bonk man
Will T.J. Tollakson’s life by the sword eventually earn him an Ironman world title?
by Stephanie Pearson

I

t’s close to midnight and T.J. Tollakson is sitting on a stool at Pat
O’Brien’s nursing an Abita Amber while the rest of the tourists in
this infamous French Quarter bar are getting sloshed on a toxic
drink that looks suspiciously like windshield-wiper fluid. To call
the 28-year-old professional triathlete melancholy would be a
stretch—moodiness doesn’t seem to be part of Tollakson’s DNA. But
he’s not tossing back celebratory Hurricanes either.
Earlier today, a hammer like Tollakson could have eaten up the
flat, fast 56-mile cycling course on his way to an early season podium finish at the first-ever Ochsner New Orleans 70.3. For the first
half of the bike on the humid April morning, Tollakson did eat it
up, trading the lead with Chris McCormack, Chris Lieto and Brent
McMahon, the eventual winner. But as the day ground on and the
temperatures soared into the low 80s, Tollakson’s lead petered out
into a 14th-place finish.
“I blew up,” Tollakson says as he stares past me to the Final Four
match-up on the big screen television. “I was just smashing it until
40 miles. But I was going for broke and I blew up.”
Hang out with Tollakson for approximately five minutes and
you’ll find that “going for broke,” in every sense of the term, is a
recurring theme in his life.
“I like to say that money doesn’t make the man, but man makes
the money,” says Tollakson, who, tired of triathlon, has moved on to
his other passion: business. When he gets excited, it’s uncanny how
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much Tollakson sounds like a motivational speaker. It’s also uncanny
how he can find just about any occasion to work his heroes, none of
whom seem to be triathletes, into the conversation. Those heroes
are generally of the self-made variety: tycoon Ted Turner, writer Ayn
Rand, wrestling legend Dan Gable, and his father, Rick Tollakson,
president and chief executive officer of Hubbell Realty Company,
the largest commercial real estate firm in Des Moines, Iowa, where
Tollakson grew up.
“What I really want to be is an entrepreneur, like Warren Buffett,” says Tollakson. “But I want to run 40 businesses.”
He looks the part. Tanned from training in Tucson all winter
and dressed in a powder blue polo shirt and khaki shorts, Tollakson
could have just come from closing a multi-million-dollar deal on the
golf course. In a few years, that may be a reality, considering that
one of Tollakson’s dreams is to go into business with his father.
But it’s more likely that Tollakson will attempt to earn his first
few million selling toys like his spring-loaded, tension-release skipole bindings and carbon-fiber disc covers for PowerTap wheels.
He designed both a few years ago. Then last summer, he started a
company called Rüster Sports.
“My motto is, ‘Rise and shine!’” he says. Before he turned pro in
2005, Tollakson worked for Alcoa in an industrial engineering development program specializing in process improvement. The deal was
sweet: In addition to a killer salary, Alcoa could send him to work
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“Triathlon is an addiction.
It’s an experiment in human
performance. You start to ask,
‘How good am I? How good
can I be?’”

on any project anywhere in the U.S. in exchange for corporate
housing that came with a twice-weekly housekeeper.
When he’s not swimming, lifting, riding, running, racing or
blogging to keep his sponsors happy, Tollakson is tinkering in a
wind tunnel or carbon shop. “I am a 100-percent engineering
dork,” he says.
It’s true. Tollakson showed me his latest project, a Rube Golbergian hydration system for his bike that consists of a water
bottle retrofitted with an EZ funnel and a straw attached to his
aero bars. The function: to optimize Gatorade flow into his body.
The aerobars are also retrofitted with a pair of nut cups that
cradle Tollakson’s elbows while he rides in the extremely streamlined and aggressive Floyd Landis “praying mantis” position.
“When I get back to Boulder, I’m going to carbonize these
cups!” Tollakson told me with glee.
Around midnight, the bar gets rowdy and it’s time for Tollakson to join his buddies Tim O’Donald and Brian Fleishmann,
today’s third and seventh place winners, in the back of the
cavernous pub. The conversation has spun from Ted Turner’s
book, “Call Me Ted,” to the precision of his favorite Italian Panerai diving watch to the horrors of catching impetigo while
wrestling. Eventually the talk turns back to triathlon. It’s not
that the sport Tollakson has lived and breathed for the past four
years isn’t at the center of his universe—even the vanity plate
on the back of his Mazda 6 spells out NICE TRI. It’s that, like
any businessman, Tollakson realizes that even the center of the
universe can implode, and he’s already thinking ahead to the
contingency plan.
“A lot of people look at the pro triathletes and think it’s
a great lifestyle,” he says. “But I don’t do triathlon for the
lifestyle. I’m into success in general. I’m in it to win.” Specifically, Tollakson is in it to win an Ironman World Championship
by 2012.
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What’s the likelihood of Tollakson being able to
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put “Ironman World Champion” on his business card in three
years, at the age of 32? Based on sheer ability, hard work and
occasional glimpses of superhuman talent, it’s likely.
Based on recent race results, there’s room for improvement.
“T.J. hasn’t had an Ironman victory or a top 10, and those
are the main standards in Kona,” says his longtime training
partner and recently retired pro Doug Friman. “He hasn’t established himself as a winner yet in an Ironman-distance race.”
But Tollakson has come close: In 2004 he won the amateur
national championships in Shreveport, La., by hammering the
bike split in 55:04, two minutes faster than the course record.
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The effort earned him Inside Triathlon and Triathlete magazines’
amateur triathlete of the year award.
In 2005 Tollakson turned pro. The debut coincided with a spectacular crash: During a training ride on the criterium course in Chula
Vista, Calif., in March, Tollakson fractured his clavicle. He continued
to train with the U.S. Olympic triathlon team anyway.
“When I got there, T.J. had already broken his collarbone and
I thought, ‘This guy thinks he is all that,’” says Friman. “Then we
spent a day with the Navy SEAL(s). T.J. couldn’t even move his right
arm, and he’s trying to keep up with a Navy SEAL(s) program. He
might have been a little cocky at first, but he was backing it up with
hard work.” That summer, at his first half-Ironman at Buffalo Springs
Lake Triathlon in Texas, Tollakson finished second to Marcel Vifian.
Then he placed ninth at Ironman 70.3 UK.
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In 2006 Tollakson finished fifth at Ironman 70.3 California in
Oceanside, fifth at Vineman 70.3, and then he injured his back in August, which led to a DNF at Ironman Malaysia in February 2007. That
May he took sixth at Florida Ironman 70.3 and finally claimed his first
major title at Eagleman Ironman 70.3 in June, beating the secondplace finisher, Australia’s Richie Cunningham, by six minutes. His bike
split was 2:02, the course record. Tollakson followed it up in August
with a third-place finish at Ironman Louisville after leading the race
for seven hours. The performance made him a shoo-in for the world
championship. Seven weeks later in Kona, he placed 30th.
In 2008, Tollakson started the season with a crushing secondplace finish at Ironman Arizona, losing to Hungarian Jozsef Major by
18 seconds. The race qualified him for Kona, but the rest of Tollakson’s year slipped away with a series of DNFs and south-of-the-top-10
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finishes due to nutritional and mechanical issues. In Kona last year,
he finished 250th.
“I bonked both times in Hawaii,” says Tollakson. “I’ve had the
goal of finishing in the top 10 for the last two years and I’ve failed to
do so. I have the ability, but I just haven’t executed a race.”
So what will it take for Tollakson to execute the perfect race? I
asked around.
“T.J. has the killer instinct,” says Craig Alexander, the 35-year-old
current Ironman world champion who trained with Tollakson for six
weeks in Boulder, Colo., before Kona last summer. “He’s willing to
work hard and he’s got all the ingredients. But he has to be patient.
Ultimately, it all depends on the marathon he can put in.”
“The one thing about T.J.,” says Ryan Dolan, the national sales
manager for TYR, one of Tollakson’s major sponsors, “is that you
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“T.J. has the killer instinct,” says
Craig Alexander, the 35-year-old
current Ironman world
champion. “He’s willing to work
hard and he’s got all the
ingredients. But he has to be patient.”
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know without a doubt he’s working hard. He has all the tools and a
few more years to really dial it in.”
Tollakson’s girlfriend, Ashley Tousley, a petite 25-year-old lawyer
and competitive marathoner from Des Moines whose fastest marathon time is 2:50:06, says the same thing. She doubles as Tollakson’s
running partner when they happen to be in the same town.
“T.J. can bike with the best in the sport, but he’s got to work
on the run,” Tousley told me while sitting dejectedly on the curbside at the end of the race in New Orleans after Tollakson ran the
13.1-mile course in 1:37:04, more than 20 minutes slower than
Brent McMahon, the winner. “He can win in Hawaii, but it’s going
to take a special day.” According to his former coach, Jimmy Riccitello (Tollakson doesn’t currently have a coach), that special day
will have to include a run of less than three hours.
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“T.J. can win, but it will take the perfect storm,” says Riccitello.
“He’s got to have a great swim, an unbelievable bike that gives him
separation, and he’s got to be ready to run in three hours or less. I
know he can do it. He’s just got to be ready to do it.”
“It’s hard for someone like me to relate to being a triathlete,”
says his dad, Rick, who spends most Saturdays at the office and
claims that he rarely even walks for exercise. “But I always go with
the attitude that he’s going to win every race.” That attitude goes
a long way in explaining why Tollakson has been going for broke
since the day he was born.
Trenton Joel Tollakson was born on Aug. 12, 1980, in the same
Cedar Rapids, Iowa, hospital as two-time Ironman world champion
Tim DeBoom. Call it karma, coincidence or destiny, but Tollakson
has been trying to catch up with DeBoom ever since.
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“If he’s an athlete because of genetics, he definitely got it from
his mother,” says Rick Tollakson, whose wife, Nan, was an Iowa
all-state softball player in high school, played forward on the basketball team at the University of Northern Iowa and just last year
completed her first triathlon. “But he got his intensity and work
ethic from me.”
Instead of forcing Tollakson into one sport, Rick’s philosophy was
for his son and two daughters to diversify. “I really pushed T.J. in a lot
of directions,” says Rick. “He played soccer and baseball, but he was
also the lead in the freshman play and he was on the debate team.”
At the age of 10, Tollakson started wrestling and attended
Dan Gable’s camp at the University of Iowa. Gable, the legendary
Olympic gold medalist and world champion wrestler, gave him
his first glimpse into what it takes to be superhuman. Tollakson
soaked it up like a sponge. For three years, between the ages of
12 and 15, the only match he lost was to a 13-year-old—when
he was 12.
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Despite his success, Tollakson found it tough to please his father,
who had been a four-year varsity wrestler in high school.
“My dad’s pretty short on compliments,” says Tollakson. “One of
the happiest days of my life was the first time I left a wrestling tournament without crying. I won my first tournament and jumped on
my dad and he said, ‘T.J., you beat a kid who sucks his thumb.’”
“I’m a very competitive person and am probably more roped in
because I’m not the one out there competing,” says Rick Tollakson.
“You just want your son to succeed because you know he can and
you know how hard he works.”
At last year’s world championship in Hawaii, the elder Tollakson had
such a hard time watching his son struggle on the course that he left the
race and found refuge in the big-screen television at the closest bar.
“I love my dad to death and admire and respect him,” says Tollakson. “But it used to really bother me as a kid because no matter
what I did, it was never good enough. Even though I understand
where he’s coming from, half of me wants to punch him.”

The agitation goes both ways: “There are times when we’ll disagree on a variety of things,” says Rick Tollakson. “I might comment
on his training, but then he’ll turn around and give me some unsolicited advice at work.”
At Ankany High School, a suburban powerhouse outside of Des
Moines that cranked out all-state athletes like a factory, Tollakson
ran cross-country and qualified for the Iowa high school state crosscountry meet four times. He was an all-state swimmer in the butterfly
(even though he only swam his freshman and sophomore years) and
started four years on the soccer team, earning all-conference honors
his junior and senior years. To top off his high school career, Tollakson
joined the wrestling team mid-season and lost in the district finals.
“T.J. was one of those kids who really liked pain,” says his childhood best friend Scott Sibbell, a 28-year-old doctoral student at the
University of Colorado.
“We would go on these ski vacations in Colorado and try to
kill each other on the bumps,” says Sibbell. “T.J. would exhaust
himself to the point where he physically could not stand up. He’d
be goading me and just giggling about it, telling me that I can’t
keep up. He’s the classic adrenaline athlete. He won’t stop. He has
to have speed. I will say, however, that he and ball sports didn’t
get along.”
But Tollakson did well enough in soccer to walk on the team at
Boston University. After a year, he decided it made more fiscal sense
to transfer back to the University of Iowa. Back home, without the
structure and discipline of athletics, Tollakson went out five nights
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per week and had three Ds at midterm. His girlfriend at the time,
who had read up on Bill Phillips’ “Body For Life” fitness regime,
talked him into trying the 12-week program.
“There was a lot of hype about it, and I always enjoyed lifting
weights,” says Tollakson. “Plus, Bill Phillips’ attitude was, ‘If you
don’t take this challenge, you can go start an ant farm.’”
It was the motivational smack talk Tollakson needed.
In 12 weeks, after 30 minutes of cardio every other day, a lot of
weight lifting and a dietary shift to supplements plus four cans of tuna
per day, Tollakson bulked up from 165 pounds to 200 pounds. The program turned him from a slightly chubby, baby-faced college kid into a
bronzed hybrid of Mr. Atlas and the Incredible Hulk. (See the transformation at: Tollakson.com/TJbefore1.jpg and Tollakson.com/TJAfter1.jpg.)
About six months later, Tollakson’s college roommate started
training for a triathlon. The move inspired him to start a crash
1,200-calories-per-day diet. He shed 35 pounds in a few months
and raced his first triathlon in July 2001. A year later, racing on a
borrowed bike, he placed 63rd at the collegiate triathlon nationals.
By 2003 he was ranked eighth in the country by USAT in the 20 to
24 age group.
“Triathlon is an addiction,” says Tollakson. “It’s an experiment
in human performance. You start to ask, ‘How good am I? How
good can I be?’”

that’s the $50 million question. To be as good as Tollakson wants to be means that he has to be the best triathlete in the

world. And to be the best triathlete in the world, he has to win races.
And to win races, in Tollakson’s mind, he has to go for broke, which,
lately, hasn’t been a winning strategy. It’s the classic catch-22.
But does it have to be? “It’s a live by the sword, die by the
sword type of deal,” says Riccitello. “I was pretty similar to T.J.—the
bike was my thing, so I know how he races. But maybe he should
back off the bike a little bit. Or maybe he just needs to get a little
more ignorant. He’s a thinker, you know, but some things can be
over-thought.”
Or some thoughts, if you think them long enough, can descend
that slippery slope into dogma. “T.J.’s personality has always been
to go for broke,” says his best friend Sibbell. “I don’t think he’s
reached his potential at all.”
“I don’t go half-assed,” Tollakson told me in January.
“I’m going for broke. That’s the only way for me to live,” said
Tollakson in April, the day before the race in New Orleans.“Racing
for place is pointless,” said Tollakson the night after the race.
“But what happens if going for broke doesn’t give you the results you want?” I finally ask. “Isn’t it time to try a new strategy?”
“Of course losing sucks, and nobody likes to lose,” he says. “But
I don’t race for place. I race to win. That’s me! That’s how I race!”
In early May, a month after New Orleans, on a hot, humid,
windy day in the Caribbean, Tollakson placed 64th in the St. Croix
Ironman 70.3 with a time of 4:51:59. This time, the lackluster finish wasn’t because Tollakson was going for broke. He had tendinitis, and when he hit the infamous Beast, a nearly mile-long,
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600-foot climb with a 14-percent to 17-percent average grade,
the lower-back strain was so bad that he had to get off his bike. He
was tempted to drop out, but didn’t.
On his blog immediately after the race, Tollakson wrote, “T.J.:
0, Beast: 1. Down but not out. Tough day today and struggled
through it. It’s a new dawn, a new day, a new life ... and I’m feeling good.”
A few days later he blogged, “The Beast was like [Mike Tyson’s]
boxing round with Soda Popinski: a tough and worthy adversary
but still just one step in the process of boxing Mike Tyson himself. Well, Kona is my Mike Tyson, and my next stop in the game
is qualifying for Kona, and everyone knows if you want to fight
Mike Tyson, you have to beat Super Macho Man. Ironman Coeur
d’Alene is in seven weeks and that is my fight against Super Macho
Man, where I will prove I am a competitor worthy enough to fight
the great Mike Tyson and race in Kona at the World Champs. Super
Macho Man beware: I am bringing all the fight, gusto and strategy
of a Muhammad Ali bout. I’ll call it the ‘Big Show in Idaho.’”
Turns out, Tollakson did manage to put up a good fight on a hot
Father’s Day in Coeur d’Alene. After an uncharacteristically “poor”
swim (as Tollakson called it), he hammered his way to the front on
the bike where he hung behind 35-year-old Spaniard Francisco Pontano, to take second place with a time of 8:42:03.
Tollakson may have had some tough moments over the past
year, but as he told me back at the bar in New Orleans, “You can’t
keep the best guys down. They always crawl back.” i

