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“IN THIS RACE, 
THERE WAS 
NO CLOCK, 

NO STARTER 
PISTOL, AND 

NO MEDAL FOR 
FIRST PLACE”



I had been running competitively since my 
sophomore year in high school and was pretty 
confident in my abilities. It did not take long 
though to discover a few problems. My first 
obstacle was that I did not even own a bike. I 
had no idea what I was looking for and entered 
a bike shop in much the same manner most 
of us go to the tire store to pick out new tires 
for our vehicles. I found the first sales person 
I could and pleaded with him to put me in the 
best, fastest, and most affordable machine he 
had. A thousand or so dollars later, I was the 
proud owner of a Lemond racing bike. 

 
 My first ride was through the streets of 
Washington, DC with Heather. I passed many 
of the monuments, memorials, and museums 
that make DC such a great city. Of course, there 
came a time when we had to stop our trek and 
depart our racing machines. My first dismount 
was probably predictable. I suspect most riders 
with clipless pedals know what happened next. 
My feet were stuck! I could not free myself 
from this evil contraption and immediately fell 
on the sidewalk near the Lincoln Memorial. This 
was the first of many embarrassing moments 
for me as a triathlete. 
 My first race, an open-water Olympic 
distance triathlon, was a success only in that 
I did not drown or exit the water on a rescue 
boat. I left the 2000 Big Lick Triathlon a more 

self-aware, and much humbler, man. But, as 
humbled as I was, I was even more determined 
to master this sport!

 While in law school in Birmingham, 
Alabama. I sought out the Birmingham Triathlon 
Club (Vulcan Tri) and later joined a Team in 
Training. The group was great and everyone 
enjoyed the training and racing camaraderie 
you develop while working together to train for 
a race and raise money for a great cause. I had 
discovered a group that had a passion for being 
active, but also enjoyed the finer things in life…
like a pitcher of good beer and a greasy pizza 
after a long workout.
 After graduation, I moved to Portland, 
Oregon. But my life was lacking that community 
of people who had the shared desire to push 
each other physically, but also to imbibe in good 
beer and social time. After a four-year hiatus 
from competing in triathlons, I discovered the 
Portland Triathlon Club (PTC). The club has an 
expansive array of members. There are some 
people in the club who, every race, compete 
for the top spot in their age group. There also 
are many people whose desire is to finish 
somewhere mid-pack in their age group. There 
also is a healthy contingent of athletes just 
wanting to complete the race with arms held 
high, smiles upon their faces and a supportive 
crowd cheering as they cross the finish line.
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Triathlete In the Making

New in Town

I began my triathlon experience in 2000, while a third year college student 
at the University of Virginia. I was young and still invincible and, of course, 
could tackle this challenge. As it turns out, it was not so easy.
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 While my years of racing experience and 
trials and tribulations largely define the sport 
of triathlon for me, I continually am reminded 
triathlon is more than an athletic endeavor. It’s 
a community. It’s a culture. It’s being part of 
something larger than sport. This was a lesson 
I began to learn in Birmingham with Vulcan Tri 
and especially with Team in Training. It’s a lesson 
I continue to recognize in training and working 
with PTC. But, even more so, it’s something 
that forever will be etched in my memory due 
to the tragic bombing of the Boston Marathon 
on April 15, 2013 and the response to it by PTC 
and the Portland community at large, on April 
17, 2013.
 Most people in their mid-fifties and 
older remember the day JFK was assassinated. 
Anyone born before the year 1990 remembers 
the day terrorists attacked the World Trade 
Center in New York City. I suspect any runner, 
born before 2000, will remember the day the 
Boston Marathon, one of the world’s most 
beautiful and treasured marathons, was 
tarnished by a cowardly terrorist attack with a 
bomb that took the lives of a few, injured or 
crippled many, and forever scarred masses. 
 

 
 Many people from Portland travel 
every year to race the Boston Marathon and 
a handful of fellow PTCers go as well. The 
events on Monday April 15, 2013 affected most 
of America. The Portland Triathlon Club was 
inspired to organize a run in remembrance 
and celebration of those affected and killed by 
the Boston Marathon bombing. What began 
as a small group of a few dozen grew to a 
couple hundred through the wonders of social 
media and Facebook. It’s still unclear how, 
but the press caught wind of the plan to run 
in remembrance and the numbers grew even 
more. The plan was to do a very informal group 
run on the Waterfront  Esplanade. Any runner or 
walker in Portland could tell you exactly where 
and what this is, but for those not yet exposed 
to it, it’s a beautiful loop around the Willamette 
River in downtown Portland comprised of about 
3 miles of extraordinary views of downtown 
Portland while looping around waterfront 
bridges. 
 I was lucky enough to help plan and 
organize some of this event and to see first 
hand the magic of it. With the help of Athlete’s 
Lounge, the local triathlon store, many 
volunteers, and publicity through Facebook 
and local media, the event was ready to go on. 
Facebook ended up having over 700 people 
saying they would attend. An estimate by 
media outlets puts the crowd of runners at 
about 2000, far more than expectated.
 The run was to begin at 6:30 pm, but 
by 6:10 pm the gathering area on the Vera 
Katz Esplanade was packed and efforts to keep 
people off of the walking path were futile. There 
were runners, walkers, children, dogs, people 
on crutches, and athletes in wheel chairs ready 
to tackle the  Waterfront  Esplanade as far as 
the eye could see. The noise and energy felt 
like the beginning of any major race, although 
in this race there was no clock, no starter pistol, 
and no medal for first place. 

Run in Remembrance of BostonThe Unthinkable Happened

Signatures to Boston.



Run in Remembrance of Boston

 Finally, the clock hits 6:45, a little behind 
schedule, and it’s showtime for real. The 
ceremony starts with a few moments of silence. 
The feel was chilling. The quiet of the crowd felt 
much like how it seemed as a kid growing up in 
the country, when you could hear the crickets 
outside at night. As the Portland Opera sang 
the Star Spangled Banner, emotions poured out 
as thousands joined in a unified song. With the 
refrain of “Home of The Brave,” we were off. 
 I ran midpack through the three-mile 
loop and could feel the raw emotion the whole 
way. Just about everyone heeded the call to 
wear Boston gear, or black armbands. Running 
next to me were children less than 7 years 
old, a handful of people wearing their race 
shirts and finisher’s medals from the 2013 
Boston Marathon (run just two days prior to 
this event), and even a homeless man who had 
been hanging out underneath the Hawthorne 
bridge and felt moved to participate. Amongst 
the athletes, there was a feeling of great 
reflection, palpable sorrow, some joy, general 
raw emotion, and an overwhelming need to 
be with others to vent anger and sorrow and 

to show camaraderie far too strong to be 
broken by the cowardly actions of a few hell-
bent on tarnishing one of the greatest running 
spectacles ever; the Boston Marathon.
 The run finished with a loop down the 
ramp from the Hawthorne Bridge and then 
about 50 yards back to where we started. 
As I rounded the corner at the bottom of the 
ramp, I saw scores of people, some of them 
great friends for years and some new friends 
from less than an hour before, lined up in two 
rows high-fiving every runner coming through 
the human-shute. The noise and excitement 
rivaled that I felt running down Sherman 
Avenue to the finish line at the Coeur d’Alene 
Ironman. Except, in this race, there was no top 
finisher and no age group awards. The reward 
in this case was the overwhelming feeling 
that: we will not be deterred, we will not be 
broken, and we will never forget. I stood with 
my fellow PTCers, my fellow runners, and my 
fellow Portlanders and cheered and high fived a 
4-year old bouncing across the finish line with 
a smile as big as his face and realized…this is 
why I triathlon!

Check out Rob at robertcrowlaw.com. and at www.facebook.com/rob.crow.7. 
The Portland Triclub can be found at www.facebook.com/pdxtriclub and www.pdxtriclub.org.
Birmingham Triathlon Club can be found at www.vulcantri.org

The Human Shute.


