March 6th, 2006: 

After a LONG day of traveling, totaling 27 hours, I am finally home from the warm sun and crystal blue waters of Doha, Qatar! The trip was a successful one and a slightly disappointing one at the same time. The idea behind the long trip so early in the season was to gain World Cup experience and see where I stack up against the big dogs at this point in the season. In this sense, I accomplished the experimental task and certainly saw where I stack up so far. This information turns out to be positive and negative!

The trip started out with 25 hours of flying and driving to get myself to the Rydges Hotel just Southwest of downtown Doha. In the process of all the travel Emirates/British Airways had managed to misplace my bike box with ALL of my race stuff in it. I was told by the lost luggage folks that it would be in on the first flight behind me and not to be concerned. This happens a fair amount in travels with the bike, so I was not worried......yet. 

I arrived at the hotel around 2:30am local time and caught about 3 hours of sleep before waking up for breakfast. After eating I went outside to see and hear what I had not upon my late arrival. It was beautiful. Sand, palm trees, modern architecture and wonderful blue waters of the Persian Gulf. The roads were smooth, wide, and clean as can be. There are not many native Qataris so the streets are quiet. Most of the people you could see were not dressed in classic Qatari outfits, therefore announcing their foreign roots. There were many Indians, Saudi Arabians, Emirates, and several other countries represented as the local workers. Qatar has lots of money behind it and very interesting governing policies, which I can get into at another time. The country is very well run.

After exploring for a bit I went back to the hotel to check on my bike status. Nothing yet but we had a representative from the race, Vicram (aka. "Tony"), who was all over it! I took the new found worry out of my head and gave it all to Vicram. At this point I have about 26 hours until I race. Throughout the day there were multiple training sessions set up for the athletes. First, of course, was the tour of the bike course. Most of the athletes rode along the course as the local police had temporarily shut down the bike loop. During the race we would do this loop 5 times, but for orientation it was looped twice. Not having my bike posed a problem so I jumped in with the race bike mechanic and his assistant. They were a Greek couple and were very accommodating in allowing me in their car. After the bike course, there was an opportunity to swim the course, which was only about 1km from our hotel. I got in a good pre-race warm-up swim, practicing all the elements I would need for the next day. At this point we could also run a bit, but my shoes were in my bike box, so scratch that as well.

Upon returning to the hotel, I once again checked on bike status. Nothing. I went about the rest of my day relaxing and eating mostly. Checked on my bike again before I went to bed at 10pm. Nothing. Now I was starting to get a little nervous. I called three of the U.S women in the race and made arrangements to borrow one athletes bike, one's shoes and pedals, and another's helmet. I had a plan. Naturally, I had some trouble sleeping and woke up around 3am to call the front desk for some good news. Nothing. However, they did say it would be in soon....of course. My roommate, Sarah, who was in the women's race to go off at 8am woke up around 5am. At this point I called the desk again to see what the word had become. Nothing. This time though, it was apparently on it's way. Good. Finally at 6am I got a call from the front desk saying my bike was in! I shot out of bed and went downstairs to get the bike and build it immediately.

Now I was ready to race. The bike checked out just fine, my pre-race meal was in the box along with all the other "feel good" necessities. As I put my things together from the hotel room, I watched the women's race ride by 3 or 4 times and began to get excited. I threw my bag over my shoulders and rode to the race start.

Got all my things together at my transition area and headed down to the swim start for a short warm-up. Then it was time to race. We lined up in number order and were introduced one by one. I was number 57 out of 60, so I had to wait a while to get myself onto the pontoon. Once I go there, the gun was about 10 seconds from going off. We hit the water in a frenzy of fists and kicks and were off to the first buoy of a two-lap swim. I had a great start and put myself in a position to have a great swim. However, because of my low seeding I started all the way to the right of the field, meaning I had to cut behind the main pack as I moved my way toward the buoy. This was detrimental to my positioning, but I still felt really good. Half way through the swim we had to run up on the pontoon and jump off the other side for the second lap. At this point I had a group of about 4 0r 5 around me and I figured we had set ourselves up to have a pack on the bike. Little did I know that I was going to feel better on the second lap and pull away from those guys around me. I got myself within reach of the second main pack and felt confident that I would be in with them on the bike leg.

Apparently I did something wrong and took too much time getting my stuff together on the bike and missed the pack I thought I would be joining. Therefore, I rode the 40k bike all alone against a major headwind on the return stretch of a 5-lap bike course (see photo #4). Slowly I was reeling people in, but the main two packs were pulling away every time the headwind hit me. A group of 20, or even 2 is going to work a heck of a lot better in the wind than one 145 pound skinny guy! After getting off the bike I had planned to start conservatively on the run and work my way up to a good pace. At this point the temperature had reached the mid 90's and was taking a toll on a body that is used to training in no warmer than 45 degrees. My running speed not only didn't pick up but actually began to drop. I was feeling worse and worse as the run went on and my motivation had dropped significantly. Dehydration, heat and sun exposure, and low motivation will not make for a good day. I went into damage control mode and my new goal became not to walk due to the cramps. I made it through the run, crossed the finish line, wobbled around and drank water for about 45 minutes until the nausea went away. As I headed back to my transition area to clean up I saw my good friend John standing on the side of the course. John and I ran track in high school together and then against eachother in college. Now I see him in the Middle East, about as far away from high school and college as you can get. We chatted for several minutes and he drove me back to my hotel.

Not exactly the race I had hoped for, but I did take some positives away from the experience. I had a decent swim only exiting the water a little over a minute behind the best swimmers, had a strong bike considering I soloed against the wind, and I gained valuable experience by racing a World Cup. Not to mention I learned to put my most important items in my carry-on bag as opposed to my bike box. 

Qatar was a beautiful country and I look forward to racing in many more exotic places around the world. I hope everyone is doing well and thank you all for the well wishes and positives vibes coming from half way around the world!

