May 17th, 2007 - "...(you) have to have confidence in your ability, and then be tough enough to follow through." - Rosalynn Carter

In the past, this is what I have struggled with. Telling yourself that you will have a good race is one thing, convincing yourself is another. There is an definite and strong fear of failure after  days of convincing yourslef that failure is not an option. In my most recent travels I found myslef at a World Cup race in Richards Bay, South Africa. I was accepted to the race on short notice and was forced to cancel other races in both Ixtapa, Mexico and Pro Nationals in Honolulu, HI. With limited success in my previous 4 World Cup events, I knew it was imparative that I not only take the long trip, but also necessary to have a good race. Several days before I left I began some positive mental imagery and self-talk. I often know that my training is there but my brain can get in the way sometimes and put you back  a few steps. This transcends sports of course, but in this case we'll keep it in that realm!

Traveling to S.Africa takes about 35 hours or so when everything is all said and done, and that's going WITH the wind! I arrived in Richards Bay at The Bream House B&B on Tuesday night. The B&B was just a short bike ride from the host hotel and race venue. I am convinced that myself and fellow Americans Manny Huerta and Dave Messenhiemer really lucked out with our assigned accomadations as our hostess, Charmaine Barnes and her staff (DuDu and Bongi) were amazing. All of our meals were made for us, large single rooms cleaned as we ate breakfast every morning and some great conversation. With no worries about finding food and a good night's sleep, we could really focus on our upcoming races.

Wednesday morning I put my bike together in the early morning sun, which was a comfortable 70 F (21C). I then put on my cycling clothes and took an hour bike ride out into the rural parts of Richards Bay. This was Africa. Later I came to find out this might not have been the best idea a skinny white boy on a shiny bike ever made, but I never felt threatened or unsafe during my ride at all. Strange looks, absolutely, but nothing much different than riding in certain areas of the US. For the next couple days I continued to work out on the race course to get a feel for the undulations, corners and distances.  The swim was held in a small inlet off of the larger and more intimidating Richards Bay. The course was open for the athletes leading up to the race, making it much easier to get the work done.

Race morning I woke up early and went on a short warm-up run, then relaxed until abour 1:30pm when I headed down to the course. The women were just finishing up as the men were arriving. The day was beginning to cool down from a moderate 85F (26C). The humidity was a bit of an issue, but nothing like we've seen at other races. I quickly set up my transition area and headed down to the swim start to get in a short warm-up. The race was about to begin.

I was given #73 in the race which was a mere two spots from the last ranked athlete. One cannot take offense to this as there is where my current world rank put me. I looked at it as a positive because there's nothing like no one watching out for you! My name was called out third to last in the athlete introductions and I took my last spot on the pontoon, which turned out to be smack dab in the middle of 80 athletes! I knew that my race was about to be decided over the next 20 minutes or so. "You are now in the hands of the starter" is the command and then the gun (air horn in most cases) goes off. We were off!

The swim was two laps of 750 meters and after the first lap, I was still on the tail end of the front pack. After re-entering the water there was a major surge and I dropped back a bit and clung on to the second pack. I left the water in my best position yet in a World Cup race. I was only 35 seconds behind the leader (normally more like 1:00 and 1:30). Turning up the screws on the 150 meter run to transition area 1, I was fast enough to get on with a small pack of 8 or so that trailed the front pack by a small amount. 

The first two laps of the eight lap bike course were as painful as one can imagine. Try to imagine when you were in grade school, doing pull-ups for gym class when you're on the final one. You have no more gas and then you remember that your arch enemy just did that same number. You have to beat it, no matter what it takes. Then think about that pain specifically. Yeah, kind of like that for about 15 minutes. I was happy to have stayed on the pack, although barely. Reprieve came in the form of a huge bike pack containing about 25 guys that had swum just off from our pack and took a little longer to get themsleves organized. At the point we all grouped up I gave out a huge sigh of relief knowing that the pace would back off a tad. After another lap we had gathered enough athletes to have about 60 guys in one pack. This is fun. A bit of a yo-yo effect for those of us in the back of the pack as we went around corners, but the motivation to stay on is most certainly there.

Coming into transition 2 was hectic. The announcer said he had never seen so many guys get off the bike at once in his life. It was quite the spectacle and made for an exciting 10k run. The leaders took out like crazy, nothing abnormal there, but my race plan was to avoid that. I went out at a pace I thought I could maintain for all 10 kilometers and hoped to have some in the tank for the last lap. Some of the American women and the coach USAT had sent down with us, Andy Schmitz were yelling out positions. I needed to be in the top 50 and within 10% of the winner's time in order to score ITU and Olympic points. After the second lap (of four) I was in 51st position and still well within the time cut-off. I knew the next two laps were going cause an incredible amount of pain to put me in the points. I kept steady and strong and by the time I was through 8k I was in 46th position. In the last 2k I picked off another 3 guys and finished in 43rd position and the 3rd American.

Extremely happy with this result and hoping that it starts a streak of good races. Next up is Escape from Alcatraz on June 3rd and then Prospect Lake sprint on June 24th. The rest of the season is up in the air but my printed schedule is as accurate as it gets.

On another fantastic note, my sister Megan and her husband, Justin gave birth to their first child. A baby boy Reece John Leitz. He was born on April 13th and is healthy as can be. I am extremely happy to ba an uncle and cannot wait to meet him face to face in July, when Megan and Justin make a trip back to the US. Don't get me wrong, I have seen him on skype video, but there's nothing like holding the young man!

I hope everyone is well and I hope to hear from you soon!

P.S. A monkey stole my bread!
