The 2006 World Championships – Lausanne Switzerland
By Grant Connelly
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I have always dreamed of racing in Europe.  My trip to Switzerland with Team USA has allowed me to realize that dream.  It has also inspired me to continue to reach for new heights.

I arrived in Geneva Switzerland Wednesday morning three days before the big event.  At the airport, my wife and I quickly met up with other members of the team and settled in with a latte as we waited for our transportation to Laussane.  Once on the bus I could not sleep as I was mesmerized by the Swiss Alps and the rest of the beautiful countryside.  When we arrived in Lausanne, the town was already buzzing with elite triathletes everywhere all sporting the colors of their respective countries; a pack of Italian cyclists riding next to our bus, some Australians and Kiwis out for a run, and several Brits heading down to the lake for a swim.  The city had opened its doors to triathletes from all around the world.  
The days leading up to the event were filled with activities and preparation for the race.  My first swim in Lake Geneva was magical with the Alps to the south and the beautiful city of Laussane to the north.  The water was crystal clear and a refreshing 19 degrees Celsius.  I also went on a 600 person group ride along the bike course.  With a police escort, we were able to get a feeling of the hills and turns that awaited us.  Thursday evening there was the “Parade of Nations”.  Athletes from every country imaginable made me realize the true magnitude of the event.  There was a special camaraderie that I felt with all members of Team USA but there was also a sense of camaraderie among all of the athletes regardless of their country.  We were all there for the same reason…
The day before the race was thrilling.  I went down to the race course to run the 2.5 K loop that would be repeated four times the following day.  In the midst of my warm-up, the city was in preparation to shut down for our special day.  After my run I checked my bike in to the transition area and headed back to the hotel.  I watched some of the US Open and the Tour of Spain on TV while my wife was out touring and picking up a delicious picnic dinner.  We had a great European style meal when she returned and went to a local park to enjoy a patisserie sweet.  The night before the race I slept reasonably well considering my excitement.
The morning of the race there was an eerie silence in the hotel dinning rooms.  This was in sharp contrast to the mornings leading up to race day when the rooms were bustling with conversation.  Today was different as all of the athletes had only one thing on their mind and it did not involve idle conversation.  
After a hearty breakfast my wife and I headed down to the start finish area.  My wife Nicole was as excited as I was which is no surprise given the fact that we truly work as a team.  Nicole is the source of my strength and is the person who taught me how to truly believe in myself.  If it were not for Nicole getting to the World Championships would still be a distant dream and to have her there with me race day meant everything.  When we reached the start/finish area the energy was amazing.  The junior girls had just finished and the crowd was thickening.  I went for a short run then made my way to the bike check in area.  After my equipment was checked in I went to the part of the lake designated as the warm-up area.  I did a few laps and my stroke felt great.  Feeling confident about the day I then headed to the staging area.  
Once in the staging area I began to really feel the pressure of the event.  Just about everyone around me was speaking languages I could not understand.  As a walked onto the starting pontoon I felt my heart rate skyrocket without even taking a single stroke.  As I awaited the start and looked around at the amazing scenery all of the sudden I felt a sense of serenity come over me.  I was ready to go…
The swim was like nothing I have ever experienced before.  Being a stronger swimmer I am used to getting out in front and swimming most of the course with only a few other competitors around me.  This swim was nothing like that.  It was the most tightly bunched, aggressive swim I have ever done in my life.  The water was choppy and I was elbowed, smacked and kicked more times in the first 400 yards than in my entire triathlon career.  As someone who has always been anxious in the water it took everything I had to get in the fight.  I finally settled in and got down to business.   By the end of the swim I was in the second group and finished in a little over twenty one minutes.
The transition area was like no other I have ever seen before.  It was 800 meters long and we had to run up and down the entire length of it for our first transition.  Knowing I would be running a mile before I would even see my bike, I stripped my wetsuit off as soon as I exited the lake.  I caught a few people in T1 and was out on the bike in the top 15.

Once on the bike things began to unravel.  Fellow athletes can attest that some days are great, others are okay, and then there are those that you just feel plain flat.  On race day, I was hovering between okay and flat.  After about two miles into the bike I was passed by fellow American J.J. Baily who went on to finish 3rd.  He and a number of other competitors went by me quickly and I got myself into a bit of a psychological rut.  This is not to say I ever stopped fighting.  In fact I may have given too much on the many hills we encountered leaving very little for the run.
By the time I reached T2 I had slid to about 20th place and still had the hope of pulling back some of the time I lost on the bike.  Just a few weeks earlier I had run a 35.40 for the final 10K at New Jersey State Triathlon and I was thinking that the run would be my strongest leg of the race.  Unfortunately the run was no different than the bike and I could not get my legs to turn over.  At any other race I would have been reduced to a crawl (latterly) but with USA across my chest I was inspired.  The fans were so amazing and with my wife, Tim and Jeff (from USAT) calling my name out every time I passed I was committed to leaving everything out on the course.  By mile 5 I was running on fumes.  I closed my eyes, told myself, “This is the world championships and you are representing your country; when you cross the line there will be nothing more you could have done!”  I ran the last mile with everything I had.  When I crossed the line I had run the final leg in 40.45 a full 5 minutes slower than I ran just a month ago.  But despite my slower time I was more proud of this race than I was of any race I had done before.  I came to the world championships and had done my very best.
My week in Switzerland was the greatest experience of my life as an athlete, making a childhood dream come true.  Triathlon is a sport that we can do for the rest of our lives.  I plan to go back to the world championships again.  I plan to learn how to better prepare for races that involve long distance traveling but I now realize that the race is only a small part of the amazing adventure of being part of the triathlon community.  The athletes I met on this amazing trip inspired me to continue to set new goals and reach for new heights.  I consider myself very fortunate to have had this experience.  See ya at the races...
