in 2007 and undertake an enormous training commitment. I had fantastic support from Maureen, family, friends, training partners (especially Mark Fiore), physios and masseurs. Thank you. 
I have lived the dream and achieved my IM goals. It is time to move on from Ironman. 

MAHALO KONA and IRONMAN !

