Turning Point
School kids push themselves in a new direction
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The Highlands zip code is a far cry from 90210. For many of its often non-English speaking residents, it is a struggle merely to stay afloat, much less see to it that their children are adequately equipped to tackle the world head-on. But a group of teachers and tutors at the Cypress Elementary School knew that, with enough perseverance and dedication, it was possible for children to be prodded in the right direction if you could just find the right note and play it at the right time.

Cypress teacher Jacque (pronounced "Jackie") Irons hit a diva-class high C when she invited four-time Ironman age-group champion Cherie Gruenfeld to speak to an assembly of fifth and sixth graders as part of an ongoing program called "Exceeding Expectations." Nobody was particularly surprised by the noisy, I-wanna-be-a-triath-a-lete response: They'd seen that kind of at-the-moment enthusiasm before, and had watched on too many occasions as it dissipated later.

This time, however, Gruenfeld came back on a weekend and took a dozen of the most persistent snapping turtles out on their bikes to see if they were serious enough. See if they'd even show up. 

They did, so another ride was set for the following weekend. When the kids showed up again, Gruenfeld targeted the Highlands 5K as a warm-up race, and started a fund to get them some decent running shoes, bikes, helmets and basic accessories. Irons and teacher's aide Cindy Haigler responded by organizing the training sessions, transporting the kids and even going into their homes in many cases to get them up and away from distinctly un-Ozzie-and-Harriet-like family situations.

"I was completely floored at how hungry these kids were for any kind of opportunity," Gruenfeld says. "They bit into this thing like they were Olympic hopefuls.

By this time Adam Hart, one of Gruenfeld's biking friends, had stepped in to lend a coaching hand, and a hard core group of eight boys and one fiercely determined girl emerged. The YMCA comped them all to their debut 5K event, and they wowed the crowd with their seriousness and their joy. Medals were handed out and plans laid for the big test, the Redlands Tri. 

The kids would enter as relay teams, but would only bike and run. They had no pool in which to train, and some had never even seen the ocean. Gruenfeld herself did the swim for one team, and for the others she recruited Bob Babbitt, Leah Friedman and Ben Bunn, Cindy's son. 

As interested onlookers wondered whether any of the cute little tykes would actually manage to finish (heh heh heh), they heard something that sounded eerily like a mini-sonic boom. Turning, they were barely in time to see 11-year-old Cesar Haro polishing off the last few yards of a 21-minute 5K. Cesar slapped Emilio Holguin's hand, watched his teammate bike his way out of the transition area, drank a little water, stretched, and still had plenty of time to watch most of the field come into transition after him.

Milton Walker and Estephan Martinez appeared a bit later and handed off to Salvador Galvan and his brother, Big Jose. Little Jose Lopez kicked off his sister, Anayancy, the lone female in the bunch, who fought against aerodynamic drag on the bike until the jacket she'd been struggling to wrap around her handlebars finally just dropped away and she was able to pick up more speed. 

Nine Cypress kids started. Nine finished, and they have the medals to prove it. Afterward, they listened with rapt attention as triathlete and daytime television star Real Andrews, himself of distinctly non-90210 origins, told them stories that spun threads from his heart to theirs. Jesse Gonzalez, a former gang member who turned his life around through triathlon, gave them some hard-hitting advice on how to skip that first step while there was still time. 

They were interviewed by reporters, photographed, back-slapped and adored, but got real bored real fast and just wanted to know, "What's next?"

Enter Greg Klein and the Desert Triathlon.

FIRST AWAY GAME 

Klein is one of the premier triathlon producers in the state. His events are highly regarded for their tight organization, top-notch care of the racers and for the elite fields they tend to draw. He is also a hugely talented multi-sport athlete in his own right, and when he trained his practiced eye on the Cypress kids, "cute" wasn't the term that popped into his head — "athletes" was. He took into account the determination and the potential and then considered the need and waived steep entry fees that would have put the race out of their reach.

But the kids still couldn't swim, and this time the veteran triathletes who'd pitched in at Redlands wouldn't be able to help, because the swim leg would come first rather than last, and they each had their own races to run.

Ben Bunn approached some of his buddies on the Cajon High swim team with a plea for assistance. They were skeptical at first but, by the time Steve Payne, Nathan Harding, Janelle Gagnon and Taylor Adams made their way out to the desert, their doubts had evaporated and they were fully committed, even electing to bunk with the much-younger kids and get a little team spirit underway.

[continued …]

*     *     *
Contributions of any amount would be greatly appreciated. Kindly send your check to:


Cypress Elementary School 


Exceeding Expectations Athletic Program 


c/o  Ms. Jacque Irons 


26825 Cypress Street 


Highland, CA  92346 
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