
24   the philadelphia lawyer   Summer 2017 PHOTOS COURTESY OF Tianna K. Kalogerakis



B y  T i a n n a  K .  K a l o g e r a k i s

B

ack in 2009, the International Olympic Committee 
announced that it had selected Rio de Janiero, Brazil to 
host the 2016 Summer Olympics.  While one of my friends 
immediately proclaimed that she would be going, I had no 

idea back then that I would be attending, too – making what surely 
became a trip of a lifetime.
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My Road to Rio

A Young Lawyer’s Adventure at the 
Summer Olympics
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Five years later, it’s 2014 and the trip was still nothing more 
than a cool idea to me.  However, I had graduated law school, 
was steadily employed and felt cautiously optimistic that I 
would remain in my same position for the next two years.  As a 
newly minted young lawyer, I finally 
felt the sense of security that I needed 
to start making this fantasy of a trip a 
reality.  Once I learned that my friend 
was selected to work as a volunteer 
at the games, I began saving money, 
started learning Portugese (thumbs 
up for the Duolingo app) and began 
listing to a YouTube playlist called 
“Funk Carioca 2016” (a type of dance 
music from Rio that fuses Miami 
bass with African-style music).  Most 
importantly, I applied to the ticket 
lottery for Olympic events.  After I received guaranteed 
ticket assignments for some key events, I began passionately 
researching every aspect of the trip – since research was 
something I was now quite adept at – gathering information 
about neighborhoods in Rio, local methods of transportation 

and lodging options.  We decided to stay in Barra da Tijuca, 
a barrio (neighborhood) in the West Zone of Rio, near the 
Atlantic Ocean, at a condo we secured though Airbnb.  
Of course, in the year between when I committed to attending 

the games and when I would actually 
travel to Rio, it seemed like there 
were a multitude of reasons why 
I should consider canceling.  The 
heavily polluted Guanabara Bay.  
The economic crisis and the resulting 
crime I was likely to face.  The 
mosquito-borne Zika virus.  While 
I evaluated the pros and cons with 
each newly publicized development, 
I remained undeterred.  
Before long, after several travel 

challenges, I finally made it to Rio 
in time to watch a neck-and-neck basketball game between 
Croatia and Brazil, where Croatia came out on top by a mere 
four points (80-76).  Swish! 
The women’s marathon was my favorite of the events I 

attended. We lined up at 9 a.m. at the Sambódromo (a linear 

While I evaluated the 
pros and cons with 

each newly publicized 
development, I 

remained undeterred.  
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parade stadium built for the Rio Carnival) and we watched 
the runners gather at the starting line.  The sound of the gun 
fired off and, before I knew it, the women ran right out of 
the stadium! It had not occurred to me until then that the 
course of the marathon would be outside of the venue and 
we would be watching the event unfold on a large monitor.  I 
was pleasantly surprised when, while watching the monitor, 
the Sambódromo came alive with music and hundreds of 
people in brightly colored costumes appeared.  We were 
privy to a mini carnival parade!  The attendees in the stands 
were dancing in the 79-degree heat.  We sang along with the 
infectious beat, proudly waiving our respective country’s 
flags and celebrating Rio. 
Shortly after the carnival performers ended their show, 

Kenya’s Jemima Sumgong re-entered the arena and crossed 
the finish line with a time of 2:24:04.  For the next hour, I 
cheered for every single woman who crossed that finish line, 
many collapsing upon making it across.  The medal ceremony 

was right after the event. As we watched the flags of Kenya, 
Bahrain and Ethiopia rise and heard Kenya’s national anthem, 
I could only imagine what an honor it must be to represent 
a one’s country in front of the whole world.  It was deeply 
moving, to say the least.
The people of Rio were unquestionably the highlight of the 

trip.  Between my 14 percent proficiency in Portuguese and 
Google Translate, every interaction we had with the cariocas 
(a name Brazilians call inhabitants of Rio de Janiero, derived 
from the name of a native tribe of Rio) ended in laughs.  
Native Portuguese speakers were extremely patient with 
us and willing to work to overcome the language barrier.  I 
found myself using an amalgamation of what I learned 
through Duolingo, Google Translate, facial cues and a bit 
of the Spanish I knew from growing up in South Florida to 
convey and understand messages.  Multiple times, popular 
songs from my YouTube playlist became a source of common 
ground in these disjointed conversations.  It was thrilling to 

We sang along with the infectious beat, proudly waiving our 
respective country’s flags and celebrating Rio. 
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understand and build rapport with the folks we met despite the 
communication challenges.
Meanwhile, I quickly realized that the press had greatly 

exaggerated the criminal activity.  The most criminal aspect 
of the Olympic Games turned out to be Ryan Lochte’s self-
serving and slanderous lies about the people of Rio.  I felt far 
safer than expected, partly because I resembled the cariocas 
and people treated me like a local. When my friend and I 
got lost, a nice woman with a young son led us through side 
streets, alleyways, and open-air markets – taking a 25-minute 
detour out of her way – to get us where we needed to go.  
We attempted to give her money for her inconvenience, but 
she staunchly refused and instead offered with a wide smile, 
“Welcome to Rio!” 
Through our many bus rides, we saw much of the scenic 

country.  Everyone and everything was beautiful.  We danced 
the night away in a samba club.  We partied (responsibly) 
at the France House.  We took a cable car up to Sugar Loaf 
Mountain.  We saw Christ the Redeemer.  We met Olympians 
from the U.S., Kenya, Jamaica, India and South Africa.  We 
went to an authentic churrascaria and stuffed ourselves.  We 
frequented the many restaurants on Barra de Tijuca beach and 

ate the jelly out of coconuts.  We feasted on fresh fish from the 
same place two days in-a-row because it was that good!
On the night of the closing ceremonies, my friend was at 

the stadium to watch it in person while I was at the condo, 
prepared to watch the live telecast.  It was particularly windy 
that night and the power went out in our respective locations.  
The power outage at the stadium lasted about 10 minutes, 
whereas I sat in the dark for almost three hours in a stranger’s 
condo.  Using a safety glow stick and combination whistle 
that I had the foresight to pack, I was able to find and light 
plumber’s candles.  Though I missed the entire ceremony, I 
felt like MacGyver and I felt safe.  In my mind, I won my own 
Olympics that night – for my bravery.  
As my trip to Rio came to an end,  I was so glad I took a 

leap of faith to explore another world and have an adventure.  
Although my time in Rio was unforgettable, I was ready to 
return home to Philadelphia, rejuvenated, eager to rejoin my 
career and my fiancé – but also excited for the other new 
adventures that awaited me here and around the world.

Tianna K. Kalogerakis (1tiannak@gmail.com) is a clerk to the 
Superior Court of Pennsylvania.

The most criminal aspect of the Olympic Games  
turned out to be Ryan Lochte’s self-serving and  

slanderous lies about the people of Rio.




