Race Report – Potomac 7.5 Mile Swim for the Environment 

About two hours into last Saturday’s 7.5 Potomac River Swim for the Environment, I was thinking about how boring a race report would be.  After all, I was about 4 miles in and all I had seen was the brownish water of the Potomac, the left side of Chris’ boat, and every so often the heavenly red cup (more on that later).  Sensory stimulation was not high, and so I thought my race report would read something like this: left stroke, right stroke, breathe/look at the left side of the boat, repeat as necessary for 7.5 miles.  But then when it was over, and the eating display had finally ceased (2 burgers, 2 plates of mac and cheese, 8 brownie bites, 6 Oreos, handfuls of grapes and carrots), I kept coming back to what an amazing learning experience the swim was, and how fortunate I was to have had the experience.  

I had initially signed up for the swim when I had not been able to get into the Bay Swim, a 4.5 mile swim held in middle June.  A fellow swimmer at my Masters program suggested this swim as an alternative, so I signed up for it.  The longest swim I had done to date was at my iron-distances races, 2.4 miles.  Obviously, this was going to be an exponential jump, but one I was more comfortable with than an equal jump in say, running distance.  Besides, every season I like to do something that really pushes me outside of my comfort zone and away from go-fast tris.  On the flip side, given work and tris still being the main focus (DC Tri, my A race for the early season falls two weeks after the swim), I couldn’t completely overhaul my training and just focus on swimming.  I went about my usual routine – 1200-1600 meters a week spread out over three to four masters practices.  

While all swimmers who don’t have one are randomly assigned a boat escort – someone to kayak beside each swimmer – I got extremely lucky two days before the race when a friend of a friend volunteered to kayak for me.  I say extremely lucky as Chris is an open water superstar, having swum the English Channel, Tampa Bay’s marathon swim, the swim around Manhattan, and numerous other distance swims.  Chris is a true pro and coach and had the strategy for a good race down to a science – in a 20 minute phone conversation when he confirmed he would kayak for me he completely changed my race plan for the better.  He even taught me a technique for feeding (in this case drinking – with two exceptions, all my nutrition came from Gatorade or Nuun mixed with a pure carb formula) that allowed me to keep moving forward – always toward the finish line, as Chris put it.  Better yet, I completely trusted Chris’ judgment and advice based on his expertise, and we went over our plan (okay, his plan) at least 4 times before the swim, allowing me to concentrate on just swimming.  I trusted Chris would set the course, keep me fed, provide the feedback I needed, and get me to the finish line.  

The night before the race I drove down to Patuxent River to meet Chris and attend the pre-race dinner and meeting.  Looking around the dinner, it was hard to pick out race favorites – unlike most elite triathletes, swimmers tend to come in a variety of shapes, sizes, and ages.  Marathon swimming, much like ultra-running apparently, seems to favor the slightly older and more wily.  The dinner was great and the meeting informative, and with that, we headed out for the night to get the last prep done and try to get some sleep – and to go over the plan for race day one more time.  Of all the advice Chris provided, the suggestion to make anything adverse “the other guy’s problem” kept me in the best stead – on race day I felt sorry for the other guys cutting through the chop or being stalked by bull sharks.  It never crossed my mind that the same conditions impacted me.  
Race morning dawned extremely early – before dawn in fact – with a 0430 wake-up and a 0600 loading of the kayaks for the transport across the channel to Hull Neck, VA.  The swimmers followed shortly thereafter, several commenting that my boat looked like a floating buffet.  Again, Chris being a veteran of many swims and support efforts had it down to a science – milk crates front and back of the boat’s cockpit loaded with drinks, food, salt tabs, and anything else I might need.  He had his watch attached to a milk crate on a 15 minute timer – our agreed interval for feeding – and his GPS out to plot the best possible course.  Chris had plotted the actual finish area the night before so we would take as direct a route as possible.  

The swimmer boat left around 0645 to make the 7.5 mile crossing from Point Lookout to Hull Neck, and the boat was full of the same nervous energy that is present at any starting corral.  No one wanted to look back and see just how far away from land we were getting, yet everyone was friendly to a fault, more interested in looking out for each other and all making it.  About a mile from the start, the chop was considerably higher and the boat was only able to get us to within 200 meters of the shore, where we all gingerly made our way from the main boat to smaller boats that could get us closer.  50 meters out, we jumped into the water and waded ashore.  The water felt cold, but it was in the mid-70s, and Chris had strongly suggested I go without a wetsuit – at that moment, I was questioning him for what turned out to be the only time that morning.  As a quick caveat, apparently in true open water swimming, the only gear allowed is a swimsuit (Speedo or jammers), goggles, and cap – no wetsuit, not even the speedsuits that have become popular at tris where wetsuits are not allowed.  
Once on the beach, we ended up having to wait quite a while past the initial start time as the kayaks got organized, righted, and bailed out water – apparently one just went ahead and sunk due to the chop.  It was an inauspicious start to say the least, but the delay did allow me to realize how effective our pre-race hydration plan had been.  It was also my chance to take down the last of my fuel – a Chocolate #9 gel, a Vespa, and three Sport Legs tabs, to try to keep the lactic acid from becoming overwhelming too early in the race.  The race started about 45 minutes late with a group picture and then a somewhat chaotic and anti-climactic wade in – no starting gun, no flare, just 1-2-3-go.  

There isn’t much to say about the swim itself – the scenery didn’t exactly change from water, boat, water, boat, water, boat.  As promised, every 15 minutes Chris handed me my red cup of drink, alternating between Gatorade and Nuun.  He was right, I would see him start to get the cup ready and I would angle in toward the boat, like a trained dolphin at Sea World waiting for a fish.  At least he didn’t make me jump out of the water to get it.  The first 1.5 miles seemed very choppy and with a little bit of a headwind, but, as Chris suggested, I felt bad for the other guys dealing with it and just tried to stay as loose as possible and drink as little of the river as possible.  Chris made sure to remind me that the water always wins, so the best thing to do is just get comfortable and roll with it.   

Basing my distance on my previous Ironman swims, I assumed I would be through about 2.5 miles of the swim in an hour, so I tried to break the race roughly into thirds, adding ten minutes to each hour to allow for the length of the race and the feedings.  At the first hour, the reality of being just 1/3 into the race sank in, but it was not a downer at all, just a realization that there was still a long way to go.  At each feeding, Chris provided me some feedback, but we didn’t communicate much and he had told me he would not tell me how far in we were – and told me not to ask, so I didn’t.  As he predicted, I broke the race into 15 minute increments, anticipating the next feeding and the tiny bit of feedback.  Open water swimming is strange in that there is virtually no sensory feedback – no way to hear in the water, no way to see where the other swimmers are, and therefore no way of really knowing how the race is playing out.  Those quick feeding sessions, and my trust in Chris’ judgment and plan were utterly crucial.  I also employed Power 10s, a term I learned from Alexis that comes from crew – after every four feedings, or once an hour, I would go hard for ten right arm pulls, just to keep the speed in my arms and to not let things get too monotonous.  In terms of what I thought about, it seemed like anything was fair game – I thought a lot about stroke technique, making sure I was maximizing each pull, but also thought about Alexis and our wedding, how an hour in seemed like a long time but it was just 1/3, how I was going to capture the event in a race report, and toward the end I thought about how much it hurt.  In the absence of much sensory stimulation, there’s a lot of time to think.  
1:45 in to the race, Chris told me I was “about halfway.”  While I hopped this meant more than halfway, by the way he phrased it, I figured it meant not quite.  Regardless, it gave me something to think about for the next 15 minutes, by which time I knew we were more than halfway.  At the two hour mark I still felt really good – like I had not really started to work yet and the race was coming to me easily.  I ditched my swim cap – because while the water had initially felt chilly, two hours in I was warm and very glad we were rehydrating on a 15 minute cycle.  Not long after that – maybe at the 2:15 or 2:30 feeding, Chris warned me that we might be stopped soon as there was a tanker crossing the channel.  He recommended I push it a little bit to see if we could get across before the shut the channel, and even though I did, I was soon swimming up on a safety boater clearly blocking the way.  Only one swimmer had made it through before the tanker – I was the first swimmer stopped.  

We ended up being held in the water for what felt like about 20 minutes, and we used it to our advantage – I consumed another Chocolate #9, an all natural energy gel with a very low glycemic index that provides consistent energy without the sugar rush and crash of other gels – and drank half a bottle of Endurox.  We also talked strategy for the last 2.5-3 miles of the race since the field had again bunched up and it would be a whole new race once we re-started.  This was where I made a critical mistake and instead of asking Chris, I dictated what I wanted to do – push hard from the re-start, get a signal at the halfway point, and not do a feeding in the last 30 minutes.  I reasoned that it was now an Ironman distance swim, and therefore in my comfort zone.  I should have known better.  
After the tanker passed, we got the re-start and took off.  I started much faster than I had been swimming up to that point and it continued to feel okay, but definitely like I was working.  With 1.5 miles to go, at a feeding, Chris alerted me that places 2-5 were all still bunched together and it was a real race.  Right before my head went back underwater he asked, “How bad do you want it?”  I really wanted it – problem was, with the strategy I had employed after the re-start, to paraphrase Top Gun, my ego was writing checks my body couldn’t cash.  I was digging, but I wasn’t sure how much was left to dig into – Chris must have noticed it too, because his hand signals got both more encouraging and more frequent.  I tried employing Power Tens every 50 strokes, going 50 at pace and then upping the pace for ten pulls.  I saw Chris show me the number two and I assumed I had worked my way back into second, but upon later reflection, he was probably telling me I had 20 minutes to go.  

With 10 minutes to go (I again mistakenly thought that ten fingers being held up might mean 100 meters), I kicked in what I had.  I started to sight more frequently, except it seemed like the beach was receding.  My mind was playing tricks on me – I saw a flash off a lens cap and assumed I could only see that if I was really close.  I started to guess what subtle changes in the water temperature meant, hoping that any chance meant shallow water and the beach.  I ached everywhere, I couldn’t focus my eyes, and no matter how much Chris exhorted, I wasn’t sure I had faster left in me.  Finally it was there – I touched sand.  I swam as close in as I could because I didn’t trust myself to stand up without falling back over.  Once on the beach I was encouraged to get a picture – all I wanted to know was how we had done.  Chris broke it to me that I had finished third by about 45 seconds, but had been the first across without a wetsuit.  As we were taking our picture, the fourth place swimmer hit the beach – after 7.5 miles of swimming, places 2-5 were separated by 2 minutes.  

My folks were on the beach, and it was great to see them – my Mom called Alexis and let her know I was done – I know I talked to her, but I have no idea what I said.  I have never been as depleted after a race as I felt after that one.  I truly felt like I had pushed myself to my current abilities and then past and I was smoked.  I was also starving and was more than happy to put on the previously discussed eating display.  

Obviously, I can’t thank Chris enough – his expertise, experience, and plan made my job easy – all I had to do was swim and listen.  I really appreciate him taking the time to answer all my questions, even, or maybe especially, the one about sharks.  As he said, it was a team effort.  I was just incredibly lucky to be on his team, so Chris, thank you very much – I may actually try another one of these things.  To my Mom and Dad, who were just happy that this lasted a little longer than my swim events they have come to my whole life, thanks for being there on the beach – it is always great to share these things with you.  To Alexis, as I have told you before, I am pretty sure your life would have been easier if you hadn’t married me, but I am so glad you did.  Thank you for always supporting these crazy races, tolerating the hours that go into training, and loving me anyway.  Congratulations also to all the other swimmers – all 44 swimmers who started the race made it across.      

One of the great parts of the race is that it is more of a charity event than it is a race – each swimmer is asked to raise at least $250 which is then equally distributed among several organizations who work to clean the Potomac.  I was fortunate to have some great support, and was able to raise $500 – to all of you who were able to support the swim, either financially or otherwise, thank you very much.  

Link to some of the pictures taken on race day: 

https://picasaweb.google.com/david.wilson.bmd/PotomacSwim2011#
Chris and me at the end of the race: 
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