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From the Editor:  

 

You could call this our ñSpecial Race Editionò, 

or maybe the ñInternational Editionò, with re-

ports on two special races in Australia, a Ha-

waiian race, and a couple of American classics.  

And speaking of classics, we have a fascinating 

interview with Roland Muhlen, a paddler whoôs 

ñdone it allò and been part of the USCA from the 

founding.  Hopefully you find some interesting 

reading to ward off the winter blues!  

 

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:  Tony Bond and Susan Williams (center C2 

aka Toro) at the  Goulburn Classic, Australia  

Back Cover Photo Credit:  Steve Dresselhaus,               

Reconciliamar, Baja California Sur, Mexico  
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Welcome to canoe/kayak 

season 2019!  While most of us 

may have done some off season 

cross-training, many are itching 

to get back in their crafts even it 

requires a long drive south. 

(Those Florida paddlers are lucky 

in the winter!)  Unfortunately, 

sometimes the slower paddling 

months require us to rest and re-

cover.   Injuries can be a big part 

of any sport, and managing our 

training load both physically and 

mentally can help us transition 

season-to-season, year after year, 

successfully. 

This fall I had the oppor-

tunity to go out to Utah and run 

some trail half marathons.  I was 

definitely untrained, but I 

thought with a combination of 

running and walking I could 

make it through unscathed.   I 

overestimated my ability and 

talked myself out of the pain I 

was experiencing, so I came home 

with a nice stress fracture in my 

left foot.  

Stress fractures are not 

nearly as serious as rotator cuffs 

or muscle, tendon, and ligament 

injuries, but the down time has 

further reinforced the need to lis-

ten to my body when it is telling 

me no.  Paddlers tend to pride 

themselves on 

pushing through 

the pain and fin-

ishing no matter 

what.  Mental 

toughness is one 

of our biggest 

assetsé. until 

itôs not.  Prior to 

causing my inju-

ry, I knew I was 

fatigued, and 

undertrained.  I 

could feel my 

muscles being pushed to failure, 

yet I still continued on.  I ignored 

the red flags that wouldôve pre-

vented me from weeks of recov-

ery. 

I have stressed this in a 

prior issue of Canoe News, but 

rest is never more important than 

when healing.  Do I mean sitting 

on the couch and eating bon-

bons?  Probably not.  However, 

going out for a run on the first 

day I start to feel better probably 

isnôt the best idea.  When we start 

up training again, we need to take 

it slowly.  Grab the 2 pound 

weights instead of the 10 pound 

ones, take a 30 minute walk in-

stead of a 30 minute run, or make 

your first paddle with a friend 

who enjoys chatting and sightsee-

ing instead of an interval 

workout.  We all would like to get 

back to our pre-injury condition 

as quickly as possible, but testing 

the waters for a few days or weeks 

will save us months in setbacks. 

Patience with ourselves 

can be hard to come by, especially 

when we cause our own problems 

in spite of our own better judge-

ment.  I am learning the art of 

giving myself grace and time to 

heal, while appreciating what I 

can doé and the fact that my 

sidelining is only temporary.  The 

start of the 2019 season is going 

to be different for me than in 

years past, but I am allowing my-

self the time I need to get back on 

my feet, and who knows, this 

mandatory break may be just 

what I needed.   
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 As we close out the 50th year cel-

ebration of the USCA, it seemed 

appropriate to interview a man 

whoôs not only been with the   

USCA the full 50 years, but one 

who has also had a profound im-

pact on canoe racing.  A former 

Olympic canoe racer and perhaps 

the fastest canoe racer in America 

in the early years of the USCA, 

Roland is still a powerful force to 

contend with in a canoe at over 

age 75!   

 Hereôs his story. 

CN:  Roland, it seems that canoe 

racing has been a substantial 

part of your life for at least 50 

years.  How did you get started?  

Roland:   I was a guy who always 

loved the outdoors and the soli-

tude that came from being away 

from it all.  In my earlier years I 

was really into horses (I even 

shod horses to earn some extra 

income) and I would take my 

horses to different places just to 

ride off and enjoy the peace of be-

ing alone in the woods. As a High 

school swimmer, I was quite com-

fortable around water so my ini-

tial thought in getting a canoe 

was having a way to enjoy the 

peace and solitude of the various 

rivers in the area.  Racing wasnôt 

in my mind at all.  My first canoe 

was an Old Town Otca I bought 

for $30.  This was one of the early 

canvas-on-frame canoes and it 

needed help. My dad and I put 

new canvas and paint on it, creat-

ing a solid boat.  Sort of my first 

foray into boat building.  My par-

ents were German immigrants 

who didnôt have any interest in 

canoes (they were too busy trying 

to make a living in this country), 

so I developed it on my own.  I 

lived close to the Ohio River, as 

well as near the Little Miami and 

Great Miami Rivers and the 

Whitewater River, so                  
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opportunities to paddle were 

abundant. I loved paddling and 

even took my $30 canoe to the 

Boundary Waters for my first ma-

jor canoe trip on my 22nd birthday 

(August 23rd). 

CN:  How did you transition 

from seeking peace and solitude 

on the water to becoming a noted 

racer and boat builder?  

Roland:  As mentioned earlier, I 

had no thought of racing canoes 

but in 1964 someone told me 

about a race on the Little Miami 

River in Cincinnati while I was 

canoeing with a local chapter of 

the Sierra club.  We didnôt have 

any idea how to canoe race, so a 

friend and I just showed up and 

gave it shot. We quickly figured 

out we had a lot to learn about 

canoe racing!   

 For the next three years I 

raced almost every weekend.  The 

ICRC (Indiana Canoe Racing 

Council) had a lot of races with 

Ohio and Kentucky filling in the 

rest.  I also met many interesting 

and supportive people who taught 

me to love the sport.  Hank and 

Em Freeman (they had their own 

canoe club in Cincinnati ï the 

Crazy Cat Canoe Club), Mike and 

Cathy Barton (parents of the Bar-

ton Clan), Bob & Bev Stwalley, 

and Charlie Moore (who became 

the first president of the USCA). 

Howie LaBrant was a true pro-

moter of canoe racing back in the 

day and one of the first to try ICF 

canoe racing in our canoeing re-

gion.  He kept talking about rac-

ing the ñPeanut,ò one of the early 

high-kneel C1 canoes (used in 

some of the first Olympic Games 

canoe events back in the 30ôs and 

40ôs), but I wasnôt interested in 

Olympic paddling at that time.  

Howie was active in the ICRC and 

a big part of the start of the      

USCA, along with such notables 

as Lynn Tuttle and Bob Demoret.  

All of these people were at the 

first meeting of what became the 

USCA at Turkey Run State Park. 

As a side note, of all the people at 

the first USCA meeting, a lawyer 

by the name of Thor Ronemus 

was probably the most instru-

mental in getting the USCA off 

the ground (taking care of all the 

legal paperwork, etc.). 

 Back then (1964/1965) al-

most every race had its own set of 

rules. Aluminum canoes were 

fairly standardized and their class 

was by far the most popular, but 

almost every kind of canoe would 

show up to race in the other clas-

ses.  Those classes might include 

anything from Pro -Boats to Old 

Towns.  Racers were divided be-

tween amateur (generally classi-

fied as someone who had never 

raced) and pro (or expert) classes 

(generally someone who had 

raced before!).  Race directors 

made that decision on their own 

ð there were no rules but lots of 

ideas.  It was kind of a free-for -

all!  It was fun, but confusing.  All 

kinds of ideas were tried includ-

ing stretching a pro-boat out to 

23 ft. long.  Lynn Tuttle had al-

ready designed a canoe for Ralph 

Sawyer for the Sawyer Canoe 

Company ï the Tuttle Cruiser (or 

Sawyer Cruiser). The Tuttle 

Cruiser was the most popular 

boat at the time and measured 17ô 

9ò. Ralph Fries also designed a 

boat called the Canadian, which 

was 18ô 6ò, and also popular. Each 

boat excelled in different types of 

water and while they were the 

new ñhotò models of the time, 

they were quite heavy, being con-

structed of solid fiberglass (no 

Roland Muhlen racing at the 2018 USCA Nationals   

Photo courtesy of Bill Amos Photography  
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core materials were used in the 

early fiberglass boats).   

In 1966 I became friends with 

Dick Pratt, a GE aeronautical en-

gineer who worked on the nose 

cones of reentry rockets and such.  

He also loved canoeing.  With his 

aerospace experience he was real-

ly at the forefront of composites, 

and he designed and built his own 

fiberglass canoe called the Otter.  

It was similar to other fiberglass 

canoes in construction, except 

that Dick used end-grain balsa as 

a core to stiffen the floor of the 

canoe.  The Otter wasnôt a racing 

canoe, but it was 18 ½ ft. long, 

very modernistic looking, and 

fairly fast.  I used it to win several 

races in 1966.  Dick was also a 

great teacher and he introduced 

me to many modern boat building 

techniques, using modern epoxy 

resins and core materials like end 

grain balsa, Nomex, and honey-

comb.  Honeycomb was a superb 

material for a core except that it 

didnôt like to bend around curves.  

After some experimentation, we 

found Ox Core ended up working 

better as a core material because 

the rectangular cavities more eas-

ily bent into the shape of a canoe.  

I also learned to vacuum bag my 

composite boats, which yields a 

constant pressure on the compo-

site layup, forming a better bond, 

squeezing out excess resin, and 

giving a better finish.  As a do-it -

yourself kind of guy, I created my 

first vacuum pump out of my 

momôs Electrolux vacuum clean-

er! Although it probably only gen-

erated 1 psi, it worked surprising-

ly well. But about this time some-

thing else happened 

that was fortuitous for 

my boat building oper-

ation: the US govern-

ment ruled that dairy 

farms could no longer 

use milk cans, but they 

had to use bulk coolers 

(claimed to be needed 

for safety reasons).  

That ruling put nearly 

all small dairy farms 

out of business.  But it 

was a blessing for me, 

because I was given 

two milking machine 

vacuum pumps that I 

used for the rest of my 

boat building career.  

 By early 1967 it 

was very apparent to 

the ICRC and others that rules 

and specifications were becoming 

necessary. During discussions 

over how to spec canoes for com-

petition, it was noted that the 

Tuttle Cruiser had a good width 

for stability (there was a desire to 

keep the canoes ñfamily friend-

lyò), while several popular models 

(like the Otter, the Canadian, and 

the Pro Boats) were more effi-

cient with an 18.5 foot length. 

Combining these ideas (of width 

and length), I created a canoe to 

match these as yet unformed 

rules.  It matched both the 3x27 

and 4x32 rules (by being very V-

bottomed).  It was not the best at 

shallows or turning, but it was 

very directionally stable. It was 

instantly successful.  I took it the 

very next day after I finished the 

canoe to a race (in Raccoon Lake 

State Park) where I raced against 

all the other boat designs at the 

time.  My partner and I absolutely 

slaughtered all the other racers at 

the event! Then I took it up to the 

1967 AuSable Race, and entered 

the amateur division ï winning it.  

The success of this canoe made 

everyone realize that canoe de-

signs could be greatly improved, 

and many of the later boat de-

signers took note.  I wasnôt inter-

ested in becoming a boat builder 

for profit; I just  built my own ca-

noes to enhance my racing.   

 In the winter of 1967 

the USCA was founded, 

and with it a clear set of 

specs for marathon canoe 

racing was generated.  

At the time the ACA (American 

Canoe Association) was focused 

on Olympic canoe racing, and  

Roland shaking hands with Bob Stwalley.  These two 

founders of the USCA met up again 50 years later at 

the  2018 Wabash River Canoe Race in Indiana. 
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ignored marathon racing.  So the 

USCA was created to give control 

and direction to marathon racing.  

I was at the meeting at Turkey 

Run when they formulated the 

USCA, participating as a young 

racer.  As soon as they came up 

with the formula for canoes, I 

made a canoe to meet their specs 

ï and started dominating canoe 

racing.  By designing my boat 

right to the specs I had a more 

efficient design than the other 

boats I was competing against. 

 I was a very successful ca-

noe racer at the time the USCA 

was founded ï I was 25 and 

strong; basically a ñclassicò ver-

sion of Mike Davis.  It was then 

that Lynn Tuttle changed my ca-

noeing goals and my life.  

 In 1967 Lynn Tuttle sug-

gested I should try out for the 

1968 Olympic team.  I thought of 

Olympic canoeing as an Ivy 

League collegiate sport; I hadnôt 

been to college, and I figured I 

wasnôt part of the right ñsocietyò 

to compete in the Olympics, but 

Lynn suggested I should give it a 

shot. Many Midwestern canoeists 

werenôt familiar with Olympic ca-

noeing; it was more popular on 

the East coast.  But Marsha 

Smoke (who had her own kayak 

club in Niles, Michigan) had been 

(and still was) an Olympian; she 

encouraged many of us to try 

kayaking and to get into Olympic 

competition (in turn, I later en-

couraged and coached a number 

of kids to enter Olympic canoeing 

competition). We in the Cincin-

nati area called ourselves the 

Tanner Creek Canoe Club when 

we went to the competitions in 

NY and other places even though 

we were unattached. Eastern ca-

noe clubs looked down on com-

petitors who were ñunattachedò 

and who werenôt part of an estab-

lished canoe club ï until we start-

ed beating them! Then they start-

ed giving us a little respect. 

 Lynn Tuttle gave me a lot 

of help in my early Olympic quest 

by creating a set of drawings for 

me to use in building my own 

Olympic C2 canoe. He took the 

measurements off a 21 foot Olym-

pic C2 Canoe that the Ainsley 

twins owned.  My partner Art 

Preising and I went to work mak-

ing a strip wood canoe off the 

plans in the winter of 1967-1968. 

That got us into the Olympic 

training.  We had no coach, but 

Art and I worked at it. Neither 

one of us really knew how to high

-kneel (Olympic-style paddling) 

and it was very frustrating.  We 

were crushed at a C2 sprint race 

in Canada. But at the same time 

Art and I build the Olympic C2, 

we built a new USCA C2 cruiser 

to match the USCA specs that 

were now formulated.  Our goal 

with that boat was to win the first    

USCA Nationals.   We won the 

USCA Nationals in July by over 

10 minutes.  That was all Art 

needed to declare ñIôm retiring as 

a National Champion!ò   

 Fortunately, I was able to 

sell the Olympic C2, buy an Olym-

pic C1, and then spent the rest of 

the summer training for the Long 

Beach, CA trials in October (the 

1968 Olympics were held in Mexi-

co City in November). At those 

trials I did well, but I couldnôt 

quite overcome the Santa Ana 

winds.  The course was south to 

north.  With the winds blowing in 

off the ocean in the afternoon, it 

creates a strong left wind.  The 

rowers at the time qualified in the 

morning, when it was calm.  The 

canoeists qualified in the after-

noon when the winds kicked up.  

I was a ñrighty,ò paddling high 

kneel on the right side only.  The 

winds were trying to blow me to 

the left (the front of the boat is in 

Roland Muhlen and Dave Landenwich high -kneeling a marathon cruising canoe.  



10 

 

stable water and ñsticks,ò but the 

back of the boat in unstable water 

and drifts with the wind, so the 

back of the boat was drifting 

right, pointing me left).  It was 

tough to paddle hard and counter 

the winds.  Lefty paddlers were 

able to use the wind to help steer; 

it was a big disadvantage to those 

of us who paddled on the right.  I 

essentially had to J-stroke con-

stantly to keep it going straight.  

The other challenge to making the 

team was a Canadian with a dual 

citizenship.  He didnôt make the 

Canadian team, but he came 

down and as a lefty made the 

American team.  He was third 

and I was fourth. But now I was 

firmly involved in two distinct 

paddling disciplines: USCA mara-

thon and ACA sprints.   

 By 1972 Andy Weigand 

and I were the fastest C1 paddlers 

in the US (he was a ñleftyò and I 

was a ñrightyò; which one of us 

was faster depended on which 

way the wind was blowing).  We 

teamed up to race together to 

beat the Europeans. We were well 

matched and made the Olympic 

C2 teams in 1972, 1976, and 1980.  

I also became better friends with 

Marsha Smoke at the early trials.  

We were both pursuing sprint 

competition, so we started train-

ing together.  We werenôt compet-

i tors because she was K1 and I  

was C1, but we made great train-

ing partners.  The speed of a top 

woman K1 paddler roughly 

matches the speed of a top male 

C1 paddler. She was encouraging 

young paddlers in kayaking and I 

was encouraging them in canoe-

ing. 

 Without any real local 

coaching available, I set up a 

training center in my garage. I 

took movies of the better paddlers 

at the 1970 Worlds so I could try 

to emulate their technique. To get 

the best possible effect, I set up 

the movie projector in my garage 

in front of my paddling tank, plus 

mirrors so I could see myself.  I 

would then try to imitate the good 

paddlers by watching the movies 

as I practiced.  It worked and I 

was able to make the Olympic 

team in 1972.   

 Looking back, I now find it 

hard to imagine how I was able to 

juggle my life between 1968 and 

1980.  As a husband and father I 

was truly blessed to have my fam-

ilyôs support.  As a Union Electri-

cian, it was a real help having the 

support of the IBEW 

(International Brotherhood of 

Electrical Workers).  I was the on-

ly member of the IBEW at the 

time who was trying to make the 

Olympic team and they did a lot 

to help me, sending letters of sup-

port that allowed me to work in 

other locations when I needed to 

be in a different area for Olympic 

training.  Their help enabled me 

to work in CA in 1972 when I was 

trying to make the Olympic team; 

I had a job waiting when I got 

there!   

 The same happened in 

Washington, DC when I was try-

ing out for the Olympics in 1976.  

Fortunately I could work as an 

electrician, because I couldnôt use 

my boat designs or enter any 

ñmoneyò races for support.  There 

were strict rules in maintaining 

your amateur status, so I couldnôt 

profit from anything I developed.  

Roland and Dave Landenwich paddling C2 Sprint in an ICF C2 canoe at the   

North American Championships  
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The closest I could come was 

naming my boats ñRPMôsò ï my 

initials.  But I could sell the boats 

I made for myself, giving me 

some ñmad money.ò  After mak-

ing the team in 1972, doors did 

open up.  People recognized me 

as being a serious paddler.  In 

1973 at the annual winter meeting 

of the USCA, DuPont gave me 50 

yards of Kevlar to see if it could 

be used to build a canoe (DuPont 

wanted to promote the use of 

Kevlar in canoes).  I used it to 

build a marathon C2 canoe, 

which I raced in 1973, winning 

the USCA Nationals in C2 Mixed.   

 I made a lot of canoes at 

the time in my parentôs uphol-

stery shop, trying to optimize ca-

noes for different conditions.  It 

was a lot of fun for me and some 

of the most enjoyable parts of my 

canoeing career.  Some of my de-

signs went into production with 

different companies.  Sawyer Ca-

noe Company used my 1971 Na-

tionals-winning design which 

they marketed as their Champion 

1 canoe and Doug Bushnell from 

West Side Boat Shop bought my 

molds for the RPM.  One of my 

friends who had a fiberglass com-

pany got a kick out my stuff (he 

made dune buggy bodies) and 

would help me make molds.  We 

could even make some molds in 

one day!    

 For me, high-kneel (or 

sprint) canoe racing provided 

me with many rewards but I 

never considered it that enjoy-

able. I  quit high-kneeling al-

most 30 years ago.  Sit-down 

(marathon) racing is a lifetime 

sport and thatôs why I still en-

joy it so much.  One of the 

neatest things about this 

sport is that you can stay 

involved in this sport and 

still stay competitive even 

50 years later.  Winning 

the Nationals 50 years 

apart (1968 and 2018) was 

an incredible experience 

for me. That clearly shows 

you can enjoy canoeing al-

most your entire life!  

 When kayaks were first 

added to the USCA, we had a dis-

cussion over how long the kayaks 

should be; I wanted them to be at 

least 17 ft. long like the Olympic 

boats but others wanted to keep 

the boats shorter.  Only a few 

paddlers could do well with the 

shorter kayaks; most needed the 

extra length for the size of the 

paddler.  The short boat contin-

gent won, which is how we ended 

up with 14ô9òdownriver kayaks. I 

built the RPM to meet the specs, 

but eventually the class died as 

the longer kayaks and surf skis 

began to compete and become 

much more popular.  I also want-

ed to put weight limits on canoes 

to keep prices down, but that did-

nôt go over either. 

 I based the RPM on my 17ô 

Olympic C1 canoe design that I 

shrank down to 14ô9ò.  Some of 

the paddlers were too heavy for 

the RPM, but Greg Barton at age 

16 was sized just right for the kay-

ak and he just killed the other 

paddlers with it; thatôs how the 

RPM kayak got its reputation and 

how Greg won his first major race 

at age 16 (the first kayak class in 

the 1976 Nationals).  I loved being 

part of it all!  

 Just like the USCAôs only 

requirement to race in the Na-

tionals is to be a member in good 

standing, the ACA only requires 

you to be a member and a US   

The start of the Spanish Sella Descent Race 
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citizen to race in the Olympic tri-

als.  By 1976 several top mara-

thon teams, both amateur and 

pro, decided to try to make the 

Olympic team.  They came to the 

Salt Fort State Park in Ohio, site 

of the 1976 Olympic trials, to 

make the Montreal Olympic 

team. They built special 21 foot 

ICF sit-down canoes to challenge 

the high-kneel teams.  A real 

Olympic canoe has the waterline 

of a rowing shell.  Their canoes 

were twice as wide to maintain 

their balance sitting down.  Plus, 

you canôt generate the power sit-

ting down that you can high-

kneeling.  There was no way they 

could be fast enough to qualify.  

BUTðtheir canoes were really 

cool! 

 In 1980, after Russia in-

vaded Afghanistan, the 1980 

Olympic team was forced to boy-

cott the Moscow Olympics. Our 

canoe and kayak team was fully 

funded by the USOC (US Olympic 

Committee) to go to Spain to race 

in several races, including the fa-

mous Sella Descent.  That trip 

was given to the Olympic canoe & 

kayak teams to replace going to 

the Olympics as a sort of compen-

sation for all our training.  Other 

European teams that didnôt go to 

Moscow also went to Spain.  As a 

result, the Sella Descentðalready 

one of the bigger racesðhad even 

more competition that year.  

 Before leaving for Spain, 

the Triebold family loaned me 

their 21 foot ICF marathon canoe 

from 1976 (one of the sit-down 

boats that was used to try to get 

on the Olympic team).  I made a 

slip copy of that canoe to take 

along to Spain.  It flew with us to 

Madrid just fine as over -sized 

luggage in the cargo hold of a 747, 

only to be cut in half to fly in a 

smaller plane for the last leg of 

the journey to the Sella River! 

Two days later after seaming it 

back together, Matt Streib and I 

raced that canoe against over 900 

other boats.  Over 600 Olympic 

K2ôs and K1ôs lined up ahead of us 

(Google the Sella Descent videos 

to get a feel for this race, the big-

gest and most noto-

rious downriver 

race in the world). 

Boats crash  into 

each other all over 

the place in the Sel-

la Descent, but sit-

ting down gave us 

way better balance 

and our canoe was 

a tougher boat than 

most, enabling us 

to blast through the 

crowd of lightly 

built boats. We 

were the first canoe 

to finish, placing 

129th overall.  It 

was a blast! 

 I love my 

canoeing life!  

From 1980 (when 

my Olympic at-

tempts ended), I 

continued to race in 

Masterôs sprint for 

another 10 years.  

After that I was 

mostly involved in 

family things  as my 

kids were involved in lots of 

sports.  When I retired from work 

in 2004, I reconnected with the 

USCA and many of my old pad-

dling friends like Dave Landen-

wich,  Ray Bauer, and Tom 

Thomas; my wife Linda started 

paddling with me as well; and I 

started competing in the Nation-

als again.  

 Iôve raced a lot of major 

races throughout the years: mul-

tiple World Championships, 

North American Championships, 

Pan American Championships, 

Roland still looking powerful and fit at 75!  


