Race Report: Ironman Louisville 2010

By: Steve Murray
Ironman Louisville in Kentucky was my third Ironman. My journey to the starting line was a difficult one. My training started out great but ended up a mess. I can’t report on this race without a little set-up to put things in context, which will explain some of my race strategies. 

My season started out to be a promising one. My fitness level was better than ever. Everything was going great and my ‘B’ races were proof. All of them where personal bests. The Peterborough Half Ironman was my best effort to date, which started me thinking that getting to Kona might not be such a silly thought. Unfortunately, right after the race I developed a bad chest infection (which I’m still fighting 3 months later) - I’m blaming the water in Peterborough (certainly not over training!(). 

I stopped working out completely for July and most of August and just when I was trying to figure out a way to regain some form of fitness, I got the tragic news that my father had suddenly passed away. Saying that it was a hard time would be an understatement. I actually threw in the towel and told Karen that I was not going to race. In the end, a little voice inside of me told me to race. Of course, I had to change my race goal from finishing under 11 hours to finishing ‘whenever’, just as long as I crossed the finish line. I honestly had no idea how the day would unfold - with almost zero race phase training I was going to rely on whatever base fitness I had left for Louisville. At least it would be an interesting experiment.

If there was only one word to describe this race, it would be…HOT!!

The morning was quite different from the other Ironmans I have done. The water was 85 degrees, so of course, no wetsuits. Plus, the swim was not a mass start. It was set up like a time trial. There were two points of entry into the water off the dock, and the athletes jumped into the water, one at a time, in 1 seconds intervals. You could not dive for two reasons; 1) You would dive onto the person in front of you. 2) There was a risk that you may dive into a submerged piece of driftwood. This type of start meant that the athletes did not have battle their way through the standard mass start crazy frenzy, it was much more laid back. It was great if you are the type of swimmer that gets freaked out by mass starts, although in my opinion it was not the best for those who are looking for a swim p.b....

To explain, if you’re a strong swimmer that likes to seed yourself at the front or close to the front of a mass start, there’s a downside to the IML’s method. There is no seeding in the line up, it’s a first come first served type of deal. The only way to get close to the front is to line up between 4:00 and 4:30 AM or get a family member to line up for you while you are in the transition area. Also, drafting is almost impossible because you are surrounded by different strengths of swimmers. You spend a lot of time swimming over and/or around swimmers. You also don’t get that adrenaline rush in the first 500 meters of the swim that you get with a mass start. I do feel that aspect of the swim is an important element in achieving your best swim time. So, even though IML tells you to expect a faster time because you are swimming with a current, it may not happen unless you get to the swim start early enough and get a spot in front. 

If I were in peak fitness, I’d do the swim in 60 minutes. My time for IML was 1:07. I don’t blame my fitness level completely - not being able to swim with athletes with similar race pace definitely played a part. After doing IML, I now know I prefer mass starts – whudda thunk! If I do IML again I think I’ll give my wife a wine skin, a fold-up chair and beg her to stand in line for me. Or maybe I’ll just tell her the line up is for U2 tickets. (Whatever works).

After a small swim up river the swim then headed down river under 3 or 4 huge bridges. Plus there were about a dozen hot air balloons floating around. Very cool!! The water was brown - not cool!!

The bike course was very challenging, almost as challenging as Lake Placid. From a map perspective it looks like a lollipop with an ‘in’ & ‘out’ partway up the stem. The first 30 km is flat and you feel like going all out. A lot of people advised me to hold back, as the ‘in’ & ‘out’ had the biggest hills of the course which would mean it would take some effort. You didn’t want to be half dead before you got to the top of the course, with 2 loops of challenging rollers to go. 

I trained with a power meter and it really helped me survive the bike. I had always planned to race steady state but because of my fitness level I decided to decrease my steady state by 20 watts from my originally planned 175-185 watts. This worked great. I finished my bike in 5:55 hrs. Better than I had hoped and I still had something in the can for the run.

There were no issues on the bike except for the heat. By the second loop the temperature had climbed to the mid 90’s F. People had warned me that in past years a head wind was common coming back into Louisville. This year there was not much wind, just heat!! This was the first time I had ever felt heat radiating from the ground while biking. I did see a high number of bikers just lying on the grass under a tree taking a rest. Or maybe they were just taking in the beautiful Kentucky countryside.

The transition tent was dark and cool. I think I stayed in the tent, staring at my feet, for longer than I should have but I finally pulled myself together and started the run. The temperature was now close to 100 degrees F. I had my race pouch that held pictures of my wife and kids, my Dad and my Sister Janet who is still fighting terminal breast cancer. I had a lot of emotions stuffed in that little pouch, I’m glad it was all zipped up.

The run was exciting because it was in a big city. The run started with an out and back on one of the bridges that crossed the Ohio River. I’m glad we did that at the beginning of the race because you still had the desire to take in the surroundings. It was quite beautiful.

The course then did 2 loops through the suburbs. It was a flat run but you still had to battle the heat and humidity. I saw lots of athletes lose the battle. One guy was completely passed out right in the middle of the road with medics all around and an I.V. bag being held above him. Scary.  Before the race started I made a hydration and nutrition plan with a focus on the run. I knew that hydration was going to be just as important, if not more, than my pacing. I made sure I used all the aid stations to their fullest. Wet sponges came first, then a drink of Gatorade, then ice cubes down my back (having a one piece suite and a race belt meant the ice would sit nicely around my lower back – it felt great until, every once and a while, a lone ice cube would slip down into “you know where’ – it was a little uncomfortable but I did pick up the pace until the ice cube melted! – maybe that’s over sharing?), then I finished it up with a drink of water. I ran all the aid stations so there was a lot to do before I passed through... I also took a gel every 30 minutes and a salt pill every 45 - 60 minutes.  

I was nervous that I was going to walk so I started out running conservatively. If I started to hit the high end of my endurance zone I would slow down even more. I thought I should try to run at a slower pace in hopes that I would walk less at the end. I made it through the first half of the marathon without walking. I put on dry socks from my special needs bag and continued to run – although it may have looked like a shuffle I was not walking! That became my new goal. At this point thoughts of my Dad were the only thing keeping me going. It was a good feeling. The last 5km was really hard (obviously) and I did what I do on all my races - I switched from water to Coke. Once again Coke gave me that little extra something that took me to the finish.

Finishing in a big city was a treat. The race felt much bigger somehow. I crossed the finish line holding my little pouch of pictures over my head at 11:48. My run time was 4:31. After I finished, I thanked my Dad for the help while I sat on a chair wondering if I needed medical. I got a big hug from Sheila and I realized I was going to be fine. 

My family took me back to the hotel where I suffering through a fever and shivering attacks before falling asleep. The next morning we went to Cedar Point and rode insane roller coasters for 2 days. I remember one ride that cramped every muscle in my body at the same time. Sound fun? (FYI - not recommended as a good Ironman recovery plan.) Yes, my family are Ironman sadists!

In the end, I’m glad I raced. The race was not my best time and it certainly wasn’t pretty but I did surprise myself and because of that I truly feel that it was my best Ironman race to date. 

The summer of 2010 is now, thankfully, behind me. I signed up for Ironman Canada 2011 at a rest station in the middle of an Ohio highway. Hopefully I’ll have a better summer next year (I’m fairly sure that will be easy). 

The biggest thing I learned this season - if you’ve worked hard on your base fitness it will take you a long way. I use to get very panicky when I missed key training days or periods due to illness, injury or family issues. If it happens again - instead of throwing in the towel - I’ll just suck it up, change my race goals and let my base fitness do the rest. 

