














48. insidetriathlon

The agitation goes both ways: “There are times when we’ll dis-
agree on a variety of things,” says Rick Tollakson. “I might comment 
on his training, but then he’ll turn around and give me some unso-
licited 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 cross-
country 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 child-
hood 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 

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 pro-
gram turned him from a slightly chubby, baby-faced college kid into a 
bronzed hybrid of Mr. Atlas and the Incredible Hulk. (See the transfor-
mation 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 Tol-
lakson wants to be means that he has to be the best triathlete in the 
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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 re-
sults 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 fin-
ish wasn’t because Tollakson was going for broke. He had ten-
dinitis, and when he hit the infamous Beast, a nearly mile-long, 

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 feel-
ing 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 him-
self. 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 Pon-
tano, 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


