Triathlons come, Triathlons Go

And some, like the Manastash race, scheduled for today, get no run at all

By Scott Sandsberry Yakima Herald-Republic
Considering the menagerie of obstacles – they must contend with – frigid water, scalding sun, cramping muscles, nails in the tire, pebbles in the shoe, physical and mental exhaustion and even the occasional moronic motorist refusing to share the road – it's understandable that triath​letes sometimes hit the proverbial wall.

So do triathlons.

It happened two years ago to the SYRA Triathlon in Sunnyside, which had had a 16​-year run. It happened last year to the Whisky Dick, which had had a 17-year run. And it hap​pened last week to the Manastash Adventure Triathlon, which had been slated for today but now will have no run at all.

In each case, dwindling participation was the killer. But triathlons, like triathletes, are resilient. They die out in one place and pop up in another. (Witness the Manastash, which popped up to replace the Whisky Dick). Triath​letes leave and others take their place.

“This sport is constantly evolving. People are constantly leaving the sport and new people are constantly coming in,” said Mike McCutchen, a Yakima firefighter and diehard triathlete. "I put together the packets for the race here in town" – last weekend's Valley of the Sun Triathlon, for which McCutchen serves on the organizing board – "and I recognize few names that I would have been seeing six or eight years ago." On the flip side, six or eight years ago McCutchen might not have recognized half the triathlons now on the calendar. Local race directors estimate that as much as 80 percent of their competitors come from west of the Cas​cades, where new multi-event races are sprout​ing like weeds.

"There's a lot more competition, a lot more races," said Craig Carlson, race director for the Whisky Dick and Manastash. "Obviously, we're dependent on the west side to draw people, and there's a lot more races out there for them to choose from than there has been the last few years."

When Whisky Dick used to be a qualifying event for the famous Iron Man Triathlon in Hawaii, it was a huge draw, bringing in some​times more than 500 entrants. Even after the Iron Man changed its qualifying format and Whisky Dick was out of the picture, the Ellens​burg triathlon still averaged more than 200 par​ticipants.

But in recent years the field had dwindled to not much more than 100, and even 1999's mar​ginal increase to about 150 was not enough to keep Carlson and the Ellensburg Chamber of Commerce, the race host, from opting to make major changes.

They changed the name. They changed the course. And – most of all – they made the race easier. "Whisky Dick," Carlson said, "was definitely known as a difficult triathlon."

The difficulty came from the swimming portion of the race, done in the numbingly cold, often choppy Columbia River, and the bike leg, with its thigh​-burning 12-mile uphill grade from Vantage to the top of Whisky Dick Ridge.

"Whisky Dick was a neat race, but ... it scared beginners away, because it was a very difficult race," said McCutchen, a self-​confessed triathlon junkie. "It took the best of me a couple of years – in fact, quite a few years.

"Some years, when the water got real rough, inexperienced swimmers just kind of freaked out. They had to be rescued. If you were anywhere near them, if they had on a wet suit, you'd have to tell them: Roll over on your back and hang on and wave your arms until someone comes and helps you. There

were some frightening years at Whisky Dick, and that's what scared a lot of people away."

But the gamble to change the name and make the course easi​er didn't payoff. Suddenly, it became just like any other triathlon, and worse yet, one with no name recognition. The Manastash was pretty universal​ly ignored by the triathlon com​munity, and organizers pulled the plug 11 days before today's scheduled race.

"I think the reason people didn't come to our race was they looked at it as a normal race, and they can go to one of those close by," Carlson said. "Where​ as we had (in the Whisky Dick) a more unusual race, and a lot of people looked at ours as THE triathlon." 

Last weekend's Valley of the Sun came off with a strong turnout - about 200 entrants, 184 individuals and six teams ​despite being the sort of triathlon Carlson dubbed "a normal race," with an easy 1​kilometer swim, a comparative​ly flat 35K bicycle leg and an 11K run with one major hill.

Part of the Valley of the Sun's success has been keeping up with the competition – other triathlons – and being sure not to go head-to-head with another major race. 

"Up here in the Northwest, in the summer you're going to com​pete with somebody," race co​director Candie Turner said.

"We don't do year-round triathlons. In California and Florida and Texas, they can do year-round triathlons. Up here we can't. So the summers are booked."

Valley of the Sun used to be the second Sunday of every July. Then the Seattle to Port​land bicycle event switched to that weekend. So did Portland's popular Hagg Lake Triathlon. "A couple of years they (the Hagg Lake event) just killed us," Turner said. "We're non-profit, and we carry a certain balance forward, and we were down. I didn't know last year if we were going to have enough money to do this race."

Given a choice between two similar triathlon events, Turner and Carlson say, most triath​letes will opt for whichever is closer. "And Hagg Lake, the people that go there just love that course," Turner said. "So it was kind of a move-or-die situa​tion for us." Valley of the Sun moved to the third Sunday of July last year, and it has paid off.

The SYRA Triathlon in Sun​nyside – it stands for Sunny​side Youth Recreation Associa​tion – was cancelled after the 1998 field included fewer than 100 participants.

"To do the event we have to have at least 40 volunteers," said Tom Byers, the race's for​mer director. "It gets to the point where you get as many people volunteering to operate the event as you have in it." 
That kind of volunteerism sur​plus had often been the case with the Whisky Dick, but Carl​son sees that as a plus, not a minus. Organizers hope to return next year to the some version of the old Whisky Dick format in order to get the entry numbers back up to around 200 – because Carlson knows he can get that many volunteers. 
"We haven't always just done this for the athletes; we've also done it for the community," Carlson says. "It's been a com​munity endeavor that goes along with the (Ellensburg) rodeo; this was another opportunity for the community to get behind some​thing, and be involved with it. How many races do you find that have 200 people providing support for the race?

"I don't even have to call for volunteers. They call me." Now, if he can only get a few more competitors to do the same.

Photo Caption: Competitors in last week’s Valley of the Sun Triathlon head for the finish line in Naches. (CHRISSY RAGULSKYI Yakima Herald-Republic file)
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