
kids TRI harder
swim. bike. run. what kid doesn’t love that?!

3 ways triathlons 
will make YOU a 

BETTER STUDENT! 

TRANSITIONING 
INTO TOMORROW’S 
CHAMPIONS
Youth triathletes shine BRIGHTER 
than EVER! 
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TRANSITIONING 
INTO TOMORROW’S 
CHAMPIONS

Young and stronger than ever, youth triathletes 
show they got what it takes to be the next big 

thing in this rapidly growing sport.

By Sarah Wassner Flynn

Photo by triathlon.org
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It’s 9 p.m. on a Thursday night and 
Hunter Lussi, 16, is finally lumbering 

back to his home in Kensington, Md. 
He’s wrapped his fourth of 10 sessions 
in the pool with his swim club, the 
highly touted North Baltimore Aquatic 
Club; Michael Phelps is a former 
teammate. Tomorrow, he’ll hop on his 
bike for a two-hour ride and try to 
squeeze in a run. By week’s end, Lussi 
will have logged more than 120 miles 
of swimming, biking and running—and 
that’s not even a peak training week.

Across the country, in Monterey, 
Calif., Hannah Finchamp, 15, spent her 
2010 season racing nearly every weekend, 
raking in 22 finishes for the year—and 
nearly 80 total since she started racing 
as a precocious 9-year-old. At the inaugural San Francisco 
Triathlon at Alcatraz in August, Finchamp’s sub-three-hour 
finish in the taxing 1.2-mile swim, 25-mile bike and 7-mile 
run was only a few minutes off the latter half of the pro 
women’s times. This month, she’ll compete in the Xterra 
World Championship in Maui, just weeks after starting her 
freshman year of high school.

A few years ago, Lussi and Finchamp’s training and racing 
regimens would have been regarded as overly ambitious—
absurd, even—for a couple of skinny high school kids. But 
today, they are just two of thousands of teens spending 
hours in the pool and on the roads training to be the 
next big thing in triathlon. Long a sport adopted by post-
collegiate swimmers and runners, triathlon is rapidly 
picking up speed among a much younger set. In fact, USA 
Triathlon reports that the youth demographic is the fastest 

growing segment of its membership, with 28,974 annual 
members under the age of 16—a figure that’s up almost 
11 percent from just one year ago.

That’s no surprise, given the meteoric rise the sport as a 
whole has experienced in the past five years. But with this 
surge among younger athletes, competition is becoming 
fiercer, times are getting quicker and parents are spending 
more and more money on the sport. Though research 
has shown that triathletes, like marathoners, typically 
peak in their late 2Os and early 30s, the recent success 
of those such as American Andrew Yoder and Canadian 
Paula Findlay, both 21, is skewing those stats. Simply put: 
Triathlon is about to be taken over by a new generation of 
talent—one that’s faster than ever.

In the Club 
Who’s leading the way? The kids that make up 

Multisport Madness, the perennial powerhouse of junior-
level elite triathlon. Keith Dickson, the Naperville, III., 
team’s director, has led his athletes to six youth and junior 
national championship titles, and two of his athletes, 

Kevin McDowell, 18, and Kelly Whitley, 17, each medaled 
in triathlon at the first-ever Youth Olympic Games in 
Singapore in August. Seventeen-year-old Lukas Verzbicas, 
widely regarded as the top up-and-coming triathlete in the 
country, is also a member. As Dickson tells it, triathlon is 
not simply a way for kids to burn off extra energy or to 
fill their downtime between swimming and track seasons; 
it’s a commitment as serious as deciding which college to 
attend.

“The end goal is elite ITU triathlon,” says Dickson. “The 
athletes we have are truly triathletes and train as such. You 
must be able to compete as a single-sport athlete.... That 
single sport is called triathlon. You are no longer allowed 
any weaknesses.”

Dickson has a point: Whereas almost all of the past 
American Olympian triathletes started off as single-sport 
stars, other countries get a head start by grooming their 
athletes on multisport teams from preadolescence. This 
is why Dickson is hoping his approach to a finely tuned, 
super dedicated team environment for young triathletes 
will be used as a template for kids’ clubs in every city, 
allowing talent to be cultivated from coast to coast.

“The club teams in Europe are familiar with this 
concept,” he says. “As a country, we must find motivated 
individuals who have a track record of success in the 
private sector, who are competitive, who can step up and 
do what it takes to build a world-class triathlon team.”

Footing the Bill 
Building a world-class triathlete comes with a hefty 

price tag. Boris Robinson, a youth elite coach for T3 
Multisports in Round Rock, Texas, estimates that his 
athletes’ parents spend around $5,000 a year on travel and 
accommodations alone. Throw in coaching, race fees and 

expensive gear—it’s not unusual to see a tween on a time-
trial bike with disc wheels at a championship race—and a 
family could easily fork over more than $15,000 for one 
year of triathlon.

But Robinson is quick to point out that the price is 
comparable to what parents pay for other year-round 
sports or activities.

“In the grand scheme of things, triathlon is probably less 
expensive than, say, select travel soccer,” says Robinson. 
“And just being able tosayyou’re a national champion 
oryou competed at an international level is priceless. It 
makes it all worth it.”

Hunter Lussi’s father, Craig—a former figure skater 
whose own parents “did what they had to do to support 
[his] dreams,”—says the cost of coaching, equipment and 
race fees is a small price to pay for the potential impact 
the sport has on his son’s future.

“What it really comes down to is [that] spending 
several thousand dollars a year is not that big a deal if it 
can get your kid into a good college and maybe even a 
scholarship,” he says.

The College Issue 
But then again, because triathlon is not a NCAA 

Division I sport, there are no coaches from the Stanfords 
or USCs of the country waving full rides in front of 
superstar triathletes as they graduate from high school. 
And, when faced with astronomical college tuitions, 

The Sci Fi Channel drama, a reboot of the 1970s series overlaid 
with post-9/11 themes, starts its three-hour series finale with an 
hour tonight (10 ET/PT) and a two-hour finish next Friday. After 
four seasons, the Human-Cylon war is almost at an end, but only 
because both sides are near extinction.

1“It held a gigantic mirror up to us,” says Edward James 
Olmos, who stars as Adm. Adama, the military leader of the 

refugees. “It took hold of a very simple but basic understanding: 
A catastrophic disaster happens to humanity, and what would 
happen to us? And could we find ourselves again?”

2 Though influenced by the terror attacks on the Pentagon and 
World Trade Center, the series could be seen as an allegory 

for any warring people, says creator and producer Ronald D. 
Moore, a former writer for Star Trek: The Next Generation. 
“I don’t know that there are easy answers to a lot of things 
that we experience in life, the national traumas we have been 
through,” Moore says. “This was an opportunity to highlight 
them and talk about them in a different way, that wasn’t caught 
up in contemporary political cultural terms.”

3 This kind of subject matter elevated the show above sci-fi 
geekdom, earning the series a Peabody and on Tuesday a 

special United Nations screening, where its creators will discuss 
how international events fed their story lines. “It’s bittersweet,” 
Moore says of the show’s finale. “I’m excited for people to see 
the end and bring it all home. But it’s hard to let it go.”

3...2...1...GO! 
3 ways triathlons will make you a better 

student in the classroom.

Junior division 6, 7 and 8-year-olds start the swim leg of the IronKids Triathlon Sunday morning 
at Spa Beach in St. Petersburg. For this age group the race consisted of a 50-yard swim, 2 mile 
bike ride and 500 yard run. Photo by tampabay.com.

(From left) Kevin McDowell of the USA (Americas1) urging Luis Oliveros 
of Mexico (Americas2) in the cycling leg of the Triathlon 4X mixed team 
relay at the Singapore 2010 Youth Olympic Games (YOG) in East Coast 
Park on Aug 19, 2010. Kevin won the bronze, Luis came in 5th. Photo by 
SPH-SYOGOC/Mindy Tan, flickr.com.

“ Triathlon is about to be taken over by a new 
generation of talent—one 
that’s faster than ever.”


