I don’t know that I can describe the finish.  As luck would have it, I came onto the Capital square with no one in front of me or directly behind me.  I had the crowd of thousands all to myself.  I started to get pretty emotional as I headed toward the last turn.  I knew that once I went around the corner I’d be face to face with the finishing chute, something I’d been wanting to see for two years.  I made the turn, and what I had expected to be crying manifested itself as screaming . . . . . at the top of my lungs . . . . fists up around my shoulders . . . . at the crowd.  It was the good kind of screaming.  Not the “Get the hell out of my yard” kind of screaming.  But it was definitely screaming.  No words.  Just “Ahhhhhhhhhhh!  Ahhhhhhhhhhh! Ahhhhhhhhh!”  I don’t know where that came from, but it felt incredible.  The announcer said, “And here comes number 1169, John Jacobson!”  The crowd went nuts, I broke the finishing tape they had up for me. Whoa!

When I was 17, I won the Illinois High School Association’s Class A state cross country meet as an individual.  The title had eluded me as a junior, in spite of the fact that I’d been undefeated going into the race (and thus, heavily favored to win).  There were certainly some amazing moments experienced as a runner for the University of Illinois (we won four straight Big Ten track and field team titles, etc.), but I’d always maintained that winning that state cross country race in 1982 was the athletic highlight of my life.  The  meet typically draws five to six thousand spectators.  It has a great tradition behind it as its been held on the same course for over 30 years.  The single biggest reason why Illinois will never go to 5000 meters for its high school cross country is the state meet.  The extra 100+ yards would mess up a true tradition.  

I can honestly say the following: Finishing  728th place in twelve hours, forty minutes, and fourteen seconds, at the 2004 Ironman Wisconsin . . . . trumps the state cross country title . . . . . . and most other things that I can think of . . . . . I’m damn near ready to say EVERYTHING . . . . . but I should probably give that some more thought.  Regardless, there’s surprisingly little debate in my mind over what the athletic highlight of my life now is.  I just never dreamed that it would come less than five months from my 40th birthday.  Again, the words to describe it are hard to find, a problem I don’t typically have.  People will just have to trust me.

The finish area volunteers were, predictably, amazing.  They steered me to an area where I had my picture taken.  I was a little dazed, but, of course, smiling.  I saw my good friend and Masters swim partner, Tom Zak.  We hugged.  I found my way to the opening in the snow fence, and then the hugging continued.  The first, of course, was Beth.  She about killed me.  No one has gone through it all with me (understandably) as she has.  So her squeeze packed a highly emotional punch.  As she let me go she whispered into my ear, “You’re an Ironman.”  Creative as ever, I smilingly replied, “I know.”

Then there was Mike . . . . . then Mary . . . . then Lisa . . . . then Dick . . . then Dad (even though he’s not a huggy type of dude, he was pretty willing in this case, which was cool).  It was all just . . . . . . so . . . . . . cool.  Words continue to elude me, but I think that makes my point.

I didn’t get to enjoy the moment like I’d planned.  A few minutes into the post-race reveling I started to have real trouble breathing.  When it progressed to the point of being downright scary, I just whispered to Beth, “Take me to the medical tent.”  She did.  The staff calmly and caringly took over, even though the place was a madhouse . . . . . the day’s heat combined with the 140.6 miles had definitely taken a toll.  They put me on this ventilator thing (which I later saw being used on at least a half dozen others, which, oddly, helped me feel like less of a freak).  Apparently the respiratory event I was experiencing (and had sort of experienced a couple years earlier at Pigman) was typical of someone that was dehydrated.  My doctor decided that I needed an IV of saline.  Another effect of severe dehydration (or, maybe it was just ‘dehydration,’ I don’t know if I’m deserving of the word severe) is that your veins kind of shrivel, making them hard to find.  Well, I’ve never had hard-to-find veins, so the ‘probing’ with the needle [that seemed more like something you’d use to inflate a basketball] was a little uncomfortable.  But once the IV was flowing, oh my, that’s good stuff.

They let me go with my nurse, oddly, my former student and athlete, Thea Petersen.  She brought me back to Beth and the rest of the crew.  Smiling all the way, we got my bike and gear (Again, I had Beth go alleviate my paranoia by going down to the results board and confirming that I had no penalties).  In my room, I sat down on the bed and just stared at the floor, incredulous . . . . but happy.  I took a shower and went down to the hotel bar where Mike, Mary, and Beth were waiting.  They’d ordered me a cheeseburger and fries (per my request . . . . . I had this unbelievable meat craving).  We ate and talked and ate and talked some more.  They headed down to see the midnight finishers.  I opted for the room.  I just didn’t think I could physically get myself down there.

I went horizontal on the bed, alone in the dark . . . . . the kind of dark that only a hotel room seems able to provide.  My mind raced and danced and jumped and ferreted about like a hyena on espresso . . . .sensory overload in a sensory minimized environment.  Good stuff.  Good stuff indeed.  

The sleep that came surely snuck up on me . . . . . which was just fine.  I didn’t have time to set an alarm which . . . . again . . . . was fine.  

There was no workout scheduled for the morning.---JDJ

