Jan. 22nd, 2007 - "Even if you do learn to speak correct English, whom are you going to speak it to?" - Clarence Darrow  

The first of two South American races complete in La Paz, Argentina. First let me tell you a little bit about the trip to south of the equator. I got on a plane in Colorado Springs at 12pm (after a delay of an hour or so) on Wednesday to fly to Dallas. After a short layover I was off to another North American stop, Miami. There I met up with some other of the Americans headed down to race in Argentina. The four of us took the flight to Buenos Aires arriving early in the morning on Thursday. Once in South America we had an 8 hour layover in which we headed out on foot to find a pool to catch a short swim to loosen up the arms and get the heart pumping a bit. After about 30 minutes and a 10 block hike, we found an incredibly over-crowded public pool with 5 or 6 loosely roped lanes for lap-swimming. However, before we could go into the pool we had to be cleared medically by some extremely questionable doctor-type people standing in a cold, dark, damp room about a quarter mile from the pool itself. After being probed and poked for about 30 seconds we were cleared to swim in the pool. Twenty minute swim or so and we hiked it back to the airport for the rest of our layover. Finally we caught our flight to the small town of Santa Fe, Argentina where we were greeted by our transportation, a 15 passenger bus for 10 athletes with 10 huge bike boxes. There was about 40 minutes of shifting and cramming to get all of us with our belongings into the bus, then we were off for not 1, not 2 but a FIVE hour drive to La Paz. At this point we are looking at about 4:30am local time and the 10 of us are attempting to sleep through the rough dirt/cracked pavement roads (with little to no avail). Eventually we see a sign for La Paz and begin to feel a sense of relief.... oh, but not yet! The military has a checkpoint set up to inspect trucks traveling in the night. We are stopped and it turns out that our driver (who has already been lost twice) does not have the proper paperwork for himself or our van! We are stopped in the middle of the road for a half hour, during which time the van has decided to stall and not re-start. One thing after another it seemed. Finally things seem to be clearing up and we are on our way for the last 10 minutes or so until La Paz. It is now 5am. Each one of us were dropped off at our homestays all over the town and crash until early afternoon of what is now Friday!

Upon waking up it becomes very clear that we are in a magical triathlon land in South America. The family that Will Iaia (in Spanish pronounced ya-ya) and I were staying with had a nephew that spoke English very well, the people in the town couldn't be happier to have triathletes coming from all over the world to race in front of them and the weather was beautiful. Our homestay consisted of the town doctor and the owner of the best restaurant in town (not to mention the most central hang out spot). For the rest of the time in La Paz we were treated like royalty and/or rockstars (whichever you can more realistically relate with). The kids in the town were more than happy to show you that they could count to ten in English. The women in the town were more beautiful than words can describe. The locals were so happy to be a part of our lives for the short week that we were there, I couldn't have been more comfortable!

Finally race day was upon us and we had to snap out of our dream triathlon world and put the game faces on. The swim took place in the Parana River which can be 25 miles wide in certain areas. It flows with extreme power and is thick and brown in color (photo #1). It did not appear to be polluted but there was still no way you could see you hand 2 feet in front of you. We swam with the current to start and then against it (as close to the shore as possible) for several hundred meters and then against it to the exit. I was in a decent position out of the water and firmly in a bike pack to start the four-lap course.

However, staying in that pack would be more difficult than I was prepared for. I lost contact with the original bike pack, then the next one and the next one. Finally I ended up in a pack with 4 other guys all looking to put ourselves back in the race. On one of the loops through town, where the roads were questionable at best, the two riders in front of me went down on a turn narrowly missing my front wheel. Separating me from the remaining two riders I had to sprint my legs off to catch back on. After regaining my position, the best I could do was sit in and get to the run portion alive.

After an uneventful, although painful, last lap, we made it to the 3-lap run portion. At this point I was beyond dehydrated, tired and over-heated. I did not want to pull out of the race so I trudged forward with one of my slowest 10k runs of my career, but managed to cross the finish line. The unbelievable fans, cheering from the streets, balconies, windows, alleys, rooftops and cars brought me to the finish line. All the children in the town were in the streets for the final lap putting their hands out for us to slap on our way to the finish. It didn't matter to them who was in first place and who was in 50th, they just wanted to let you know they were there. I stumbled to the finish line in 37th place but with a huge smile nonetheless!

Immediately after the race I began feeling quite ill and gathered my things to head home. I did not make it out for the celebrations that evening as I was thinking that sleep would be a better reward (not to mention the only way to kick this sickness that I was inevitably about to fight). Leaving for Chile tomorrow morning!

