    Perseverance:  A steady persistence in adhering to a course of action, a belief, or a purpose; steadfastness.  

     This is a word that many people and most athletes use in their vocabulary; however, few really and truly know the meaning.  As a coach, you find yourself constantly pushing your athletes to their limits and encouraging them go farther and harder than they have ever gone before, because perseverance is what it takes to be good at what you do.  However, at the recent Ironman Triathlon World Championships in Hawaii, I was taught a lesson on perseverance.    

I learned that not everyone needs to be pushed, and that some athletes truly do not have any boundaries as to what they can do.  Ashley LaSalle gives perseverance a whole new meaning.
     With all the training and race preparations over, she only needed the race to start in order to complete her goal of finishing -- what most racers consider to be one of the hardest and most extreme race courses in the world due to the extreme heat and wind.  When it started, Ashley LaSalle, racing in her first full ironman distance race, swam an amazing 53:59 and came out of the water 13th place overall (females).  After a good transition, she was in position to ride along the Queen K with the likes of the sport’s most famous athletes, whom she had no idea she was racing alongside.  She rode incredibly well, at points into 5th place overall, and ended the ride in 11th place.  She walked away with the second fastest bike split of the day for the amateurs  despite a 3 minute rookie mistake (blocking penalty) that would take the title of the fastest bike of the day away from her.  Her transition from the bike to run was smooth, and she was off to the last event of the day.  

     She started the run strong, carrying a 7:15 per mile split for the first nine miles. As her coach I continually repositioned myself along the course to make sure she was hydrating and keeping herself cooled off with sponges, as well as by dumping water and ice into her hat.  After mile ten, I did not see her again until right before she headed into the dreaded “energy lab”.  Contrary to its name, the “energy lab” is considered to be the place that zaps your energy, due to the extreme heat encountered there.  Ashley mentioned that she did not feel well, and that she saw some blood when she used the restroom.  From past experience, I was aware that athletes might mistake their dark urine as containing blood, only to later find out that it was dark from dehydration.  At this point she was walking, and I asked her to stop and talk to me to let me know exactly what she was feeling, but she did not want to stop.  Instead of pushing the issue, I let her continue into the energy lab.  The energy lab is off limits to spectators and is approximately four miles in length.  That said, it should have taken Ashley around 40 minutes max to complete that section of the race.  After 50 minutes, I became concerned and spoke to a few friends that were racing and asked them to look for her.  Both eventually came back and said they had not seen her.  I finally asked a medical van, which was driving by, to look for her.  They also could not find her.  Finally, after an hour and twenty minutes I saw her come walking around a corner.  (I would later come to find out that she had passed out in the Portalette, and only came to when someone knocked on the door before they entered.  I am certain she omitted to mention this very important fact since she knew that as her coach I would have made her stop racing at that point.)  As she emerged around the corner she asked, “How much farther?” and I replied, “only 10K.”  Once again, her perseverance kicked in as she started to run.  She continued to run a 9:55 per mile pace until she crossed the finish line. 
     As she came across the finish line, she did not resemble the healthy Ashley with whom I was accustomed to training.  Her skin was as white as a ghost’s, but this is very common as triathletes come across the finish line after a grueling ironman distance race, and unless you can not walk, you will not be taken to the medical tent!  We, her friends and family, doused her with champagne and congratulated her while she spoke on the phone for several minutes with her cheering section back home.  On the way to the massage table, she had to use the restroom and passed out once again.  This time, she was taken to the medical tent and would be given an IV and had some blood work done.  The doctors eventually told me that her lab results looked OK; however, her blood pressure was extremely low (the lowest being 49/10).  The doctors were becoming very concerned and wanted to take x-rays because she had blood in her stool.  Once in the hospital, she was given several tests and was closely monitored until she was stable.  Ashley was given seven and a half  IV’s over the course of a three day stay at the hospital.  The diagnosis was severe dehydration.

    Having raced numerous Ironmans, the Eco Challenge and having run 226 miles in the course of a week, I felt like I knew the definition of perseverance.  That was before I watched Ashley push herself both mentally and physically to a point where most people would have crumbled.  Mark Allen, six time Hawaii Ironman champion once said, “…you must find the power within yourself and the lava fields if you want to be successful in Hawaii.”  I know what I witnessed on October 18 th; Ashley LaSalle found that power that the average mortal could not comprehend.   As I sit here and write this, the one thought I can not get out of my mind is, “Damn, can you imagine what she will do when she’s hydrated?”  

   Thanks, Ashley, for the lesson in perseverance. 

Terry Butts   

