The Female Competitor: That Much Stronger

City of Los Angeles Triathlon, 2001: Finishing up a strong ride, I rev up for the intimidating incline out of T2 (bike-to-run transition). I've topped the hill and am regaining rhythm when an older guy I've just passed comments, "Hey, no fair passing a guy my age!" With no oxygen to spare, I manage a small chuckle and focus on steady footfall. He tries to pace behind me, but I'm inadvertently moving away. 

But, my focus has been diverted and I can feel his attention still focused on my back. “Heh heh, now the view’s not bad from here!” Reflexively, I reach self-consciously to yank my tri-suit bottom down to a more modest post-ride position, and am rewarded with further commentary - "Hey, that's the wrong direction - it goes the other way - heh heh HEH!"

Later, as I processed this moment, a vague wave of nausea came at the leering tone of the gravelly "Heh heh HEH" from a man older than my father. On the one hand, it was funny and not a big deal; but another piece of my gut didn't like that I had to expend important race energy to block out the distraction this caused. This was my first season, before I'd really learned to "put the blinders on" during a race. Many of us are in a race just to have fun; but many have also put in some serious time and want to go fast. And, we usually don’t pay that kind of entry fee for a social jog! There was a fine line between good-natured fun and semi-sexist interference
Time has begun to desensitize me to such experiences; and certainly, athletes of both genders like to tease one another in an enjoyable and even complimentary fashion. But, should we not, as adults, learn to respect the line between fun and disruption, or even sexism? A boyfriend once related to me the story of a female cyclist playfully grabbing his derriere during a group ride… and how it made him laugh, but feel somewhat compromised as well. I certainly wouldn’t implicate only the female athlete as potential victim, yet it seems that for every such experience a male athlete has, the female athlete must tolerate more of the same. This is partly due to social conditioning; we are encouraged by media and other social influences to perceive men as subjects, and women as objects who should always be conscious of how they look while doing things. 

If memory serves well, it seemed that in college-level athletics, the gender bias blurred and waned somewhat. In a brief blaze of youthful optimism and open-mindedness, it was common that boy and girl athletes alike were respected for hard work and impressive performances. It seems that as “adults,” we settle in further to the socially-accepted and comfortable concept that men do the doing and pursuing. 

Ironman Triathlon World Championships, Kona, 2003: Eight hours into the race, announcer Mike Reilly booms that Peter Reid is in the lead and nearing the finish stretch. More than 20 minutes later, my fellow spectators blue from anticipating the heavily built-up finish, Reid finally approaches. A frenzy of excitement ensues as the remaining top nine men cross in rapid succession. 

Not long afterward, the first female is approaching...wait, she's already in the chute and it's Lori Bowden! I'm delighted to watch her slow and take in the experience, slapping the hands of adoring spectators as she cruises home. And then Natascha Badmann with Nina Kraft on her heels... and the rest of the top 10 professional women are lost in a slew of top amateur men.

Most remarkable to me was the difference between Peter Reid's 20-minute preamble, and Lori Bowden's sudden, comparatively quiet arrival. Meanwhile, the live screen overhead had displayed random shots of male racers while Natascha and Nina must have been battling out a dramatic contest over the last few miles. 

Solo weekend training ride: I'm finally feeling natural in the aero position, am in the zone and feeling smooth, powerful. Frequent over-the-shoulder traffic checks reveal a car full of college-aged guys. My eyes flit back to the bike lane ahead, but the air is suddenly pierced by a honk and a loud howl - "Wooooo! Nice Ass!!" 

As my cortisol levels stabilize, some dark space within is somewhat tickled that these youngsters have likely underestimated the age of my 30+-year-old derriere (I’ve got to be honest); but I'm perturbed by the potential hazard. All it takes is an instantaneous loss of balance while in aero position, and you're awfully close to a fast-moving car on one side and a rocky cliff wall or a hard curb on the other.

Word-of-mouth confirms that both male and female cyclists, runners, skaters, or other users of road space are treated to strange and sometimes violent harassment by ignorant drivers... but I see a particular brand of objectification characterizing the female athlete's experience.

On the other side of the coin: While out on a ride with one very attractive female friend, I note that trucks are stopping abruptly in the middle of traffic to let us cross or turn. The waters are literally parting! This is not quite a "fair" benefit...but at the same time, maybe it serves a backward kind of justice.

I observe happily that female strength is more and more openly appreciated, at least in the western hemisphere. If all men fell for the "helpless in heels" image, the race of true female athletes might just extinguish in a blaze of temporary power. If someone expresses appreciation, I am genuinely flattered. But there is also a subtle division - involving respect, timing, and critical objectivity - that I hope will grow more evident as the number of females in tough competition increases.

How much more reserve (to hold back from a swift kick to the leering man); how much more discipline stick to the planned pace and refrain from dropping the cyclist who can't let a woman pass; how much more power to plow through fields of slower age-group men in a triathlon; how much more inner fortitude to train and compete as well as our "equivalent" male counterparts?

What does it feel like to be the "best female," but at the same time not to be "the best?"

For all those women who have walked into a bike/ski/climbing/auto shop and been immediately targeted as easy prey, who have been sold a new air filter before the old one was old, who have been hit on during an 800M track repeat: Knowledge, ability, and simply doing are power. The stronger more of us can be, the more that strength will continue to be recognized. 

Praise the existence of the pioneers in female athletics, women like Ernestine Bayer, who didn’t accept the words “Girls don’t row” as final. (Bayer started the first girls’ rowing club in 1939, the Philadelphia Girls’ Rowing Club.) Her husband, originally the voice of those negative words, began coaching a girls’ crew soon afterward.) Thanks for all the parents out there who support their athletic daughters, and courage to the girls whose parents are more apprehensive about sports. Thank heaven for the men who are respectful and friendly, who support their athletic wives or girlfriends, who don’t think twice about whether a woman should be out there stretching her physical limits.

Meanwhile, I would still like to know, Where are the podium boys?

Perhaps too, there's more to the silver-lined side: Without the unique opportunity to be the best of all, the female athlete may better understand the greatness and importance of the Personal Best - of being the best *she* can be. And who knows? The male/female gap is looking increasingly smaller in some sports – note professional triathletes Barb Lindquist and Emma Snowsill, with their amazing Life Time Fitness Triathlon "Battle of the Sexes" performances. To steal a quote from legendary tennis star Martina Navratilova, "I think the key is for women not to set any limits."

