Even | Don’t Believe What | Did Today
by Kendra Dayger

Quick. Before my muscles solidify. You will never believe what | did today.

| drove over to Lock 32 on the Erie Canal in Rochester, NY, to watch a white-wat&imkpya
demonstration.

Here is lock 32, a picture | found on the internet and obviously taken from a high boat.

It was a beautiful day, very hot, and | drove over to the other side of Lock 32, whelteaysparries
water around the lock
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The picture below is taken from further west than the previous picture, aftergehe lock, and on
the right you can see the yellow railing on the dam that controls the western eacpilivay.

The spillway consists of a loud, buffered waterfall from the upper level of the loak tatlve lower
level, about 25 feet for this lock. At the bottom is a small waterway thatc#raesurplus water
around the lock and which joins the canal at the other (lower) end of the lock. Thus, after the
waterfall, the spillway is roughly level.

So why am | telling you all this? Because some kayakers had a dream, lamgeart 2000 they
constructed a white-water kayaking course in this spillway, the only humde-coarse in NYS.

They were part of an organization called the Genesee Waterways Cettek ftur years of

volunteer work to design and construct a course that includes rapid drops, holes egehesalmany
hanging gates, lots of rocks to channel the water, and a path to bring the boats back tarregbegi
The water can run about 8 ft. deep and because it depends on the Canal and not Spring reim®ff, ther
a constant source of water every day all season long.

It all seemed like a dumb idea to me.

Until today. Yep, | just had a 2-hour lesson in terrifying white-water kayaking.

| had no intention or interest; | was just curious to see what it looked like dowr(‘thene there”

because it is all hidden down behind the far side of the lock from the canal towpath)edh up on

the towpath many times, which is to the left in the photos. Because the spillway is dowhredae

bank, to the right in the photos, few people know it is down there, and besides, what could you do in a
spillway about 300 ft. long?

Here is what the spillway course looks like, looking west towards the waterfall
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If you want more of a feeling of what the area looks like, here are a couple ntitermideos of
“Lockapalooza”, an annual event in August. (They stick an advertisementtagimaing of each,
but it is very short, as are the videos. Wait for the video to load in the middle square.)

1. On this first one, note the spillway waterfall in the background; it shows how mushisvedming
down. And watch carefully over her shoulder to see how they get the kayak into thelvegteget
into the boat on top of the bank and then slide down the bank into the water!
http://www.13wham.com/mediacenter/local.aspx?videoid=185777@video.wokrl3.com

2. This second video interviews the head instructor. Also notice the cement pole behindithem; t

was one of the old canal power poles left over from the power station at the locks dttisally a

new lock, built around 1917 (the canal was built in 1825, opening the first route through the mountains
to the midwestern part of the country); this new section around Rochester is sanoatieckthe

Barge Canal. It was built out in the country (at the time), and there was a patreoer at lock 33 (a

mile west), which supplied power to work the electric gates at both locks. fdisflold power poles
makes for perfect places to attach wires for the gates that hang okay#kéng course.
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http://www.13wham.com/mediacenter/local.aspx?videold=185779@video.wokrl3.com

This morning there was a beginning women'’s class underway with four women actiex telt

wasn’t until | got right down in there that my curiosity got peaked. A couple of ‘uluer”

onlookers and | had some good laughs as the women got stuck in the bushes along the bank, or
couldn’t get out of an eddy, or tipped over. When the first woman went over the first falgam
was in my mouth, but she amazingly survived nicely, though with a temporary heasing los

The first lesson is 6 hours long, where you first have to learn how to get out of thetEaty (i are
tied in with a skirt so water doesn't fill up the boat), among other survival skilitarts on flat water
(a canal widewater, where they used to turn barges around) before you try ttwshstiwifvater. On
this spillway, you wouldn’t believe all the gates and whirlpools and rocks and rapid$rang current
there could be in less than the length of a football field.

| just thought it looked like so much fun and it was such a beautiful Saturday, that Ifabkleee was
an afternoon class, and the instructor said, “No.” | asked if she would do a prigate Esd she was
happy to. (I didn’t think I could last the whole 6 hours for the first class anywalygve home and
got a sandwich and found an old swim suit and was back in half an hour. My concern wds that i
even waited until Sunday, I'd never do it. Reason would probably take over.

So she brought out all the gear, and the first big hurdle was wiggling into the sikattéiches to the
kayak to keep the water out. Some 15 minutes later (!), we added the footsies, #iethellife
jacket, the glasses floaters and strap, and the prayer book. Then she proceedsdendahd
instruction, like how to get in and out of this wobbly thing.

Now, those boats looked like little rubber duckies, but they turn out to be 35 pounds, and getting them
from the trailers, which serve as a boathouse, to the water was no smallwaskndarly wiped out at

that point, but the instructor was very kind. (She is used to working with challenged folksl Yol h

admit to having a slight handicap of two sprained ankles, and since the bottom wasksgriwas

pretty unstable. She was very helpful and | had only one mishap.

If I had not observed the morning lesson with those four women, | would never have done what | did.
The slide into the water is certainly novel; there is what looks like a carpetespysloping bank,
and you perch at the toj, the boat and throw yourself off towards the water.

Surprisingly, there is enough drag that the slide is quite easy. It's noisy, thoeiglsréam echoes
against the canal wall. But being a very hot and sunny day, the water was uleligbtfgh a little
fishy.

Then once in the water, she insists | roll over and try to get out of the boat. dw@aask her how
many students failed this part, but | decided that it would be impolite. So | chibeiteshe was
nearby and | voluntarily committed hari kari. Upside down and underwater, | thoughtbbmgdhe
water felt — but then | thought I'd better not tarry. | did as | was taught@alty fsurfaced with
paddle in hand. And coughing and sputtering and finding that my new glasses didn’t stethewt
puddled water along the bottom rim, which must have been a little like viewing tlethvough
drugs. But that was overcome by the lenses fogging. Good thing my hearing was Qiw@dd
follow the teacher by her voice.
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Since | didn’t do too well, she required that | dunk myself over and over, and it waslaamyit

became obvious that | wasn’t going to drown that she agreed to go on to the next stépwaSha

cross an eddy (a place where the water goes round and round). Even after glicayesgoerience, |
would not have anticipated the current that could build in that sluiceway. I'd head out e p

angle and < > I'm going the opposite direction and racing down the waterway toward a pile of
rocks that they use to punish students who don’t follow directions. Well, that's a pretyngentive

to get it right, so pretty soon we were going across and back again without too much trouble.

The next step was — gulp — going over the falls. If | hadn’t seen that etafisrof women go over, |
would never have done it. This is so different from flat water paddling. As one oflawy fe
onlookers said this morning, “It looks like fun, but I'm not doing anything that requiresnetiel

Well, here | am, just an ol’ pro. | don’t know why the picture looks like | am dry.

The worse part isn’t going down the falls, it is the bolus of water that smauka yhe chest at the
bottom. And then there is the teacher screaming like a barikleep, paddling!” while 1 am trying to
get back up to water level and breathe. It's odd; | don’t remember what ikealiing. It's
probably like death. But it's the smack at the bottom that gets my attentioncksdrstny memory.
And of course there is a strong eddy after the fall to “keep paddling” through, gsditaieg and
tipping from side to side and finally end up practicing my “wet-exit” technigagagAnd again and
again.
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Herein lies the big lesson of my life. In Florida we hear about the rip tide, @hdwe probably all felt it
to some extent. In white water, with rocks and woods and waves and noise all arcuexhgigerated. |
flipped in an eddy and was amazed that | couldn’t make headway (no such thing gswaimmhing
parallel to the beach in this situation); by definition you have chosen to be in a dpndungh-water
sluiceway. The teacher grabbed the boat (which disappointed me a little) asdail Wwcould do to find
a place | could stand at the shore without the current grabbing my feet out from uratet mg hands
grabbing at underwater rocks to try to hold on. This is just a canal spillway inddkerof the city, not a
wild, natural stream. | have always been cautiously respectful of the pbwater, but now | have
unequivocally felt it. A few days ago a guy drowned in the canal west of here.eWkpaper said there
were undercurrents, and | didn’t believe it. |1 do now. It also sheds a wholeghéwriflooding; |
always wondered why people didn’t just walk out of their flooded homes in a storm. rit'®Hzelieve
that a little water could have such strength and produce such a disabling €fiscivas really a life
lesson. Don't try to cross even a little running water.

| knew it; my muscles are solidifying. Signing off,

copyright, Kendra Dayger



