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After months of training in whitewater events around New South Wales, the first time I really sensed I was nearing the Fish was when I reached the Karoo. This is the arid land through which the Fish River flows. There is no river to be seen and the land is flattish and scrubby, but there are steeply sloping hills they call koppies which rise to steep cliff faces with flat tops. The days were hazy and the koppies looked bluish as they stared down at me. 

I stopped in Queenstown, once a thriving agricultural centre, but now largely a dusty shopping town. Surprisingly, I was able to buy a car charger for my Nokia and some bottled water! I then stopped at the local Spur hamburger place and was surrounded by other kayakers also on their way to the Fish. They wanted me to join them at the next town for what I realised was going to be a big beery booze-up at the local Tarkastad Club! Trying to think of an occasion on our marathons when I’d so much as seen a beer near the water, I respectfully declined.

Soon after I was in Cradock, a pretty, but also dusty farming centre which is where the Fish Marathon ends. I quickly got a look at the fast flowing river and the last few rapids where people have built viewing positions to observe the discomfort of passing kayakers. I drove up about 20 km to the Marlowe Agricultural School. It sounds so English, doesn’t it? Well it’s not. It’s a full-on Afrikaans school where it doesn’t occur to them to speak English. The school kids who manage the campsite during the Race called me Oom (Uncle) about ten times in the first barrage of Afrikaans and I found myself speaking back in Afrikaans I hadn’t used for years! I set my little tent up at the end of their Rugby field and was soon surrounded by other paddlers doing repair work on their boats. (“When did they do the damage?” I wondered.) Anyway I was tired and feel asleep. I awoke after a few hours to find the rain had submerged half my tent, the bit between me and the entrance. My only warm top, my LCRK sloppy joe, was wringing wet as was my easy chair, left out in the rain! I got the water out of the tent with my face cloth and retreated to the end of the tent for the rest of the night. 

The first person I actually chatted to was a young black guy who was also doing the race for the first time. His first question: “How easy is it to get a job in Australia?” He was actually an IT graduate. Then the usual friendly paddling community kicked in and I found myself being introduced to every single member of the Florida Lake Canoe Club (located near Johannesburg,and featuring exceptionally strong South African accents). Very friendly, helpful people. They were paddling the last section of the River to the finish that morning which was the day before the race. They invited me to join them and offered to bring my kayak back afterwards. My land crew were only arriving that afternoon, having done the Fish 18 times before! 

Before I knew it I was bubbling along on the water with them and my first swim was at the bottom of Marlowe chute. It’s a high weir and they have built a stepped chute which kayakers bump down (quite shallow steps) and quite a lot of spray at the bottom. Then there were some big rolling rapids and I fell out a few more times, which dented the confidence a bit. (How am I going to survive two days of this?)  There are reeds on both sides and the water is deep right up to the reeds so you have to get back in by clutching at the reeds and then sort of stand on them as you get your legs back in! But the reeds are good. Where there are no reeds there are sometimes thorn bushes and you don’t stop there!

Then at last we got to the dreaded Cradock Weir, the big drop. No-one could shoot it because the life guards were not on duty, so we portaged around it and observed. I don’t think it’s actually 3m high, but certainly more than 2m. Then we were at the finish and I thought “Maybe I can do this.” Back to Marlowe School. I packed up and went along dusty roads to look at the starting point at Grassridge Dam, “The Toastrack”, “Keith’s Flyover” and Saltpans rapids. All pretty scary to me. 

I was pleased to link up finally with my landcrew, Ant. Soon after we met up with Pete, Ant’s brother, for whom he was also land-crewing. The two of them have done the Fish, as I have said, 18 times each, so I was rather perplexed to find Pete measuring and re-acquainting himself with the Soutpans rapid. I suppose this must have sown the seeds of my portaging around it, which I think in the end was wise.

We then went back to the farmhouse where we and the Border Canoe Club members were to stay. Surrounded by green trees, lawns and gardens, it was great both for the location and the company. Someone whipped up the high carbo dinner and we were in bed early for an early start. Pete was in the Coelacanth start (for living fossils i.e. veterans) which was about 8am and mine was 8.30am. 

Then came undoubtedly the worst stage of the race. Shooting the 3.30am to 4.30am  ‘pre-dawn’ rapids. “How on earth am I going to do this?” If Pete isn’t happy after doing it 18 times, when will I be happy? I was pleased when dawn finally broke and Ant gave us some wonderful coffee. 

Breakfast, then up to the Grassridge Dam along dusty roads and there were the throng all in batches of about 50. Mainly doubles, I noticed, but my batch was all singles. I briefly had an opportunity to see the heroes of the Fish, Len Jenkins, Hank MacGregor and the like, start and paddle off across the dam. Usual quiet chats with the other starters and then we were off, Le Mans start, put on the spraydeck and off with the wind on the beam. I slightly settled down when I noticed about five competitors’ boats had capsized on the lake! “How will they survive on the rapids?” I thought. Then we were at the dam wall, a roughly ten metre high scramble up a sloping face of big granite rocks carrying your kayak. Sounds crazy but we all did it, and then ran (walked) down a dusty road about a kilometre to the first put in. At last, on the fast flowing water, I got used to the boat for the day and pretty soon the first weir appeared. We portaged around that. Then came the first few rapids which I did OK. Soon we were at “Toastrack.” I had mentally and physically on the ground practised this. You approach the low bridge and then twist slightly to the right into separate channels under the bridge about two feet high and four feet wide. You drop down a bit into the channel and then duck fiercely so your head doesn’t get chopped off by the bridge roadway! Then you put your paddle hard down your right side. No bracing, you just scrape the walls with your shoulders if you’re not straight. Then there’s a rapid on the other side and after a while calmer water. I somehow did it! And saw a few casualties strewn up on the banks. This was a great boost to me. A few minutes later we were at Keith’s Flyover, the biggest rapid of the race. I portaged it because only the top 15% do it and half of them succeed. It looked great but not for me! Then come the willows and the thornbushes. The willows are like a curtain stopping you from seeing which way the water goes. It teaches you to choose a line to paddle and stick to it! You just duck seriously and let the fronds scrape over your helmet, hoping all the time there is no big branch amongst the fronds you can’t see. Sometimes there is one. The thorn bushes are serious thorns; about two inches long and the bushes are all thorns, nothing else! Here you definitely pick your line because if you get it wrong and go into the thorns there must be serious pain. This prospect ensured I did not hit the thorns!

Then another portage around the Brakrivier Weir. Pure slapstick comedy. By the time I got there, about 600 pairs of feet with water spilling everywhere had gone up the 10m muddy slope and down the other side. People carrying kayaks were slithering into one another, slipping on their backsides. I just held my boat, went down on my haunches and skidded down the slope back to the water, giggling to myself. Is this what it’s come to?

Then more medium sized rapids and a few swims. Grab the boat and the paddle and swim to the side, usually can’t stand, grab the reeds, get the water out, somehow get your bum back in the boat, get the spraydeck back on, get your breath back and off you go. Another portage I can’t even remember and then I got to Soutpans weir. Again I can’t remember it, but they took a photo of me shooting it, so I must have! My confidence was growing and I was seriously thinking of shooting the Saltpans Rapid, but just before it I was surprised by a decent sized but unnamed rapid and in I went, grabbing my things as I went over. As I approached Saltpans I was floating along with my feet out the front thinking “This is not the ideal preparation for Saltpans.” I went to the side to portage it where I discovered a few people with the same idea. Suddenly there was Ant, my landcrew, taking photos and cheerfully greeting me and saying he had his doubts that I would get this far, but now it looked like I might finish it! He also kindly sent a text message to my Mum saying I had got this far! This was quite a long portage along a dusty track and I was pleased to have the stretch. I was soon back in the boat and on my way.

Then there were a few more rapids and I think a couple of swims. Soon I was at the Katkop Weir where I had a drink and a little portage. On to the Glen Alfa Bridge and Ant had warned me about some boils and whirlpools and that was all I could think of as I went under the Bridge, but went for a swim anyway. The water rushes under the bridge and turns into a rapid straight after that. Too bad. I noticed plenty of other swimmers at this point. Picked meself up and carried on to Knutsford Bridge which I survived OK and the next thing I knew, I was arriving at the Day One finish point. 
After all the training and preparation for this event, I got quite emotional as I finished and thought “I’ve managed this, I haven’t broken my boat and there are quite a few people behind me”. I was relieved. There was big, affable Ant leading me to the huge tent where there were sausage sandwiches and beers aplenty. I left the kayak in a huge compound of kayaks, little thinking how hard it would be to find mine in the morning!

Off we went to our lovely farmhouse in the Karoo. I got to know the other members of the Border Canoe Club. At that stage I did not realise that many of the people in the club knew my family through all sorts of school, club, work and church connections. These links happen all the time in my old home town of East London, but of course not so often to us here in Sydney. First we all slept for a few hours, some of the paddlers under the trees, me in my room. Then we started to hear how the others had fared. Pete, Ant’s brother had had swims at Keith’s Flyover and at Saltpans. I was relieved I had portaged both. It was a warm, slightly hazy day and though it was great to have got this far, there was still the mild apprehensions about the next day, even though people said it was easier.

Then people started bringing out food and a BBQ got started. I was just a passive observer but the food came my way thanks to my trusty land crew. Out came the beers and the wine and again I questioned whether I had seen a beer during the Murray. After dinner, we all started the usual preparation for the next day’s event. I knew I would sleep easier that night. Up at 5am and we were chatting, having wonderful coffee and I was fixing my drinking system which had been wrenched away during a swim on Day 1. Then another trip across the dusty Karoo. “Have we lost our way?” I asked myself. But soon we were amongst the throng and I was searching for my boat. Imagine about a thousand beige fibreglass hulls, all staring at you looking just the same except some are longer than others. I wondered whether I might be the last one to start when all the others have left the compound. Eventually I found it because I recognised my swimming pool pony through the translucent upside down hull. I found I had been demoted to Batch “Q” which was the last one to leave. Other “Q” people were upset to find the “Q” was then changed to “X” because the organisers had “X” stickers to spare, but no “Q”s. Somehow batch “Q” sounded better than “X”.  After batch “X” all the people who had not made the time cut-off or who had damaged their boats were to be allowed to finish as social paddlers. I was not amongst these!

Soon after the start we had to portage around the Baroda weir. This is a long trip over dusty ground with old weir walls getting in the way, fences to climb through and thorn trees dotted around in unexpected places. Everyone jostling to get a good place to put in. Then you go under a few bridges with people waving at you. One double got stuck against the buttress of a bridge and it took quite a while to get them off. The water pressure just held the paddlers there.

Then, as Ant had warned me, came the long flat section. It should have been easy, but my spirits just waned and waned. If someone (the devil) had said to me just then, “Come on, you can stop here!” I might have! But there was no-one in sight! It got so bad that there was a little sideways rapid and I just fell out, cursing myself.  Then around a bend and there was the Gauging weir. Got to concentrate now! Even though I had been advised to go through the centre, the lifeguard was pointing me to the extreme left just below him. “I better go there”, I thought, and next thing I was zooming down the weir, smooth as silk, only to disappear in the froth at the bottom. Managed the rapid just after and suddenly I was feeling good again! I knew the Marlowe chute was coming up and I was keen to shoot it right this time. You duck behind the reeds on the right and line yourself up on the left of the chute. I did all this, went bumpy bump down the stepped chute, did the big brace to the right and fell in, just as I had done two days before. Damn! Afterwards, Pete said “You don’t do the big brace at the bottom, just balance yourself.” Wise words, but not quite so useful afterwards. 

Still, my confidence was up and I decided I was definitely going to do the big one, the Cradock weir. “Nothing to lose” kind of mentality. And also “I can’t tell them back in Oz that I chickened out of the big drop.”  Because I was near the back of the pack I didn’t have to wait too long to shoot the weir. The life guards have a stop/go sign to ensure paddlers don’t tumble down on top of one another. A blonde girl life saver tells you what line to take as you come up to the weir. From the queue you see a smooth horizontal line of the water tippling over the weir and as each boat goes over, you see the back quarter of the kayak lurch upwards and then disappear in the Titanic style, but very quick. Then you hear a cheer from the audience below if the kayak survived it, but no sound if the paddler swims. I thought, “I really want the cheer”. Soon my time came and I set off for the ideal spot. Somehow the fear just leaves you at this point.  I set off, gliding through smooth water, not even looking at the precipice. You get directed to the right spot and then you’re off! I don’t remember the descent, but that is thankfully all captured on the pictures. Then I landed, right way up and stayed there. I was surprised to be upright and I was not doing much to keep myself there while the applause was ringing in my ears. Just then a lifeguard put his hand on my boat and steadied me as I turned the boat around to continue. Still surprised at my situation I toppled over as soon as I was out of the main view! 

Once I recovered from this I was quite exhilarated and set off on the last little stretch of my quest. A few little rapids and the finish archway was there with Pete, my reserve landcrew, there to meet me. Once again the girls were there handing out Hansa beers. I was shaking my head thinking of the Hawkesbury Classic finish where people can hardly get out of their boats! Still, it was great in the sunshine getting the medal put over my shoulders confirming the finish. 

Then came the official photographer who took my picture and said “You’re an international paddler. Can you wait and be photographed with the other international paddlers?’ I said “I don’t think I’m that sort of international paddler” and we went on our way.

There was a mix up with my finish time and I still don’t know what it was, but I was certainly not last and unfortunately many paddlers in the event are not able to finish because of “misadventure” on the course, so I was very pleased with my effort.

Pete had grabbed a meal for me and we zoomed off to the farmhouse so I could get my vehicle. When I got back the festivities were starting to get under way and I thought “this is not my kinda party” By then I was looking forward to meeting my brother Alan and sister Barbi and their families in Queenstown, one and a half hour’s drive away. I set off through the dusky Karoo afternoon to meet them. Exhausted, but happy.

October 30, 2007 – just after completing the Hawkesbury Classic again.  
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