Race Report: Ironman Lake Placid 2009

By: Steve Murray
The one thing that stuck out in my mind after I finished the Lake Placid Ironman (my second Ironman), was that even though all the races are the same distance, there is nothing that feels similar between them. Every aspect of this race felt unfamiliar.

The Lake Placid Ironman course was completely different in comparison to Ironman Florida. The swim was in a beautiful (albeit cold lake) with a convenient underwater wire that connected the buoys. If you were lucky enough to swim over top of the wire you could see it, which allowed you to swim straight and thereby providing a huge time advantage. But getting over top of this wire is the trick, because 2,500 other athletes have the same idea. The bike is on a two loop hilly course, with one decent that lasts forever. The marathon was also challenging with some crazy hills leading through town, for everybody to see you at your worst.

The morning start did feel a little familiar. After leaving my campsite post a restless night, I made my way to the transition tent and moved slowly through the different prep stages before the long walk to the lake. The previous year’s race started with rain and it didn’t stop for 12 hours. I watched that race from the sidelines and thought that I was pretty lucky not to be racing in that weather. I also thought the chances of the same thing happening the following year for my Lake Placid race, would be highly unlikely. 

Well, it was my turn now. I put my wetsuit on, walked to the shore and thought to myself, thank God it’s not raining. Of course, at that point it started to rain. 

I tried something new for my swim – unlike my Florida race I actually had a strategy! In Florida I just walked up to the front of the pack, thinking to myself about how pretty everything was (OK – it was my first Ironman – you’re allowed to be stupid once) and then got the crap kicked out of me. In Placid, I chose to get in the water early. I found a place at the front, close to the dock (left side) and treaded water. My plan was to swim on the inside of the buoys, away from the mass and the combat zone. After 500 meters or so, I’d hopefully have room to move over and find that wire. 

The gun went off and the race was on. I immediately swam left climbing over 8 or so bodies to open water. My strategy was working perfectly. Every breath I took I could see the crazy white splashing water with thousands of arms coming in and out of the water. I almost felt like a spectator. I found the wire at the first turn and stuck with it for 3.5 KM. I had a great swim of 1:01:44 and I was pumped for the bike.

Luckily the rain stopped after the swim. I started out strong on my bike. The roads were drying quickly and I felt great. The bike portion is my weak link. I was paying close attention to my heart rate so I’d have a good run. I had a race goal in my head of around 11:15. The descent at the 20KM mark was crazy. When it comes to bike descents, I’m admittedly a bit of a wimp. I did ride my brakes and still managed to hit speeds of 60-70 km/hr. I didn’t have time to bike the course before the race but I did practice this descent once. I was very glad for that. 

Unfortunately, my luck didn’t hold out.

At the bottom of the descent about 30KM into the bike, I blew a spoke. I spent about 2 minutes yelling at my spoke, shaking it in the air and calling it horrible names. I spun my wheel to see if I could still ride. It was wobbly but didn’t rub on my brake so I decided to ride and look for the tech support crew (I never did find them). 

My family was waiting at our campsite to cheer me on. I stopped and yelled from across the road to my wife, “I blew a spoke. Can you drive into town - buy me a rear wheel and then wait for me there?”. (Ok - what the hell was I thinking?? -  How was that going to work??) But Sheila, being such a trooper, immediately grabbed our 3 kids and ran for the car.

I started to rethink my race objectives. How was I going to hit my time with a wobbly rear wheel?? I decided to throw my race objectives out before it brought me down anymore. My new objective was just to finish. At that point, I was afraid my wheel was going to fold in half so just to be moving forward was making me happy. When I got to town after the first loop it was clear there was no place to stop. It was a gauntlet that ran through the entire town. That’s when I felt really stupid for asking Sheila to buy me a wheel. At that point I decided to finish the race with my wobbly wheel. I spotted Sheila in a traffic jam on the way out. I sheepishly waved to her. In my mind I was still hoping she would buy me a wheel…. maybe a pair Zipp wheels (no such luck, although she did manage to buy some white wine spritzers for later that night).

Unbelievably, I survived the big descent a second time. My wheel was holding out. I did see lots of crashes and lots of ambulances. I felt bad for those athletes but good that I was not one of them. I noticed my wheel rubbing on my brake pad on the final leg. I was very tired at this point. My mechanical problem was taking its toll on my energy reserves but when I pulled into town I starting getting pumped - my bike made it. I was thinking if my wheel did fold in half now, at least I could walk to the transition tent. The other reason I was feeling pretty good was my bike time - 6:08:34. I was getting excited, not for this race, but for the next race I would do with a straight wheel. I forced myself to focus and started the run.

I felt good… but that didn’t last long. By the time I reached the end of the first loop I was mentally and physically done. I decided to walk the water stations at this point. That was certainly not my original plan but I saw that I wasn’t going to make my goal marathon time of sub 4hrs. Mentally, I crashed. I started walking some hills -- I was losing it. Finally as I got to town I started to get some energy back. It must have been the crowds - I’m sure they saved hundreds of athletes just like me – just another sad, sorry slob looking for a tree to nap under!

I felt strong on the final 5km. Nearing the end I was trailing an athlete roughly my age. My plan was to pass him as we came around the bend into the stadium. As we rounded the corner I cut in front of him expecting to race him to the end, but as I turned my head to check on him a very petite / very fast female athlete sprinted around the corner into the stadium. At this point I was not going to let anybody beat me - screw being a gentleman! I opened up (who knew it was even possible?) and she and I sprinted neck and neck for the last 100 meters while the announcer and the crowd went crazy. I guess watching athletes painfully shuffle across the finish line was getting a little boring. A sprint between a 100lb, 5 foot female athlete and a male athlete twice her size woke everyone up! Anyways – I won – yay…I think? We were sprinting so fast that it took 3 volunteers to hold me back from running into the Network’s film equipment. Plus, my son added to the moment by yelling to the crowd, ‘Hurray! My Dad just beat that girl!’. Thanks Ty.

The race was over. I hugged / collapsed on Sheila and the kids. I did my run in 4:21:09 (I’d be lying if I said that I wasn’t disappointed with my run), but my overall time was 11:40:53 - an Ironman ‘PB’ by 2 minutes. 

Considering Florida is a faster course and I had a wobbly wheel, I began to feel a little more positive about my finish. I’m definitely getting faster. From a ‘glass half full’ perspective, the wobbly wheel in Lake Placid is actually getting me motivated for my next Ironman in Kentucky. Whatever works!

