2011 Year in Review: Team USA reclaims Nations Cup at the World Dragon Boat Championship

 Bob McNamara, Coach

It started in Tampa and ended in Tampa and what an end it was.  We defended the home turf and brought the Nations Cup back to the USA.    Team USA won its first Nations Cup in Sydney in 2007 but China claimed possession in Prague in 2009.  Fittingly, China would turn out to be our toughest challenge for the trophy in 2011.  The photos of team members celebrating the announcement of the USA as the Nations Cup winner speak to the moment that culminated the months of hard work. In addition to the team success, there were many individual moments of glory ranging from being a first time team member to a first time world champion.

Once again the Philadelphia Dragon Boat Association (PDBA) formed the core of the United States Dragon Boat team at the International Dragon Boat Federation’s World Championship held in Tampa from August 3-7.  Each team based in Philadelphia won multiple medals by combining a long and intense training schedule with able support from paddlers across the country.   Way back in March when we first shoved off the dock down in Tampa at the Chase Suites you could see that team members were amped up for the pursuit of gold.  Less than 500 meters from the dock the boats started to race one another, who cares about a warm up?  Things settled down and we had a great week of training and blending that would pay off big time during our next trip to Tampa.
The battle for the Nations Cup with China at the Premier level pitted our strength in the long distance races versus their prowess in the sprints.  Canada represented the other big threat for the Cup given their recognized strength in the women and mixed combined with a solid men’s team.  We demonstrated our distance strength on the first day in the 2000 meter races taking silver in the Premier Men, Women and Mixed.  That was a nice start but because of their unique issues with starting placement, passing boats, tie ups, collisions, etc. these races do not count towards the Nations Cup. The same factors likely cost us gold in one or two of these races.  Regardless, the quest for the Cup began on the Thursday and team USA turned in some of the most impressive performances ever seen at the Worlds.  Both the Men’s and Mixed 1000 won gold in dominating fashion cruising through a tough field finishing with an open water lead.  The women added a gutsy come from behind silver medal in the 1000 adding to our point lead.  On the following day the Premier Mixed team added gold in the 500 meter race besting Canada by 1.8 seconds. 
With 3 gold out of 4 point races we stood in a good position going into Saturday.  Team USA, however, faced major obstacles: the Chinese strength in the 200 meter race, our relative weakness in the same event and our lack of team depth requiring combined teams for the Mixed events.  The latter issue was especially acute this year given the heat of Tampa and the fact that for the first time ever we competed in the 2000 and 1000 meter mixed, both taxing events.  The mission for Saturday was to finish as close to China as possible, and hold station with Canada.  Easier said then done as it became quite clear from the first heat that China was once again smoking fast in the 200.  China wound up winning all three (Men, Women, Mixed) 200 meter races while we were out of the medals across the board.  This set up the show down on the final day of the regatta in the 500 meter Open races.  We held a slim lead in points and both China and Canada were in position to win the Cup if we did not perform well.
The 500 meter races did not start well.  The women were up first in the heat and lost to China by 6 seconds and more disturbingly also lost to Great Britain by 3 seconds.  Canada easily won the other heat and both Australia and Germany turned in faster times than our women.  Australia went directly to the final based upon the next fastest time.  That left us to square off against Great Britain and Germany in the repechage with only two of the three going to the final.  In a cup saving effort the women turned the tables on Great Britain beating them by one second to win the repechage.  Shortly after this the men had their first heat and won it in convincing fashion beating Germany by 1.5 seconds.  China was in our heat and we beat them by a full 3 seconds relegating them and Germany to the repechage.  In the women’s Grand Final team USA closed out a tremendous regatta by taking the bronze behind Canada and China.  This meant it would now be up to the men to beat China and Canada in order to secure the Nations cup.  
Having beaten China by 3 seconds when side-by-side in the heat created a sense of comfort however as the day progressed conditions had begun to change and the outside lanes were now getting head wind protection from the large hospital buildings to the side of the course.  Unfortunately China was in the extreme outside lane right next to Germany.  Both of these teams have a tremendous start finishing one-two in the 200 meter final.  The potential for disaster was there. Sitting in lane three the USA men were between Hungary the other heat winner in lane 4 and Canada the other contender for the Nations cup in lane 2.  The team showed its strength quickly pulling well ahead of these two countries however the outside lanes had gotten the jump while we were trying to break free of Hungary and Canada.  Down the stretch the three teams were running neck and neck to the finish line.  In a dramatic conclusion to the world championships Germany edged us out by 0.2 seconds while we beat China by 0.4 seconds and claimed the Nations cup.  You can’t get much closer than that after four days of intense racing.   
Along the way the other teams based in Philly performed in an outstanding manner.  The youth are a separate story but they took home a couple of small boat gold medals and a number of other medals.  On top of that success they were true team members who respected the race preparation of the adult team.   The Senior Men was mostly a combo of Philly and Midwest paddlers supplemented by other centers.  In the 1000 meter race the team achieved one of its primary goals by beating the Canadian seniors for the first time since 2001. Unfortunately, both Canada and the US would be outclassed in the Senior Men by an awesome Russian team which swept the gold medals.  Team USA’s seniors also took the silver in the 2000.  
Senior Mixed would pit the USA against a stand alone Canadian boat coached by the legendary Jim Farintosh, the coach who has won the most senior gold medals all time.  The Senior Mixed came away with 2 silver (2K, 1K) and 2 bronze.  This boat will forever remember the classic battle in the heat of the 500 Mixed where it was head to head with Canada for one spot in the final.  In a wire to wire battle Canada edged us out by 0.06 seconds.  After going to the rep we would come back to the final and lose by a mere 0.8 seconds.  Despite the lack of a gold medal this was an impressive run given that all of the USA paddlers had already raced multiple times in single sex boats in addition to the mixed boat over the previous 3 days.
The real old farts in the Senior B mixed had a great regatta scoring 4 silver medals and giving the Canadian Senior B team a run for the money in every race.  This category was pretty much a head to head battle between the 2 North American teams.  In the 1000 meter race the separation between the USA and the third place German team was 12 seconds.  In each of the straight races we came within 1-2 seconds of Canada.  The other USA teams coming from other centers (Senior B Open, Senior A and B women) enjoyed their own measure of success with each team winding up on the medal stand at least once.  A number of Philly area paddlers helped fill out those teams.
It was right after the men’s 500 medal ceremony that the Cup was announced, a bit too close to the German anthem in my view but there was no stopping the party once the word was out.  The actual trophy presentation was to be later at the closing celebration but the team celebration was open from that point on.  We had a casualty or two along the way (ahem, you there with the Jack Daniels hangover) but the rest of the team showed up in respectable shape to hoist the trophy.  The actual trophy is monstrous and does not travel.  Team USA gets its named carved on the side and we get a smaller Cup to take home.  That Cup made a little detour as documented by Katie.  I believe everyone except those we put to bed early got to drink out of it at the third biannual team USA “private” post-Worlds party.  The rookie skit was outdone by the veteran skit this year, who can forget McFadden and his tape job, certainly not Kristen S.  This is a “private” party where it seems most of the other teams wind up showing up at some point.  It has become part of the team lore and I am not allowed to write anything more about it because some of the co-conspirators may eventually have kids (a scary thought in and of itself) who might read this in the future.
The “official” road to Tampa started in Tampa with our training camp in late March but all of us were preparing for this for much longer.  The new paddle pool changed some things up, the women had their own sessions as did the “founding fathers” who then met to discuss the past in an objective way over a glass of brew.  There was the battle of the century at the NY Erg regatta in March where the PDBA (Greg Stewart, Bob and Kevin McNamara) plus Keith Tsui came from behind to edge out the DC group that included eventual team USA members Stephen Li and John Colasito by 0.2 seconds over 500 meters.  The first time trial was held at the end of the camp in Tampa where Hoang Pham from Houston became the first official member of team USA qualifying for seniors with a great run.  This was followed up with an extensive series of trials across the country from where paddlers were picked.  I flew out to Chicago to test the Midwest group on Lake Arlington, got fogged out of my plan to go to MN the next day but they held a trial without me and some of them made the team.  Philly was the final pathway for most to make the boat with a large contingent who survived the series of Florida trials invited up to test on the Manayunk Canal and to paddle double sessions on the Schuylkill.  I can still hear the groans from the men about the weigh-in that weekend.
Along the way we had a race in Ithaca where a few out of town folks showed up.  This would be our only prep race and the boats used were Champions the same type we would race in Worlds. Not one to miss an opportunity the coaching staff decided to hold a practice before the racing started.  It was a beautiful early morning run although most thought it was a bit crazy making them work out before a race.  It was all part of the plan as we knew they would be pressed even more in Tampa.  Despite the practice our A and B team took the first two spots.

Certain circumstances made putting this year’s team together a bit more difficult than in the past.  We would be without a number of stars from prior teams as the World Canoe and Kayak championships were scheduled for 2 weeks after Tampa.  Recruiting from CA was hampered by conflicts with a major outrigger race.  Injuries took some others out of the picture.  Finally, the lure of Tampa does not compare to Prague or Sydney for a US paddler.  Through the once again awesome recruiting efforts of Ross Flemer and Margaret Gordon we obviously managed to put a great team on the water.  Numerous other coaches and paddlers stepped up to assist in assembling the team including Joe Sinkovic and Marc Applewhite from Florida, Jim Schumacher from Iowa, Cristine Kao in Chicago, Ron Deters in MN and Daryl Hogge in Portland.
It is hard to know where to start with the team members as there are so many great people.  Special mention goes to our drummers and steerers, undoubtedly the best group of any nation.  Billy and Katie handled the Premier Open and Mixed in the expected awesome manner.  They are featured in one of the best pictures of our team taken by Tom Leonardi as they crossed the line winning gold in the 1000 meter Premier Mixed.  Angela Juul and Patsy Madrazo did an equally fine job with the Senior Men and Mixed while Amy Platt and Ellen Law combined to handle the Premier Women and the cantankerous Senior B mixed.  Of course, they all have plenty of hardware for their efforts.
The Premier team was led by veterans complimented by a strong contingent of newcomers.  Ross Flemer and Kevin (Aussie captain: who was that old guy stroking the boat?) McFadden were the old heads in the Men’s and Mixed which saw new blood in the stroke seat with Kevin McNamara pairing up with McFadden.  Kristie Nichols lent a veteran presence as stroke of the women’s boat with new partner Colleen McNamara and the two of them did an awesome job in 2-seat in the Mixed.  (I might as well mention it here, one of my prime concerns for Tampa was to get a gold medal for Colleen so she did not have to hear it from her brother Kevin any more; mission accomplished times two.)  Jim Morris a long time team member came out with a vengeance this year and received added motivation when some Canadian criticized his technique on a practice video from Tampa on the Dragon boat forum.  Jim might’ve been the happiest guy on the team after winning his first world championship gold medal in the men’s 1000 m race.  His partner in crime, Bob Mina kept us amused with his paranoia about making team USA for the first time.  Bob not only made the senior team but he was on the edge of making the premier team.

This year’s Premier men’s team also included veteran team USA members Daryl Hogge, Dan “home town hero” Harris, Jeff Firkin, Jody Marcon, Chris Swan, Richard Graham, Brent Campbell, Eric Werner, Steve Sinkus, Danny Ching, Ed “Too Tall” Lau, Tes “Actually Tall” Myrie, Andy Soles and Andy McMarlin.  Newcomer Brad (1000 meter man) Gill from the left coast was joined by three “quiet man” rookies Stephen Li from DC, Keith Tsui from NY, Greg Lowry from NJ and two of the Windy City Dragons who came to camp in Tampa, Zibi (not so quiet) Wadzynksi and Pawel (relatively quiet) Rutkowski.  Dorian Wolter who had made the team in 1995 but could not go on the trip to Berlin was also on board.  Danny Ching missed out on the 2000 and1000 meter races reportedly because he was busy adding Face Book friends in his attempt to set the World Record in that. 

The Premier women’s team was also a mix with veterans including Sharon Adamski who stayed injury free to hammer it in 2 seat, Cat (partially weaned from Facebook) Dailey,  Stacey Bowen, Katie Hagler, Margaret Gordon, Carol Rabuck, Maia Farrar-Wellman,  Lori Jorgensen, Aimee (gee, it’s hot) Edwards, Anne Schuind, Emily Chi, Celeste Wise, Evelyn Orenbuch and Stefanie “English” Mullins.  This team had a number of first time World’s paddlers including Hype (who thought she was too old for Premier gold) Mattingly, Becky Fromm (who was either from Florida or another planet),  Mafalda (the quiet woman) Klitsch,  Pam Boteler, Alice Tran, the Minnesota not quite twins: Emily Peterson and Maren Hagen,  and the memorable Kristin “tale of the tape job” Stickels.  While it happened in the mixed, it was certainly great to see the other first (and then second) time women gold medalists like Cat Dailey get that color hardware after being so close in the Prague 1000 meter race.

Jim Morris and Andy McMarlin also paddled Senior Open along with Chris Marquart, left stroke and Dave Wald who shared right stroke duties with Jim. Other Philly area contributors included rookies Bob Mina and Greg Stewart, Ryan Crognale and a couple of names from the past: Greg Piasecki, Mike Strohm and Tom Leonardi.  (Mike has bowed down to age and actually came out in shape unlike his younger years). The Chicago mob had a strong presence in this boat including the three Wasilewski brothers Wojtek, Waldek and Jacek, Mark Mroz, and Kris Foltyn.  It was pretty obvious from day one in Tampa that these guys were racers who would be great team mates for Tampa.  Lance Syferd out of Iowa was once again a hammer in the engine room.  “Talkative” Tony Soukhaseum from NY wouldn’t keep quiet along with the previously mentioned Hoang Pham.  Ray Shipman brought his usual positive attitude while Ron Deters, Marc Applewhite, Jim Schumacher and Laine Pepper rounded out the line up.  

The men in the GM Mixed had some overlap with the Senior Open but myself, Pete McNamara, Ed Moy, Tom Ostrowski, Phil Barringer, Wayne Henriquez, Joe Gibbons, Al Nichols, Andy Friel and were dedicated to only that boat (it was hot out, we’re old and needed to keep hydrated).  Senior Mixed used a few of the Premier Women (Margaret, Evelyn, Lori) and the additional young ladies in that boat included Maureen Goldman, Nat DeGenna, Pam Kirschner, rookies Natalie “Persistently English” Lee, Amy Reese and Julie Deters.  In the GM mixed the women included Donna “Mom” Bartynski, Sue Giorgio, Sue Lemonick, Kayla Western, Cathy Grimes, Lisa Stangl from CA, heavy weight Pam Korotky, along with Carol, Anne and Maren from Premier.
Contributors to the other non-Philly based rosters included Ken Wong in the GM men along with Dave Winter and Gordon Smith who had a great regatta battling the Canadians.  Numerous ladies contributed to the Senior and GM women with all of them getting hardware.  The Senior women included some of the paddlers from the mixed boats (Maureen G, Amy Reese, Natalie Lee and Nat DeGenna) and Kerri “Balti-no-more” Bliss.  In the GM women the same occurred with Donna B, Sue L and Sue G, Kayla and Anne Schuind joining up with Rosemary Murphy to fill out that roster. A bunch of the Seniors screwed around in the small boat races with a couple of medals here and there.  None had ever been in one of those boats but they were a lot of fun to paddle.  Andy Friel was last seen carrying around a trophy from one of those events. 

The entire team contributes to the Nations Cup as those who wind up in Senior worked as hard as they could to try and make Premier pushing those who eventually wound up in that boat.  Even those who don’t make a boat are part of the effort.  Once again the PDBA was able to fund the trips of the Premier paddlers in large part due to the fundraising efforts led by Ken Wong which includes the major event of our June Regatta (IDBR) ably put on under the leadership of Pete Kiliani and Rob Sanchez.  Backing these folks us at the IDBR were Greg Stewart and Bob Mina who somehow managed to keep everything straight with the teams.  The IDBR, of course, is a total team effort with many hours of member time contributing to its success.  Tes once again was the main money man, steering the team through the fundraising events and handling the rather complex fiscal issues related to Tampa.  His ability to do this with a persistently positive attitude was pretty amazing.  A number of our colleagues could not try out for Team USA due to health or family reasons, they were missed and hopefully we will see them on the water soon.  Hungary in 2013 promises to be an awesome experience and the wise amongst are already training for that.  See ya on the river (lake, ocean, pond, whatever) and don’t ask me any questions on race day.

Results summary (credit to Ellen Law):

PREMIER USA = 9 MEDALS

  Premier Open = 1 gold (1k), 2 silver (500m, 2k), 6th (200m)

  Premier Women = 2 silver (1k, 2k), 1 bronze (500m), 4th (200m)

  Premier Mixed = 2 gold (1k, 500m), 1 silver (2k) 6th (200m)
SENIOR A USA = 7 MEDALS

  Senior A Open  = 2: 2 Silver (1k, 2k), 4th (200m,500m)

  Senior A Women = 1: 1 Bronze (1k), 4th (200m,500m,2k)

  Senior A Mixed = 4: 2 Silver (1k,2k), 2 Bronze (200m,500m)
SENIOR B USA = 9 MEDALS
  Senior B Open =  4: 2 Silver (200m,1k), 2 Bronze (500m,2k)
  Senior B Women = 1:1 Bronze (1k) 4th (200m,500m,2k)
  Senior B Mixed = 4: 4 Silver (200m,500m,1k,2k)

