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FROM IRONMAN

TO IRON YOGA

The starting gun fired, and I sprinted into Popolopen Lake to begin the swim of my first triathlon: the West Point Sprint in upstate New York. Surrounding me were hundreds of swimmers all jockeying for the lead—kicking, elbowing, and punching me as they passed me by. Almost immediately, I went into oxygen debt and started gasping for air. My arms and legs became so heavy that I no longer had strength to stroke and kick, and less than 100 yards later, I went into survival mode. I began to tread water and let my competitors swim ahead, but 3 minutes later, the next wave of swimmers started to beat me up and attack all over again.

Panic set in while tears filled my eyes. And for those few moments, I had no desire to ever race a triathlon again. But 25 minutes later, I finally exited the water with such relief and then had to find the energy to get on my bike and begin cycling.

The race leaders had come out of the water well below 15 minutes, so I was very far back and had a lot of catching up to do on the bike and run. This part of the race soon became fun. On the bike, I was now flying past many of the triathletes who had kicked, punched, and swum over me in the water. I had a somewhat respectable finish for my first triathlon after a much stronger bike and run. Crossing the finish line brought a tremendous feeling of satisfaction, fulfillment, and accomplishment. I knew I was in this sport for the long haul. Since that sprint triathlon in the summer of 1997, I have gone on to finish 13 ironman triathlons, including the past five Super Bowls of triathlons—the Hawaii Ironman World Championship.

By now, you’re probably wondering what the connection is between the ironman and yoga. As with yoga, there is an ironman mystique that is extremely powerful in forging the connection between mind and body. If you’re not familiar with it, the ironman is one of the most grueling races in the world, which includes a 2.4-mile swim, a 112-mile bike ride, and a 26.2-mile run. This race distance challenges you not only physically but mentally and spiritually as well. The finish time limit is 17 hours, and I can definitely attest to the fact that some serious soul-searching takes place over the course of this long day.

I started thinking about yoga one day after watching a yoga workout show on TV—a show where two lively instructors from a popular New York yoga studio taught yoga on a beautiful beach in sunny Jamaica. The first time I watched the show, I recall an incredible feeling of calmness and relaxation—though the life of a triathlete typically is anything but calm and relaxed. It’s always a challenge to fit in a workout, waking up before the sun rises to bike or run in darkness while stressing over family commitments and career responsibilities.
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So, I incorporated yoga into my triathlon training program in December 2000, practicing four or five sessions per week. As a certified public accountant in private industry, it was often difficult for me to get to a yoga class due to the time constraints of a full-time job and training for triathlons—upward of 25 hours per week. The majority of my yoga practice was done in my living room—either watching a video or going through my own series of favorite poses.

When I first started yoga, it was very difficult for me to learn to breathe the proper “yogic” way. As with many athletes, my breath had always been very short and shallow, coming from just the chest and rib cage. I also found that due to the tremendous tightness of my hamstrings, hip flexors, and lower back muscles from all of my cycling and running, many of the yoga poses were just simply uncomfortable.

The one-legged balancing poses were completely frustrating. I could never hold the pose and balance for more than 2 breaths before toppling over. Nonetheless, I was determined—the instructors made everything look so incredibly easy, and they were in such great shape. I figured my weaknesses—breath, inflexibility, and balance—would tremendously improve my abilities in triathlon if I could somehow turn them into strengths.

Scenes from the Hawaii Ironman Triathlon World Championship, 2004, culminating with my wife, Amy, who was cheering me on from the sidelines, running hand-in-hand for the last 50 yards.
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Consequently, I arranged my training schedule so I would wake up at 5 a.m., go for my morning swim, bike, or run, and then return home to practice 30 minutes of yoga before I left for work. My yoga workout soon became an obsession—equally as important as any swimming, biking, or running session. If, on a given day, I had an opportunity to perform only one workout, I often chose yoga. I found that yoga was such a positive complement to my multisport activities.

I was certainly feeling stronger. My improved flexibility enhanced my range of motion. I became more streamlined and balanced in the water, my running stride length increased, and my cycling power improved. I opened up a whole new energy source by incorporating a proper manner of breathing. At the same time, I sharpened my focus and concentration skills, which are so important during training and competition. Most important, yoga was keeping me healthy and injury-free and accelerating my recovery time from intense workouts and races.

A week after racing at the 2002 Ironman USA triathlon in Lake Placid, New York, I was practicing yoga in my living room one afternoon and performing my favorite standing pose, Warrior 2. I could feel my leg muscles start to burn the deeper I got into this challenging lunge pose. As I stared at myself in a mirror, I wondered how I could get that same muscle burn for my upper body—my shoulders and arms. They didn’t seem to be working as intensely as my legs.

In the corner of the room, I had a stability ball and a pair of 5-pound dumbbells. (Along with my yoga practice, twice a week I performed a series of upper-body weight-training exercises with dumbbells while balancing on the stability ball.) I picked up both dumbbells and returned to the Warrior 2 pose. With my arms extended straight out to the sides and now holding an additional 5 pounds each, my arms and shoulders definitely felt just as pumped as my lower body. I looked in the mirror and noticed something interesting about my arms. They were holding the dumbbells in a perfect position to perform a weight-training exercise.

Over the next 90 minutes, I combined common weight-training exercises with my favorite yoga poses. This was the beginning of what I now call “Iron Yoga.” The “Iron” refers not only to the dumbbells but to my passion for the ironman triathlon. During the past 2 years, I have perfected the workout while teaching Iron Yoga classes at health clubs in New York City and Long Island.

Now that you’ve read about how I developed Iron Yoga, it’s time for you to take the next step and experience the power of Iron Yoga for yourself. You will be amazed by the synergy you’ll feel between yoga’s mind-body-spirit connection and weight training’s mind-muscle connection. Iron Yoga is a truly unique training workout that can help you achieve your health, fitness, and weight management goals.
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