
   Jen and I landed in Panama City, Florida about 10 am on Thursday November 4.  Looking 
out of the plane window it was obviously raining, but something looked strange. It was how 
the ground crew was dressed. It was raining but why did they have parkas on like it was 
winter? We had been watching the forecast for weeks prior to our trip and it seemed that 
the temperatures in Florida were dropping precipitously each day, but no it couldn’t be that 
cold, or could it? 
As we stepped out of the plane and felt the rush of cold air we realized it was colder than 
the conditions we had left back in New York about 4 hours ago. 
   I had put a really good effort into swimming over the past year and my confidence in 
swimming had greatly improved. Considering that for most of my adult life the furthest I 
had ever swam was from one end of my Uncle Harry’s 4 foot deep above ground pool to the 
other, this felt really good. As we checked in to our hotel, I was anxious to get a look at the 
water. It was cold and raining and as I looked out into the gulf at the water I thought for 
sure I would see surfers. The conditions certainly looked ideal for it, but there weren’t any. 
This alerted me to the fact that maybe they don’t normally have these kind of conditions 
here. What would we be up against? This summer I did several swims in Huntington Bay in 
not so great conditions. The swells I swam in were something I had only experienced before 
from the inside of a boat, so as I looked out at the white caps in the Gulf, I said to myself 
this will be ok. 
   Of the three disciplines Cycling has always been my strongest. The 15-20 mile per hour 
winds that gusted up the few days prior to race day and continued straight through just 
meant one thing, a slower bike time, and that was ok too. 
   The race is about the run, it all comes down to that. I was never a runner. Until about five 
years ago when I trained for my first 10k race (part of the LI Marathon event) I never ran. 
I have always been active in sports most of my life, except for a period of about 10 years 
when I did nothing and my weight gain showed as a result.   
   In high school football I played defensive back. People ran to me and I hit them, and I hit 
them hard. So hard I was told I “hit like a brick”, I haven’t felt that driving crush in years  
and now the work brick means something totally different to me. It now means the two 
disciplines; biking and running, one followed by the next.  
   On Saturday November 6 at 5am race day morning it was 37 degrees and when we touched 
the sand with our bare feet around 6:30 am it felt like ice. The American flag waved proudly 
into the strong wind as two women sang the Star Spangled Banner. My “allergies” started to 
kick in.  I held Jen’s hands, looked her in the eyes and said, “ I hope to see you at some 
point on the run, if not, I WILL see you at the finish.  We headed off into the water which 
was thankfully a warm 72 degrees, rolling swells from the wind, but that was ok. 
   The bike course is promoted as flat , but was by no means flat. No hills to speak of but 
long upward grades, with little chance to get out of the saddle. And with a head wind the 
entire time this profile slowly wore you down. 
   The run course was a two loop 13.1 mile course flat as a pancake. Jen and I did cross each 
others path twice. Each time I saw her, I was further inspired to keep going. 
   During the entire race I would glance over at my right wrist often. Around my wrist, I had 
two bands. One was the standard issued blue Ironman race wrist band, with the word 
IRONMAN printed in bold black letters. The other was a yellow wrist band with the word 
COURAGE printed in bold white letters. As the miles pasted, I realized more and more that 
these two words held the same meaning. 



   I used to be able to hold water like a camel, but as I get older, I find nature calling more 
often. I’m not sure whether it is the fact I don’t want to dehydrate and I take in too much 
fluids or what, but I had to stop 6 times on the bike to pee and even more times during the 
run.   
   During the bike you don’t really think about much, you are totally focused on that 
immediate 20 – 30 yards that stretch out in front of you. Sometimes I play a song that 
inspires me over and over again in my mind. During the run however, you have more time to 
think, and at my running pace, I had a lot of time. I thought of all the long training runs, the 
runs I did when I didn’t feel great.  I thought of  kids in the Lion’s Den and how there pain 
never goes away. My pain would end before this day was through. I thought of the tough 
bike rides, one in particular was a cold a rainy Memorial Day Friday in 2009 when I learned 
how to sift water and gravel through my teeth going twenty miles per hour.  But most of all, 
and in the words of Bobby Nystrom, “…I learned that when a group of quality guys put their 
minds to accomplishing a task, neither wind nor rain nor fatigue nor flats can deter them 
from their goal.”  
   Conditions on race day were not as bad this day. It was a bit different. The wind was 
there, but not the rain, and no flat tires, the fatigue definitely was there in the background 
somewhere but I tried not to think about. I didn’t have the quality tough guys to ride with, 
I was on my own, but I thought about each and every one of you, and I was not about to 
allow anything to deter me from my goal.   
   A Big Thanks goes out to all the guys who tracked Jen and I during the race. We got all 
the messages and they meant so much to us. 
   I thought of good things and bad. I thought about how much my life has changed over the 
past several years. My journey to get to this point was a difficult one for many reasons, but 
today I was doing something that before I had only dreamed about doing. 
   At mile 10 I saw a sign that said Death before DNF, and that simple statement said it all. 
I was going to do this… I was going to finish this race, no matter what. As long as I was 
breathing I kept moving forward. Carpe Diem, I was seizing the day. 
   From mile 21 to the finish, I started running from point to point, whatever I could pick 
out in front of me, I would run to it and then walk. Sometimes it was only ten yards, but I 
kept moving forward.  
   They say to embrace the last mile of the race and that I did. At mile 25, I made my final 
push. I said to myself “…you will not walk anymore, finish this now”. At mile 26 I saw Jen, my 
angel.  She finished the Ironman about two hours earlier. If not for Jen there is no way I 
would have accomplished this amazing journey. She is my soulmate, my training partner, my 
best friend,  and she means everything to me. I stopped and gave her the biggest hug. She 
looked at me and said come on I will walk with you to the finish. I said, “sorry Jen, I can’t 
walk anymore I’m getting this done”…, and with that I gave her a kiss and took off in a 
sprint. I heard her yell from behind me -  “Go Tony”!  
   It probably wasn’t really a sprint, but it was the fastest I had moved since getting off my 
bike  almost six hours earlier.  
   At about 100 yards before the finish arch you enter into  what I will call a “run shoot”      
(for lack of a better word), There was a large spot light illuminating the ground and when I 
reached it  I was doing a 5 minute mile pace. I really took off for about ten seconds and 
until I crossed the finish line all the pain went away. I felt such a rush of emotions, and in 
my mind there was nothing but complete silence, all I heard was: 



Tony Sforza from Northport  New York,  YOU ARE AN IRONMAN ! 
   One of the volunteers grabbed my arm and said, “Man, that’s the way to finish.”  
This journey was now complete, and it is time to map a new course for the next Inn. 
   I want to thank all my friends and family who have given me the courage to accomplish 
this amazing task but most of all I wish to thank my Jen. In my bike to run bag I placed a 
folded piece of paper towel, and held it in my hand for 26.2 miles.  

On it this was written: 
 

I love you  
my tony - keep  

it going –  
Don’t give up! 

                                                        ILYBB 
 
 

and so, I never did… 
 
 
 
 
 
 


