Philly and the First Dragon Boat World Championship

By Bob McNamara
In 1995, the international dragon boat community held its first official World Championship in Yueyang, China from June 15-19th and Philly was there to represent the USA as the Men’s Open team.  What a trip it was! A trip full of oddities, twists and turns and ultimately a stunning silver medal winning performance by the lads from Philly (with some help from other paddlers).  The genesis of the race and Philly’s involvement goes directly through Hong Kong.  Hong Kong had long hosted an unofficial best in the world type race first attended by the Philly team in 1983.  Over the years the number and quality of teams steadily increased and dragon boat races offs for the right to go to Hong Kong were spawned in the USA and other countries.  The Philly group had represented the USA in 1983-1985, the USA started its own nationals in 1986 with the high kneel canoers from Virginia winning the right to go to HK in 1986. They were followed by a collection of top marathon paddlers loosely calling themselves Chicago in 1987 and 1988.  Philly would return to Hong Kong in 1989 and then again in 1992-4 after New York revived the national race off and the sponsored trip to HK. 

In 1995, Philly was faced with a situation where they had won the right to go to Hong Kong the weekend before the first World Championships deep inside China.  We could not skip HK so it meant a long trip and substantial extra expenses to spend the additional week in China.  Things were looking grim early in the spring of 1995 as many core team members were burned out from the prior trips to HK.  At one point we only had about a dozen paddlers committed.  Out of the blue we found our salvation in the form of funding secured by Dave Langer that would allow us to fully cover the trip to China.  With this in hand we added some talent from around the country including 4 guys from the Olympic training center in Chula Vista, CA sight unseen on a USACK coach’s recommendation.  We tacked on a paddler from VA and one from Nebraska and were off with a squad of unknown speed.
We picked up the 4 guys from CA on the last stop to HK and met up with the Nebraska guy in HK.  We arrived in HK the day before the heats and had one hectic practice in the choppy waters of the harbor before racing the next 2 days.  We made the final, impressed no one with a 6th place finish but did get some valuable time in the boat together while washing away the jet lag.  We stayed in the Imperial Hotel, which we guessed was the cheapest hotel one could find in HK and fought our way through the smoke filled lobby every day.  The Farley brothers will never forgive us for hiding the food they had stockpiled for the expected culinary wasteland of China.  On the Monday after the HK race we took a bus into China and were awed at the site of the huge train station at Shenzhen.  We were also immediately beset by hordes of children beggars who drove us inside for safety.  We had several hours of a hot and humid delay before departure and the intrepid McNamara brothers reprised their Wildwood, NJ pool hopping days and took a dip in the rooftop pool of the newly constructed hotel across the street.  A few others caught on and followed the lead.

The train ride to Changsha was to be overnight, 15 hours in a “hard sleeper” car with 6 bunks to a slot.  We departed Shenzhen at 615 PM for a trip into the heart of China.  The bunks were too short for the big guys and the slots wide open.  The toilet facility was a hole in the floor with a couple of handles for balance and you needed your own toilet paper.  We did not order the chicken heads or anything else on board and watched in amazement as the cleaning ladies just hurled the trash out the windows.  Arriving in Changsha poorly rested we had some doubts about our sanity.  Finding the shuttle driver was difficult and the van ride to the race city Yueyang was unforgettable.  The centerline was merely an abstract concept as was yielding or any other safe driving practice.  We got a frequent look at the prostitution that did not exist in China along the sides of the highway.  Certainly, this was not Philly any more.  

After bumping and swerving for 3 hours we arrived at our luxury hotel in the city of Yueyang, we were told it was one of the top 3 hotels in the city.  Now this is a city that had about 5 million people and one traffic light that we saw.  Rat on a stick was sold on the street, broiled at least.  Drivers only turned their lights on when they figured they were near someone and bikes dangerously loaded with whatever dominated the streets.  Yueyang, however, was near the site of the founding of dragon boat sport and home turf of the legendary Qu Yuan who began the tradition by hurling himself in the water in protest of a tyrannical regime.  (Incidentally, one of the team paddlers, Chris Enoch, did that on the Schuylkill but survived after placing his smelly shoes on the big rock).

We didn’t expect much at the race site as the promised athlete’s village never materialized but the race course was spectacular.  Dongting Lake was an off shoot of the Yangtze River and a natural inlet had been converted into an awesome race course complete with automatic starting gates.  There was a huge set of grandstands alongside the course and another smaller set at the end where the various teams were set up.  The racing boats themselves were much lighter and longer than the teak boats we had been using for years.  The weather was hot and oppressive and the food was hit or miss, mostly miss and thank God for peanut butter.  By the end of the week of racing most of us lost several pounds. 
Wednesday was the final practice and that evening we bussed to the race site for the opening ceremonies.  When we arrived the place was surrounded by thousands of people and Chinese storm troopers split the crowd ahead of us so we could get into the venue.  This was no ordinary opening ceremony.  Instead of the simple lion dance we were used to from previous races this one featured a water parade of every kind of dragon boat imaginable.  There were dragon boats with three tiers of paddlers, steersman 15 feet off the water and all kinds of costumes on the paddlers and, of course, pyrotechnics.  When it began to rain brother Pete and I somehow wound up in the grandstands sitting next to the chairman of the local Communist Party.  He got a bigger kick out of that than we did.  Back at the hotel we planned to settle in for a good nights sleep before the first races of the first world championship.  For me those plans went haywire after a large sized rat smacked into my leg in our bathroom.  The summoned hotel staff insisted there was no rat until Pete lifted up the bed and pointed at the furry problem.  After chasing the rat into the hall they moved us up two floors to a nicer room as if the rats stopped at 13th floor and didn’t make it to the 15th floor.  All I could think is good thing the wife declined to go on this trip.
Somehow we did get to sleep and the next morning we headed off to the race course not knowing what to expect.  There were 17 countries registered for the race with China and Indonesia the clear prerace favorites with everyone expecting Canada to also compete for the medals as they had never finished lower than second in Hong Kong.  The canoe and kayak guys we picked up nervously informed us that the German team was stacked with a lot of their top flat water paddlers.  New Zealand was big and ugly and had skipped Hong Kong to come to China early for training.  They also brought along their own team chef and took over one of the hotel kitchens.  You could hear them chanting in the boat from several lanes away.  As the host country China would be represented by two premier teams including the legendary team out of Shun De.  All in all no one thought the USA team had much of a chance to do anything.  We ourselves had no idea how fast we were having only paddled as a team the weekend before in Hong Kong.

The racing was simply awesome.  Not only were you on a beautiful mountain lake halfway around the world but you were also on a great course.  The starting line had two sets of movable metal gates that locked the boats fore and aft from the side and would be retracted in sequence as the race start was counted down.  The first day of racing was the 1000 meters on Thursday.  We were in the third heat of three with the winner of each heat and the next fastest time going directly to the semifinals and everyone else to the repechage.  China A easily won our heat but we came in second a full boat length ahead of the monsters from New Zealand.  China B and Indonesia won the other two heats and to our surprise we had the fifth fastest overall time only 3/10 of a second behind the Germans.  In the repechage we cruised to an easy victory over Australia placing us in the semifinals.  
There were seven spots in the Grand Final on the line with the top three from each semifinal and the next fastest time getting the bids.  The bad news was that we had China B and Indonesia, two heat winners, in our semifinal but the good news was that the next fastest team behind us was Australia who we had easily handled in the repechage.  The strategy in the oppressive heat was quite clear; race for third and save our energy for the final.  China B and Indonesia blew off the line and we quickly settled into third ahead of Australia with Italy and Great Britain falling quickly out of the picture.  We were able to back off the power and pretty much cruised at half pressure for the final 500 m finishing a comfortable two lengths ahead of Australia but well behind Indonesia and China B.  The other semifinal was easily won by China A but there was a tight battle between New Zealand, Germany and Canada for second through fourth.  As it was, all three of those teams would make it to the final based upon the next fastest time.
While we were in the final a look at the results board from the semifinals indicated that our qualifying time was 16 seconds slower than the slowest boat in the rest of the field.  We were relegated to the far outside lane sitting next to Germany.  The talk before the race was that the USA had no chance.  Little did they know that we had sand bagged the semifinal and that coach had a secret weapon.  Right before the final race I whipped out a brand-new product on the market, the nasal strips called Breathe Rights.  Later research on athletes showed that this product did not enhance performance however the psychological effect these had on our team was real.  We all thought we were now breathing better in that humid air.  Anything for an edge.
There was drama in the final race even before we got to the starting line.  The China B team boarded last and instead of getting in the assigned boat they jumped into a brand-new boat the manufacturer had on display switching their lane number onto that boat.  We had already shoved off along with the rest of the teams so we did not get to witness the Indonesian coach lassoing the China B boat and forcing them to change back.  While sitting on the water waiting for the final Indonesia did a racing start across our bow and jaws were dropping at their precision 110 strokes per minute.  A couple of jokes were needed to break the tension and before you knew it we were locked into the starting gate. 
Chris Enoch was up in the drum seat instead of paddling as we had to replace the woman from the Midwest who claimed to be an excellent drummer.  She had failed to demonstrate that in the prior racing in Hong Kong having been described by one of the Farley boys as having the look of fear like Fay Wray waiting for King Kong.  We knew that if anybody could fire us up it would be Enoch. Glen Green held the steering oar with Pete McNamara and Kevin McFadden up in the stroke seats.  Our start was one to forget, Langer snapped his paddle 3 strokes into the race and we fell behind Germany and the rest of the field in the first 100m.  We knew Germany was a medal contender and that we had to at least beat them for any chance to be on the podium.  In the middle 500 we began to swing and slowly crept up on the Germans.  The German drummer was a young girl and although we could not understand what she was saying we could sense her panic as we walked on them and that fueled the boat even more.  As we closed in on the final 150 m Enoch was going nuts yelling “two seats to a medal”.  The boat surged past Germany and when Chris looked to his right at the finish he said “maybe second”.  That of course would mean that we would’ve beaten Indonesia something we could not comprehend at that moment.  After what seemed to be an hour of waiting it became official, we had the silver!   We had beaten Indonesia by 6/100 of a second and were a full second ahead of fourth placed Germany.  The Germans later showed their class by collectively rising and saluting our team when we entered the shared dining room in our hotel.  We would have the opportunity to return the favor later when they secured a bronze medal.
The medal ceremony was quite cool, held on a huge platform overlooking the course.   The rest of the regatta was anti-climatic and we would not medal again but did turn in some strong performances in the shorter races.  Our task in the 250 and 500 m races was compromised by the fact that we had to supply paddlers on the Friday for a mixed boat out of the Midwest which was largely made up of recreational paddlers.  Pulling the extra weight in that heat for those four 500 m races did nothing but wear us out.  In the 250 m races on Saturday China, Indonesia and Germany took the top three spots and we finished sixth one second out of the medals.  The finishing order for the 500 m races had the same three teams at the top while we move up to fifth place 1.5 seconds off of bronze.
The celebration party was one to forget as a cold beer was nowhere in sight but we did find our way to some refreshments after the official function had ended.  The trip home had its own share of adventure between a roadside stop for an emergency dump that involved a pig pen and the delays at the border of China.  We repeated our 15 hour train ride and when trying to get through customs it was evident that a couple of us might miss their flight. To make matters worse the van we were on could not enter the airport so we wound up banging on doors of buses in traffic trying to get one to take those leaving in to the airport.  We somehow made it there shortly before the flight and then McFadden shocked the check-in people when he laid his samurai sword on the counter.  They blinked hard and let us on and we made it back to the States. Upon disembarking Calvin Hassel immediately went to Pizza Hut for five personal pan pizzas.  Fast food never tasted so good.
Many of the team members had paddled in the Philadelphia team since the 80s when we first started racing in Hong Kong. Those team members included Pete and Bob McNamara, Kevin McFadden (who was dealt a double run in the world championship of 3 hand pinochle), Jim and Jerry Farley, Erik Werner, Dave Langer, Sam Heed (who asked if they would have bread in China), Rich Held, Todd (a drop of morning what?) Feldman, Bill Toole, Steve Hartman, Tom  Ostrowski, Chris Enoch, Mike Blundetto, Wes Kerns and Glen Green. Bruce Hartzler was added from Virginia and Calvin Hassel from Nebraska.  The West Coast recruits included two large kayakers Nate Gwynne and Mark Zollitsch who liked it when we put them in the tight seats in the back along with Curt Bader and Dave Spaulding.  This latter group was quite impressed that we had beaten the Germans in the 1000 m race.  Bob and Peggy Morro were along as officials and team leaders with the ever present Jim Brody.  It was a memorable trip both on and off the water setting a high bar for future ventures of Team USA.  The venue and opening ceremony were phenomenal but the come from behind silver is the enduring memory.
Other thoughts and observations of team members
Jim Farley

-Shen-Zen was amazing because the Chinese had built an entire, modern city that had virtually no inhabitants yet. Talk about surreal.

-Waiting in line to get across the boarder into China at customs. Lots of security people doing nothing for hours (just like Philadelphia International). We also didn't want to even flinch or make a face for fear that they wouldn't let us into China. We must have waited there, standing in-line for 2 hours. Inside we were steamed.

-Roaming the street, avoiding the prostitutes of Shenzen and meeting up with you and Pete at that luxury hotel (definitely a Wildwood maneuver)

-Having no idea how long that train ride would take, worse yet no one on the train knew either.  Reminded me of a WWII era troop carrier. Lots of bunks, no seating.

-Surrounding our luggage in the train station at Chang-Sha arms locked, so beggars and thieves wouldn't steal from us.

-Smaller replica of the, "Eiffel tower" in Chang-Sha. Weird.

-Yueyang 2 million people and 2 street lights.

-Police escort to race site.

-Listening to "Born in the USA" by Bruce Springsteen on the way to race.

-The crowd could have been 500,000 but you could hear a pin drop, strange silence.

-Surviving on Watermelon, potato balls and warm Pepsi for breakfast lunch and dinner. Scared to death of drinking the water, ice cubes or just about anything else. Lost 10 pounds that week.

-Hanging snacks we brought with us from the drop ceiling in our rooms so rats would get them.

-Real fear that the hotel would catch fire as the lighting system was dilapidated and would buzz when you flipped a switch. We were on the 15th floor and no ladder would have gotten past the 2nd floor.
Reaching the final in Hong Kong in 1992, seeded in the middle lanes was a tremendous accomplishment! Right then we knew we could compete. But 1995 really put us in the game, we were legit!

In the early 90's I remember being told that the Indonesians and Chinese would paddle at rates that were impossibly fast.  To us it was just incomprehensible that 110 strokes a minute could be done. They proved us wrong and our eyes were wide open. 

In 1997 we responded by beating them at their own game.

One heck of a journey!

Pete McNamara

During practice, we were using the worst leaking boat that I could remember.  It was pouring during the opening ceremonies and they sure had a lot of people.  What was the estimate? Over 100,000?  At the start of the 1000 someone had passed a bottle full of warm urine in response to a question--Hey do any of you guys have water up there???  And who can forget Wes watching the Chinese while drumming in the 250 heat and us paddling 115 strokes a minute.  I thought it was Sam "Were gonna die" Heed--how many times did he say that on the bus ride from the train station on that nice even concrete road. 

