
  

 

Fall 2018 Vol. 51 No. 3  

2018 USCA Nationals Results Issue  

Canoe 

News  
Outriggers  

Portaging  

Home on the Water  

Aluminum Nationals  



2 

 

 

USCA INSURANCE AVAILABLE 
                         

For USCA Club Affiliates, Business Affiliates & Race Sponsors 

 

Having a race or cruise? 

Need Liability and Participant Accident Insurance? 

 

Get it from the USCA! 

A non-profit organization dedicated to serving its members 

Excellent Coverage & Rates Available                                                                                   

For clinics, clubs, river clean-ups, cruises, races, and more                                                                                                                                                                                   
Year round club liability coverage 

Join the USCA and have access to the USCA Insurance Program 

Go to the USCA Website www.uscanoe.com and click on:  USCA Member Benefit ð Event    
Sanctioning & Liability Insurance      

     Please contact USCA President Rebecca Davis for USCA requirements  
for an event to be sanctioned.                                                         

Contact: USCAõs Insurance Administrator 

Brandi M Hallum, Specialty Insurance Consultants, LLC  

         
(206) 535-6332     bhallum@outdooric.com 

http://www.uscanoe.com
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From the Editor:  

 

Weôve got a packed edition this month, covering 

some special paddlers, special techniques, and 

the special Nationals races.  This is probably 

our toughest issue to produce each year; the 

photographers produce so many excellent pho-

tos that itôs hard to choose which ones to pub-

lish!  It seems that everything was running a 

bit behind this month, but I hope you find this 

issue worth the wait.  And thank you for your 

support!  

 

Keep paddling strong!  

 

Steve 

Canoe News is the official publication of the  

United States Canoe Association 

Supporting a Five Star Program:  

Camping, Camaraderie, Cruising, Conservation, 

and Competition  

ðððððððððððððððððððð

www.uscanoe.com  

Disclaimer : Opinions and/or advice expressed in this maga-

zine by individuals, whether or not they are officers of or dele-

gates to, the United States Canoe Association , are personal 

and do not necessarily reflect the official position of the United 

States Canoe Association.   Publication by the United 

States Canoe Association,  whether in print, online, or in any 

other form, does not imply endorsement.  

Front Cover:  Bill Kanost leading the pack at the Lions 

Paws for Support Paddlefest and Fish Lake Festival in 

July 2018.  Photo courtesy of Brian Stewart.                 

Back cover photo of John Puakea and his OC6 team by 

Chris Silvester.                              

Photos on pages 24-29 by Bill Amos Photography  
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Later summer is always 

the busiest part of my racing 

schedule.  The travel is intense, 

but I get to see and hear from 

paddling friends from all over 

North America.  It is inspiring to 

see what everyone has accom-

plished throughout the year, how 

their clubs are changing or grow-

ing, and what they have planned 

for the future.  The very last race 

of my schedule for the year is the 

Chattajack and I look forward to 

an entirely different group of 

friends that I will see there.  It is 

here that I will most miss the 

friendship of Hype Mattingly -

Jordan, who left us this summer 

after battling breast cancer.   

For those of you who donôt 

know, Hype has been involved in 

the USCA on and off over the 

years, most recently serving on 

the Outrigger sub-committee.  

More than her involvement in the 

USCA, she was a driving force in 

the dragon boat community, 

coaching hundreds of women to 

give it their all and find their true 

potential both on and off the wa-

ter.  She expected greatness using 

a mixture of tough love and play-

fulness to coax it out of her 

teams.  She practiced what she 

preached:  setting an example of 

hard work, de-

termination, 

and enthusi-

asm for the 

sport.   

Hype 

had a love for 

all paddle 

sports.  She 

raced in basi-

cally every type 

of craft availa-

ble.  I had the 

chance to pad-

dle with her 

just once, on very first womenôs 

day at the Suwannee River Train-

ing Camp in Live Oak, Florida.  

Hype was diving into marathon 

canoe, attempting her first 70 at 

the General Clinton Canoe Regat-

ta later that spring.  She was 

nervous about the skills required 

to race marathon canoe.  She 

loved the challenge of reading the 

water and especially the ability to 

create team synergy.  We got on 

the water and, with minutes, an-

other womanôs team flipped.  We 

immediately turned around to aid 

the team instead of continuing on 

with the other women.  She may 

have been disappointed that we 

didnôt spend our time together 

working on wake riding and test-

ing our speed against the other 

teams, but she didnôt show it.  

She was genuinely thrilled to be 

part of the womenôs paddle and 

to help others.  

If you didnôt get a chance 

to meet Hype, you can still feel 

her presence through the sheer 

number of paddlers she has 

brought to the sport.  When you 

keep pushing at the end of the 

race even when you think you 

have nothing left, you are honor-

ing her spirit.  When you encour-

age new paddlers you are extend-

ing her legacy.   
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 Although Iôd heard of 

Johnny Puakea by way of his near 

legendary OC1 (1-person outrig-

ger canoe) designs, it wasnôt until 

I attended an OC1 clinic in Trav-

erse City, MI this past June that I 

finally had opportunity to meet 

Johnny.  Itôs not every day that a 

Hawaiian outrigger super star 

shows up in the Midwest USA, so 

I figured I better take this oppor-

tunity to get to know him a bit 

and find out something about his 

history. Sometimes top-name 

sports starts come with a bit of an 

attitude, but not in this case.  

Johnny is about the nicest, most 

down-to-earth guy youôd care to 

meet.  He even had a very nice 

way of explaining to me why my 

OC1 stroke was patheticé    

CN:  Johnny, itôs great to finally 

meet you and to get to know you 

a bit (not to mention benefiting 

from your excellent coaching on 

my OC1 technique).  Youôve be-

come well known in the outrigger 

paddling world for your outrigger 

canoe designs and for coaching 

some very winning teams.  How 

did you get started in paddling 

and boat building? 

Johnny:  I grew up surfing in 

Hawaii and just naturally gravi-

tated towards the water.  At age 

16 I began paddling for my high 

school (we had an outrigger team 

ï Hawaiian high schools have 

outrigger programs and now surf 

ski programs). But it really     

Johnny Puakea paddling one of his OC1 designs.  Photo courtesy of Hayden Ramler 
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started well before that ï our 

family has a long history related 

to outrigger canoes.  My grandfa-

ther built Koa canoes (6 man ca-

noes, 40- 45 ft long, built from a 

log). My dad still has a foundation 

that perpetuates the carving and 

Koa work.  (See https://

puakea.org/koa-canoe/)  OC6 

specs used to require 6 man fiber-

glass canoes to be 400 lbs and to 

meet certain waterline specifica-

tions to keep the Koa canoes com-

petitive, although that require-

ment has been dropped in many 

places of the US and other coun-

tries; Koa canoes have become 

somewhat rare in races these 

days.  As I got into paddling, my 

dad got more involved as well.  

My grandfather had a Koa canoe 

he gave to us to use.  My dad fixed 

it up and created the Koa Canoe 

Club, which is still going today.   

(In Hawaii the OHCRA racing as-

sociation requires the use of a 

Koa canoe to participate in the 

sprint events.) Watching my dad 

modify the Koa Canoe to make it 

faster intrigued me.  My dad 

would modify boats to make them 

faster, but he would sometimes 

have to un-modify the boats to 

meet specs.  

 At age 23 I was paddling 

surf skis, which became popular 

at that time, but I heard that if 

you were on the Olympic Festival 

kayak team you could travel to 

races for free.  I was heavy into 

motor cross & 4-wheeling back 

then but I sold my Jeep to buy a 

K1 just 6 weeks before the Olym-

pic Festival team trials.  I worked 

hard to paddle without falling in 

and somehow I managed to make 

it on the team.  Bob Twogood 

took some of us from Hawaii and 

offered to coach us to help us 

make the Olympic team.  While 

he was training us, he needed 

someone to help him build pad-

dles in the shop, so he hired me.  

Then his boat builder quit, so he 

hired me to build surf skis for 

him.  He was building the Cha-

lupsky surf ski at the time, so I 

was around Oscar at the peak of 

his career. 

 I had boat building and K1 

competition going on at the same 

time.  Late in the fall of ô86 Paul 

Padgorski came to Hawaii to  

Johnny and team racing the OC6 Malolo.  Photo courtesy of Chris Silvester  
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conduct flatwater training ses-

sions.  Unfortunately, while I was 

on a path to the ô88 Olympics I 

blew out my ulnar nerve (funny 

bone).  After being sidelined for 3 

years due to my injury I started 

coaching K1 with Billy Whitford 

and Paul Padgorski working on 

paddler development.  I learned a 

ton about training and technique 

during that time.  I was also 

building kayaks on the side to 

help support myself ï first work-

ing with Bob Twogood and then 

Tommy Conner.  But then one 

man outrigger started happening, 

so I took some foam and shaped 

an outrigger canoe.  I made two 

boats, both of which did well in 

the Catalina race.  Then people 

started wanting to buy boats from 

me.  It pretty much progressed 

from there.  I learned a lot about 

technique from being around 

some really good coaches, so I 

started coaching outrigger teams 

as well. People said I was good at 

explaining technique and moti-

vating people, so I started getting 

more demand for coaching and 

clinics.  At the same time my boat 

business was taking off. I was 

building everything myself, so I 

started getting backlogged and it 

got hard.   

 About 11 years ago I went 

in with the guys from Kamanu 

Composites and designed the 

Pueo.  I shaped that boat in a tiny 

shop on the north shore of Ha-

waii.  The Pueo became quite 

popular (some paddlers still seem 

to look upon the Pueo with a near

-cultic awe ï Ed), and after about 

5 years in the business I decided 

to go out on my own. I got a call 

from Mike Giblin from Ozone, 

asking me to design some outrig-

ger canoes for Ozone.  I designed 

the Ehukai OC1 for him and also 

the Malolo, one of the first mold-

ed light-weight unlimited 6 -man 

canoes.  We sort of created the 

whole unlimited market in the 

US.  I spent a lot of time on deck 

heights and widths and the hull 

design to really optimize the boat; 

it was really in the details.  I try to 

give the boats a ñsexyò look as 

well. 

 After the Ehukai I de-

signed the Kahekai as a bigger 

Johnny Puakea giving instruction in one of his outrigger paddling clinics.   

Photo courtesy of RJ DeRama 

Demonstrating the proper OC1 stroke at a clinic.  Apparently not in Hawaiié 

Photo courtesy of RJ DeRama 
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volume boat for bigger guys.  

Then I stepped back and started 

analyzing all the current OC1ôs 

on the market, and I noted that 

all the waterlines are 18ô ï 18.5ô, 

even though the boats are 20 -21 

ft.  So I designed the Kahele 

(Hawaiian for to move):  a boat 

that actually has a longer water 

line (19ô) with a lot less excess 

boat; it gives it more maneuvera-

bility and speed in a package 

that fits in garages a lot better.  I 

designed the boat around where 

the seat was; I adjusted the vol-

ume and the ergonomics of the 

boat around the seat instead of 

just placing the seat in the hull.  

The name of the boat came from 

a Hawaiian guy who was special 

to me and to a couple of my 

friends.  So it was a way of hon-

oring both of my friends who 

passed away who were so influ-

ential to me.  The boat is really a 

hit!  Itôs faster and more efficient 

than most of the other boats on 

market and it catches bumps su-

perbly.  Itôs really a fun boat ï 

and itôs easier to carry and store 

than the longer boats.   

CN:  Do you design your boats by 

ñfeel,ò or are you incorporating 

computer design into the pro-

cess? 

Johnny:  My boats have tradi-

tionally been designed more by 

look and feel, but I am doing 

more with the computer.  Mike 

Giblin will take my designs and 

fine-tune them on the computer.  

I think the ama has a big impact 

on the performance of the boat; 

the rudder likewise.  Iôm now fo-

cusing more on these details to 

improve our designs.  I try to 

look at the big picture when I de-

sign a boat.  A Hawaiian-focused 

design is going to be wider, flat-

ter, with more rocker to catch 

and ride the big Hawaiian waves, 

but it wonôt work for most of the 

world.  An OC1 that works well 

elsewhere needs to be a little 

faster in the flats.   

CN:  Aside from designing out-

rigger canoes, do you have your 

hand in any other projects? 

Johnny:  After I stopped build-

ing boats myself (I license my 

designs out), I started building 

Johnny and team paddling the Malolo OC6.  Photo courtesy of Chris Silvester  
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paddles under my own company 

name (Puakea Designs). As busi-

ness has expanded Iôve had to 

bring on a few people to help 

with the details, organization, 

and the work of the company.  

We have a nice line of OC1, OC6, 

and SUP paddles that are prov-

ing to be quite popular.  Aside 

from producing paddles and de-

signing boats, I put a lot of focus 

on conducting outrigger pad-

dling clinics. These Clinics have 

become wildly popular; I spend 

a lot of time travelling around 

the world putting on clinics ï 

probably 40 this year to date.   

CN:  I know from personal expe-

rience that your clinics are excel-

lent.  Have you modified the 

techniques youôve taught over 

the years? 

Johnny:  About 5 years ago I 

became friends with a couple of 

Tahitians; one of whom was 

Gerard, Shellôs coach for 10 

years.  The other guy was Teva, 

from Paddling Connection.  Be-

tween these two guys they 

taught me a lot of what the Tahi-

tians are doing and teaching 

these days.  Now I apply those 

techniques to my clinics.  What I 

taught 7 years ago is different 

than what I teach now.  These 

new techniques are more effi-

cient than what I previously 

taught.  

CN:  What does the future look 

like for Johnny Puakea and 

Puakea Designs? 

Johnny:  For the future Iôm 

coming out with a new V1 

(rudderless) design, and weôve 

come out with some new pad-

dles that are really working well.  

Weôre starting to look at putting 

on events and races; this year we 

put on a race from Catalina to 

Newport Beach that included 

yoga, clinics, and other fun 

things that created a real hit.  

These type of things really grow 

the sport.  Iôm trying to get away 

from being caught up so much in 

the winning.  Iôm really wanting 

to focus on growing the sport of 

outrigger paddling.  Iôm no long-

er coaching any teams; Iôm only 

doing clinics.  I can reach a lot 

more people and more heavily 

promote the sport through clin-

ics than I can coaching a single 

team. 

CN:  Thank you for your time, 

Johnny.  Itôs exciting the see the 

sport of outrigger paddling con-

tinuing to grow, and to see your 

hard work pushing that growth 

(not to mention your exciting 

boat and paddle designs!)  Keep 

up the good work!   

 

Johnny Puakea paddling OC6 with Maddie Spoto.  Photo courtesy of Chris Silvester  



11 

 

0/24!').'ȡ '/).' &!34 /54 /& 4(% 7!4%2 

t9¢9w I995 

     It is one of the great ironies in 

marathon canoe racing that some 

of the most crucial moments of a 

race often occur when the com-

petitors are not paddling but car-

rying their canoes overland.  Por-

taging!  You  may have trained 

for months to hone your paddling 

technique and turn your upper 

torso into a cardiovascular ma-

chine and now you must suddenly 

get out of your canoe, pick it up, 

put your legs in gear, and run!  

Instead of the canoe carrying you 

through the water, you must now 

carry it.  This can be a role rever-

sal of the most dreaded kind. 

     Not only is portaging some-

thing that seems to run counter to 

what you have trained for, but po-

tential disaster lurks at every 

point during a portage.  For the 

unprepared competitor, or the 

racers not conversant with all of 

the diverse skills involved in por-

taging, the results can be ruinous.  

Much more can go wrong during 

a portage than can go right. 

Photos by Julie Horney 
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     Compounding this irony is the 

fact that, whenever it occurs, any 

portage is important -  it nearly 

always has a dramatic impact on 

the outcome of a race. A team 

which may have been leading a 

race on the water, but which is 

not competent at portaging, can 

easily be caught or passed on the 

run by less talented paddlers. The 

gap that can be opened up on 

your competition, even on a short 

portage, is often large enough so 

that it is difficult to close or may 

not be able to be closed at all once 

back in the water. On the other 

hand, any experienced racer will 

tell you that there are few mo-

ments in canoe racing as frustrat-

ing as working hard to catch or 

ride the wake of a fast pack of ca-

noes, only to be unceremoniously 

dropped due to a bad portage -  

never to enjoy those friendly 

wakes again during the race!  

     Portaging has always been a 

traditional part of canoeing.  

From Native Americans and early 

explorers, to the westward mov-

ing settlers and voyageurs, the 

necessity for portaging oneôs ca-

noe around dangerous rapids, 

dams, waterfalls, and other haz-

ards has always been present.     

Indeed, one of the unique aspects 

of this most special of watercraft 

is the relative ease with which one 

or two people may carry it over 

land.  

     The canoes may be lighter now 

but the problem remains the 

same. There are still many rapids 

and waterfalls to be portaged.  

More likely, however, the hazard 

will be a man-made one, such as a 

dam.  On some occasions racers 

must even portage simply be-

cause the race organizers have 

decided that it would be a good 

idea!  (Like the famous 

Shawinigan Boulevard portage of 

Quebecôs Classique Internationale 

de Canots).  Race sponsors recog-

nize that a portage is a chance for 

spectators to see frenzied action 

on an up close and personal basis. 

For this reason, portages are of-

ten the most popular spot for 

spectators along any race course. 

There is nothing fans like better 

than to watch canoe racers jockey 

for position as they come to a 

portage with canoes bumping, 

paddles dropping, competitors 

jumping into the water, and on 

some occasions flipping over. A 

well known example is at the 

General Clinton 70 Miler, where 

you will encounter the biggest 

crowd of fans at the first portage 

around the dam below the 

Cooperstown hospital. 

 

 The Canoe As The Great 

Equalizer  

 

     While you may have decided to 

get into canoe racing in the first 

place for the simple reason that 

you are not a particularly good 

runner, don't get discouraged by 

the prospect of having to portage.  

Even if running is not your strong 

suit, take heart.  Remember:  this 

is not running in a pure sense.  

Now you will be running while 

carrying a canoe . The difference 

is significant. Somehow the awk-

wardness of carrying a canoe on 

the run greatly lessons the differ-

ence between the fastest and the 

slowest. It is this awkwardness, 

created by the fact that the canoe 

must be carried, which minimizes 

the biomechanical advantage of 

superior runners.  

     Preparation is the key to fast 

portaging. Any properly trained 

team can portage quickly and effi-

ciently, whether or not they are 

fast runners. The way to a fast 

portage is through preparation, 

efficiency, and teamwork -  and 

this comes only with practice.  If 

you want to turn portaging from a 

negative to a positive aspect of 

your racing experience, you will 

need to prepare and to practice.  

      Another factor to consider is 

that a portage is much more than 

just running. Any portage con-

sists of five distinct elements -  

only one of which is running. 

These elements are: 

 

1.  The approach to 

the portage 

2.  Getting out of the 

canoe 

3.  Running with the 

canoe 

4. Re-entering the ca-

noe  

5. Getting underway 

again 

 

      Running fast and efficiently 

with a canoe depends more on 

smoothness, teamwork, and the 

manner in which the canoe is  
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carried, then it does on foot 

speed. While it is certainly true 

that a pair of  especially gifted 

runners , such as Rebecca and 

Mike Davis,  can put significant 

time on their competition during 

a long portage, it is equally true 

that runners without blinding 

foot speed can portage competi-

tively, giving very little away to 

other teams while portaging. 

      If you are a fast runner, then 

you want to be sure that your por-

taging skills are honed so that you 

can maximize every possible ad-

vantage from your natural foot 

speed. On the other hand, if you 

are an average or relatively slow 

runner, then you want to pay par-

ticular attention to mastering all 

of the other crucial portaging 

skills. This means, for example, if 

you do not run particularly fast, 

you want to be absolutely sure 

that your transitions are smooth 

and that you carry the canoe com-

fortably and without awkward-

ness. In doing so, you will portage 

efficiently and you will squeeze 

every ounce of speed available 

from whatever natural foot speed 

you possess. For slower runners, 

it becomes particularly critical to 

master the four components of 

portaging which do not  include 

running. These are the areas 

where disaster can most easily 

strike and these are the areas 

where a well- practiced portaging 

team (whatever their foot speed)  

can gain competitive advantage. 

 

 

 Portage As Transition  

     It is particularly important to 

recognize that any portage is, in 

essence, a series of complex tran-

sitions . These transitions in-

clude getting to the portage from 

the main course in the river or 

lake in the most advantageous 

position;  getting out of the canoe 

without flipping over, filling the 

boat with water, swimming, or 

losing a partner; getting the boat 

on the shoulders or in hand and 

beginning to run without drop-

ping paddles, water jugs, or other 

equipment; getting back in the 

boat at the end of the portage, 

again without flipping over or 

taking on water; and finally get-

ting underway as fast as possible -  

all without going into cardiac ar-

rest! In between those transi-

tions, you must run with your 

boat and all of your gear, perhaps 

for only a few yards, or possibly 

more than a mile.   

     Despite the complex skills that 

all of these numerous transitions 

involve, too few racers pay atten-

tion to this important area of 

their training. Failure to master 

and practice the skills of portag-

ing can lead to disaster, and the 

result is often the waste of an oth-

erwise fine paddling effort. First 

you need to focus on the particu-

lar techniques involved in portag-

ing, and then you must plan on 

practicing those techniques with 

your partner.  

 

 

Setting Up The Boat To Por-

tage  

     Canoes are normally portaged 

in one or two positions:  either 

right side up (in hand or on the 

shoulder) or upside down. The 

usual method is right side up, as 

the advanced equipment prepara-

tion for this technique is not as 

complicated. Many teams, partic-

ularly those with 3X 27 pro boats 

faced with long portages, will pre-

fer to carry the canoe upside 

down. This is because the canoe 

can be set up with portage pads 

on the bow and stern to facilitate 

comfort and reduce awkward-

ness. Either method can be equal-

ly effective, but when the option 

is available, particularly on very 

long portages, upside down is of-

ten the way to go. 

      Whether right side up or up-

side down, the canoe must be pre-

pared properly for efficient por-

taging. When getting a canoe 

ready to portage in the right side 

up manner, the most important 

concern is to be sure that paddles, 

water jugs, food holders, life jack-

ets, and other equipment are se-

curely stowed in the canoe so that 

they do not fall out or slide 

around loose. There are few 

things more annoying than trying 

to portage with paddles flopping 

around (and perhaps falling out!) 

or a drink jug rolling around in 

the canoe, constantly changing 

the weight distribution and at the 

same time draining out your 

much-needed liquid. It not only is 

annoying, but it ends up slowing 

you down. 
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 Right Side Up Portaging  

     The challenge of what to do 

with one's drinking jug while por-

taging right side up requires some 

thought and creativity. The easi-

est, and often best, solution is  

simply to jettison the drink jugs 

at the beginning of the portage 

trail.  When portaging with the 

canoe right side up, either in the 

hand or on the shoulder, the main 

challenge is to keep all of your 

equipment secured. Drink jugs 

and food bins can be secured in 

some type of holder, usually made 

out of a rigid foam type product. 

The foam holders are normally 

glued to the canoe with a contact 

cement product. Zip ties are also 

effective, especially with food 

trays or bins. The types of holders 

are as diverse as the paddlers who 

create them. If it keeps your wa-

ter jug upright and prevents it 

from getting loose in the boat 

while you exit, run, and get back 

in, then it will do. Many paddlers 

in shorter races, which do not in-

volve jug exchanges or feeder 

teams, simply duct tape their jug 

to any convenient thwart, foot 

brace, or seat support. It does not 

have to be complicated. It doesnôt 

have to be fancy. 

     Life jackets can be stowed un-

derneath seats or wedged in the 

bow or stern.  Although your life 

jackets need to be secure in the 

boat,  they also must be easily ac-

cessible. This is crucial to safety.  

Do not  duct tape your life jacket 

to the boat.  It is not only unsafe, 

but it will also get you disquali-

fied in most races. With a little 

thought and preparation, it is 

easy to arrange your PFD so that 

it is both accessible and secure.  

     The biggest problem most rac-

ers encounter is what to do with 

the paddles. The spare paddle or 

paddles should already be se-

cured in the canoe by bungee 

cord, handle clip, or duct tape. 

The more pressing problem is 

what to do with the paddle you 

are utilizing during the race. 

Some racers portage while carry-

ing their paddle in the off -hand. 

This method works fine for short 

portages, but it is more efficient 

to leave the paddle in the boat on 

longer portages. But where? One 

solution is to wedge the paddle 

lightly underneath the seat or the 

foot brace. The paddle should be 

wedged tightly enough so that it 

will not pop out inadvertently, 

but not so tight that you risk 

breakage. Another method is to 

attach the loose paddle to a clip 

or foam holder which has been 

created for that purpose. Broom-

handle type clips do the trick 

quite nicely. 

 

Upside Down Portaging  

 

      Setting up a canoe to portage 

upside down takes a bit more 

planning. The first problem that 

has to be dealt with is preventing 

paddles, life jackets, and other 

gear from falling out of the canoe 

when it is turned upside down. 

This problem is not as difficult as 

it may first appear, especially 

since most 3 X 27  pro boats  have 

a center deck.  When a race is in 

big water, the competitors will 

additionally have bow skirt co-

vers, and sometimes even a stern 

skirt cover. Life jackets will need 

to be secured, perhaps under 

seats or with bungee cords, but 

still must be accessible should the 

need arise. Spare paddles can ei-

ther be stowed under the decks 

and covers with handle clips and 

foam holders, or be secured to the 

top of the center deck with 

bungee cords extending across 

the deck together with handle 

clips on the thwarts  just behind 

the bowl paddler and in front of 

the stern paddler. The center 

deck area is also the best place to 

secure the paddles you are using 

during the race. 

     For an upside down portage, 

taking on new drink jugs from a 

feeder team at the put- in is the 

way to go. The boat is as light as 

possible, and the team will have a 

fresh jug of cold fluid waiting af-

ter a tough exertion. This is the 

method preferred by many expe-

rienced teams on any portage of 

substantial length. For shorter  

portages, and especially where it 

is difficult to get a feeder team to 

the put- in, many competitors 

simply portage right side up and 

don't worry about the jug issue.  

It is, however, possible to utilize 

bungee cords or carabiners to 

keep the jug in your boat even 

while upside down. When using 

this approach, it will be necessary 

to have some sort of bite valve on 

your drink tube to prevent all of 

your liquid from draining. One 

great benefit of having a canoe set 
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up to carry upside down is that it 

gives you the option of portaging 

either way, according to the con-

ditions you face at the portage. 

    A stock boat or amateur cruiser 

can be set up for upside down 

portaging in a similar fashion. 

The missing element is the center 

deck, so a bungee cord across the 

middle thwart, with broom -

handle holders screwed to the 

thwarts behind the bow paddler 

and in front of the stern paddler, 

is one way to take care of the 

loose paddle problem. All other 

items simply have to be extra se-

cure to prevent them from drop-

ping out when the canoe is turned 

upside down. The issue as to 

whether or not to carry jugs and 

how to keep them in while upside 

down can be solved in the same 

fashion as with the 3 X 27 boat. 

 

Going for Comfort  

 

     When portaging upside down, 

you can maximize comfort during 

the portage by padding the bow 

and stern decks of the canoe.  Soft 

ethafoam type pads, similar to the 

padding used on canoe seats, can 

either be contact cemented or 

duct taped on to the bow and 

stern decks. If your canoe does 

not have decks sufficiently large 

enough to support the pad, it is a 

simple matter to create a tempo-

rary deck utilizing any light and 

stiff material, such as rigid foam 

or a thin piece of plastic or wood. 

     One of the advantageous as-

pects about portaging upside 

down is that it provides both bow 

and stern paddler with various 

hand position options not availa-

ble when running with the boat 

right side up. If you are in front, 

once the padded bow is resting on 

your shoulder, you can either 

reach up to hold the narrow bot-

tom of the boat, or slide your 

hand down to grab the front por-

tion of the bow.  A hand loop of 

webbing or rope attached to the 

front -most portion of the gunwale 

can also be grabbed to maintain a 

low hand and arm position while 

running.  

      The stern paddler has the 

same two options: holding on to 

the bottom of the boat for a high 

arm position, or if a strap is 

placed across the gunwales ap-

proximately 8 inches to a foot in 

front of the stern deck, grasping 

this lower support.  Another way 

for the stern paddler to portage is 

to pad the gunwales and stern 

deck in a ñ U-shape,ò creating the 

equivalent of a small portage 

yoke. Then you can actually rest 

the canoe upside down squarely 

on both shoulders with your head 

up in the canoe. This has the ad-

vantage of keeping the canoe well

-balanced and stable. You can 

reach up and hold the bottom of 

the canoe, hold the gunwale,  or 

even let your arm hang on the 

supports under the rear seat. One 

caveat.  From this position, the 

only thing the stern paddler can 

easily see are the wet footprints of 

the bow paddler!  

 

 

The Portage Approach  

 

     All portages begin long before 

the boats are pulled out of the wa-

ter.  When you are within several 

minutes of an upcoming portage, 

the first thing to keep in mind is 

to fight the natural urge to get 

over-excited.  Keep a cool head 

and communicate with your part-

ner. It does no harm to verbally 

review the upcoming portage and 

the particular unique aspects of 

that portage with your partner as 

you paddle toward the take out. 

      During the approach, you 

should begin to loosen, bend, and 

pump your legs, so they will not 

be so stiff once on dry land.  This 

is particularly critical for the bow 

person whoôs legs may have been 

crammed and jammed for a 

lengthy period of time. Do not 

hesitate to slide the seat back a 

bit and really get the blood flow-

ing to the legs. 

      Since it is an advantage to be 

first to a portage, you should al-

ways be aware of your boat posi-

tion relative to other canoes on 

the approach. Sprints are the or-

der of the day when any portage 

is near.  So if you are with other 

canoes, try to get the jump on the 

sprint and maintain the best posi-

tion possible into the take out, 

relative to the other canoes. If you 

are not the fastest boat in your 

pack and cannot dictate the pace, 

then consider making every effort 

to ride the side wake or stern 

wake of the fastest boat into the 

take out.  This way, you should be 
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able to arrive at the portage at 

nearly the same time as the front-

runners and be able to expend 

slightly less energy doing so!  

Combine this with a swift and ef-

ficient take out, and you may be 

able to beat the lead boat to the 

portage trail. Naturally, if you are 

not with a group, there will be no 

need to change your pace during 

the approach.  Just relax and get 

the legs ready to run. 

     You will also need to give ad-

vanced thought to the nature of 

the take out. If you know that the 

water at the take out is shallow 

and the bottom is sandy or gravel,  

then you can paddle straight in 

with both racers jumping out at 

approximately the same time.  If 

the take out is rocky and/or deep, 

a sideways approach is dictated.  

In this way, the bow  of the boat 

will not be 

smashed into the 

rocks, and the 

stern paddler will 

not have to jump 

out into waist 

deep water.  A 

quick post or 

high brace by the 

bow paddler, in 

conjunction with 

a simultaneous 

sweep or draw 

from the stern 

person should 

bring your canoe 

in sideways with-

out great effort.  

The paddles you 

are using must be 

stowed at the last 

moment unless 

the portage is so short that you 

will be able to carry the paddle in 

your off hand.  

      On the usual approach, the 

bow person should be able to put 

the paddle away first, while the 

stern person gets in one or two 

final strokes.   Always be sure that 

your paddles are secured at least 

several yards prior to the take 

out.  There is simply no ad-

vantage to throwing in a few last 

second power strokes, only to 

have to slam on the brakes and 

fumble with your paddle, while 

your competitors smoothly go by. 

If you intend to jettison your jugs, 

so that you are running as empty 

as possible, they should be 

thrown out toward the shore just 

as you approach, or possibly left 

to drop out by themselves on the 

portage if you are going upside 

down.  Assuming you are portag-

ing right side up, also remember 

to open the bailer just prior to 

take out, so that you can drain 

unwanted water in the boat while 

on the run. 

     As you can see, portaging is a 

little more complex than it first 

appears. However, with a little 

thought and practice you can be-

come a competent and efficient 

portager.  In the next edition of 

Canoe News, we will take a look 

at the details of getting out at the 

portage, running fast with the ca-

noe, and then getting underway 

again.  

   

                                                                                                

Peter Heed 
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 It was a warm, sunny day 
in the summer of 2007. After 
some pleading, Matt had con-
vinced his family to stay for the 
awards ceremony. It was the first 
race he had participated in and 
Matt didnôt want to miss a thing. 
He had brought the only kayak 
he owned, an old green recrea-
tional kayak. Matt had spent 
hours on the water by himself in 

that old kayak. Expectations may 
have been low for his first race, 
but Matt was hopeful that he 
would win one of his own some-
day. He stared in awe of the in-
credible kayaks and racers on the 
river that day.  
 
ðððððððððððððððð 
 

 Living with autism is in-
credibly difficult today. Surely it 
was even more difficult in the 
80ôs. There were no specialists, 
there was barely a diagnosis. 
Most of Mattôs life was spent try-
ing to find a place to call his own, 
somewhere that he could fit in. 
The Aspergerôs diagnosis didnôt 
make his struggle any easier, it 
just put a name to Mattôs daily 

Matt Conrad exults in the completion of his first kayak race, plastic boat and all!  
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struggle. Now he and his family 
at least understood what made 
those daily challenges occur. 
 Matt was just a young boy 
when he went on a camping trip 
in the woods. He and his father 
paddled up and down the river 
that weekend, the peace of the 
river washing over them both. 
Eventually Mattôs love of the wa-
ter would lead to long canoe rides 
in a lake with his parents, Tom 
and Patty Conrad. Finally, Matt 
bought that green recreational 
kayak so he could go on those 
trips by himself.  
 Matt enjoyed the quiet. 
Talking to people didnôt really 
bring Matt much comfort, but the 
sound of his paddle running 
through the water was sublime. 
Over the next several years, Matt 
would spend more and more time 
in his old green kayak. He would 
bring a fishing pole with him and 
spend entire days paddling up 
and down the river. The water 
had become Mattôs escape from 
the rest of the world.  

 At some point, Matt 
bought himself a camera to take 
on his river trips. He would take 
pictures of everything:  the sun-
rise, fish he caught, trees on the 
riverbank, animals he passed, 
and eventually the sunset. Matt 
would show those pictures off at 
every family function. While oth-
ers would show pictures of their 
own adventures, new car, or new 
house, Matt would show his pic-
tures from the river. In a way, 
Matt had finally found his own 
adventure. 
 It was after one of these 
adventures that Matt saw a flyer 
for a kayak race on the St Joe 
River. After years of not fitting in, 
Matt could not fathom that there 
was a group of people with simi-
lar interests to him. It seemed 
like an odd idea:  a group of peo-
ple in kayaks like his enjoying the 
river in the same way he did. It 
was just odd enough that Matt 
thought he might actually enjoy 
it.  

 Matt and his family pulled 
up to that clearing along the St. 
Joe that day and quickly realized 
they were grossly ill prepared for 
the day. There were thousand-
dollar kayaks scattered every-
where. Next to each was the type 
of athlete you would expect to 
own a thousand-dollar kayak, 
some of them bona fide Olympic 
athletes. This was a group of ex-
perienced paddlers, men and 
women, that came to compete. 
For a fleeting moment, they re-
considered this whole odd idea. 
With Mattôs insistence, his dad 
helped carry his kayak down to 
the river.  
 ñJust have fun,ò his par-
ents exclaimed as Matt eagerly 
took his place in the water. Like 
that, those intimidating athletes 
were off with Matt in tow. His 
parents waited along the shore, 
catching a view of the racers each 
chance they got. Athlete by ath-
lete came across the finish line in 
their thousand -dollar kayak with 
their paddles raised above his or 

Matt Conrad making good time at the Fish Lake Race in July, 2018. Photo courtesy of Brian Stewart  


