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Ordeal 
by 

G'anoe 
By BILL WOLF 

Few races are as punishing as 

this weekend's annual 24o-mile 

river marathon in Michigan. 

It takes a rugged outdoorsman 

to finish-let alone win. 

The main branch of the Au Sable River in 
Michigan is a nice place for a leisurely canoe 
trip. The river wanders with a steady current 
for approximately 240 miles from the inland 
town of Grayling to Oscoda, where it empties 
into Lake Huron. There's nothing in the river 
to tax the energies of even a moderately exper
ienced canoeist. 

This weekend, however, this same stretch of 
water will become the course of what is pos
sibly the toughest, most punishing canoe race 
in the world-the annual Michigan Canoe 
Marathon. Starting at 8:30 P.M. on September 
first, approximately twenty·five teams of 
canoeists will put into the river and churn off 
in a nonstop speed-and-endurance contest 
along the 240-mile course. This is the tenth 
year for the race, and state police estimate 
that there will be up to 10,000 spectators. Past 
performances indicate that many of the con
testants will drop out along the way because 
of exhaustion, injury or banged-up canoes. 
Some will get lost. And it's anybody's guess 
whether the record will be broken. 

Bernie Fowler and Don Feldhauser were 
the winners last year. They started at Gray
ling, the first of twenty-five teams to get 
under way, and, except for brief portages over 
six power dams along the river, they never 
stopped their monotonous but miles-consum
ing beat of fifty to fifty-two strokes a minute 
until they reached Oscoda the next afternoon) 
seventeen hours, thirty-eight and one-half 
minutes later. When they unlocked their 
cramped fingers from the paddles and hoisted 
their stiff bodies to the dock, they were winners 
of$IOOO first-place prize money, a trophy, the 
plaudits of a big holiday crowd awaiting them 
and congratulatory (Continued on Page 77) 

Portage al Five Channels Dam. Marathoners don't waste time carrying canoes on their 

shoulders in the usual manner. They just drag their reinforced boats over rocks and brush. 

The winners, Don Feldhauser and Bernie Fowler, cross the fmish line at Oscoda in 
the 19!.i.? race afler sevemeen hours of paddling. The victory was their third in a row. 
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out. Piet did some scouting and returned 
to say the coast was clear. 

"Ja," he said, "that is one thing about 
Stoffel-he likes to eat. He has given up, 
and gone home. By now he has had his 
food, and is fast asleep with his hands 
folded on his belly." 

"You seem to know him well." 
"I know everyone well, pa." 
"Don't call me that." 
"No, sergeant. You see, 1 study people 

and their habits." 
"That must be interesting." 
"It is interesting." 
At last they worked their way back, 

crawled through the fence and found the 
car. Piet wanted to go back for the buck, 
but the sergeant would not let him. 

"No," he said, "J have had enough for 
one day." 

When they got back to Sergeant 
Fourie's houg-e; "Piet said, "Those are my 
horses!" 

There was a cape cart tied up to the 
gate. He stopped the car and went up to 
look at them. He patted their necks. He 

checked the riem that tied the disselboom 
to the post. it was tied fast. 

"Piet, Piet!" He looked up. His mother 
was calling him from the little garden. 
Francina was with her. 

"Ma," he said, "what are you doing 
here?" 

"J wanted some things in the dorp. You 
had the car, so 1 drove. It is a pleasure to 
drive behind horses again." 

"Ja," he said. "But here? With Fr'l.n
cina ?" 

"Come in, Piet," she said. 
He went up to Francina. "It's all right," 

he said. "la, ['have fixed things with your 
pa. He says I can marry you." 

"He does? And will I?" 
"Ja, you will. Did you not come to me 

at the dance like a duck to a worm?" She 
began to laugh. "} did not mean that," he 
said, shuffling his- feet, "but you know 
what I mean." 

"Ja, 1 know," she said. "1 carne be
cause I recognized you at once." 

"How did you know meT' 
"Your rna said you would come. She 

told me what you looked like-like a big 

Ordeal by Canoe (Continued from Page 23) 

busses from their wives, who had fol
lowed their progress all through the long 
night and day. 

They also were resolved never to com
pete again in the 240-mile marathon. 
Having retired the trophy by winning it 
for the third straight year, they were going 
to retire right along with it. Bernie 
Fowler, twenty-nine, and Don Feld· 
hauser, thirty-three, agreed that it was 
getting too rough for old men such as 
themselves, and their wives concurred. 
Bernie's wife, Patricia, almost wept at the 
sight of his tortured hands. June Feld
hauser said of her husband, "Don was 
mure rational this year and recognized 
me at the portages. Other years, l'd run 
beside him and talk to him, and he 
wouldn't even know I was there." 

There was no doubt about the rigors of 
the course. Of the twenty-five teams that 
entered the 1955 race, only nine lasted to 
reach Oscoda. Some quit when their 
canoes were too badly damaged for quick 
repairs. Some were forced out by cruelly 
torn hands, by scraped shins, illness or 
exhaustion. Others lost too much time 
finding their way in the darkness. 

The winners faced the same hazards, 
but licked them. Don Feldhauser finished 
the race with painfultskinned shins. Stom
ach cramps seized Bernie Fowler a third 
of the way downstream, and he was given 
an antacid by the team of friends and 
family which raced by auto downstream. 
At Mio Dam, first portage on the route, 
their canoe banged violently against a 
rock as they charged wildly down the 
earth-fill bank, but the carefully rein
forced outer shell prevented a time-con
suming break in the hull. The team holds 
the all-time' record for- the course
seventeen hours, thirty-three minutes, set 
in 1953 and equaled in 1954-and were 
well' ahead of this time until they hit the 
stretch below Alcona Dam, near the half
way mark. 

"We ran out of water below Akona 
and had to drag and push the canoe 
through the snallows," Bernie reported 
after the race. The power company hadn't 
released enough water by the time the 
leading crew reached this stretch, and the 
delay cost them an estimated nine min
utes. 

Both men have lived in and around 
�ayling all their lives. Both know the 
u,u�er Au Sable thoroughly. Bernie 
�wler, a sturdy 190-pounder just a 

shade under six feet tall, has been in all 
nine annual marathons. Feldhauser, a 
six-footer who trims hiS" 190 pounds down 
to a sinewy 170 by race time through 
training and worrying, has been in five 
races, all as Bernie's partner. The Fowlers 
have a place called Edgewater Resort, 
near Stephan's Bridge, below Grayling, 
where they rent several large cabins to 
fishing, hunting and canoe parties, and 
Bernie guides on the river. Don Feld
hauser lives a few miles upstream from 
the Fowlers, and guides fishing and hunt
ing parties in season. Before the race, 
they made practice runs on long stretches 
of the stream, and Bernie, a licensed 
pilot, even flew his light plane the length 
of the river to spot obstructions. They 
spent days making their own paddles and 
polishing their canoe's outer shell to a 
shining slickness. 

The marathon is the annual windup of 
the summer holiday season in the Gray
ling-Oscoda region and is usually held 
over the Labor Day weekend. The 1955 
running took place September third and 
fourth, with the start at night in Grayling, 
so that the finish would be made in day
light at Oscoda. It is sponsored by the 
Crawford County Chamber of Commerce 
(Grayling), the Oscoda-Au Sable Cham
ber of Commerce, and the East Michi-. 
gan Tourist Association, which put up 
the total $2050 prize money, except for 
the entry fees of ten dollars for each 
canoe. 

Grayling long has been one of the 
great canoeing and fishing centers of 
Michigan. It started as a lumber town, 
deriving its name from the Michigan 
grayling, a fish which once inhabited the 
Au Sable River, but is now extinct in the 
state except for experimental plantings. 
Lumbering operations, which practically 
turned the river into a canal to float logs, 
helped eliminate the grayling. The banks 
of the main river and its north, south and 
middle branches were stripped of the 
virgin stands of white pine, maple and 
other valuable woods, and the logs were 
floated down to mills around Oscoda. 
Later a railroad brought logs to mills in 
Grayling, but the timber resource finally 
was exhausted and the last mill whistle 
blew in 1927. 

The town fought extinction by turning 
to the tourist-hunting-fishing trade. The 
cutover forests attracted big deer herds. 
The Au Sable River, stocked with trout, 

yellow trek ox, a wheel ox as wide as you 
were tall and as big as a house." 

"She said that? My rna did? Said 1 was 
'coming to the dance? How is it that you 
know her?" 

"Know her, Piet? Once she and my 
pa were sweethearts. Before she mar
ried your pa. Then when she heard 
he was coming here, she carne to the 
house." 

"And 1 never knew. She said she was 
shopping." 

"She came to the house," Francina 
went on, '"and we met and talked. She 
said it was time 1 got married. That 1 was 
a pretty girl. Naturally, J did not argue. 
She said she had a great son who was a 
good lad, but foolish, and she'd send him 
to the dance for me to look over. She also 
said that Sterkwater is a good farm. And 
that she and my pa arc thinking of getting 
married. They have been writing to each 
other." 

"Ah;' Piet said, "so those were his let
ters. She said it was business." 

"1s not marriage business? And having 
children and the like?" 

began to provide superior fishing. The 
headwaters of the Au Sable and the 
equally well-known Manistee River are 
almost side by side near Grayling, but, 
curiously, they flow in opposite direc
tions, the Au Sable eastward to Lake 
Huron, the Manistee west to Lake 
Michigan. Canoeing on both is just about 
perfect, with safe water, wild country, 
good camping and fishing along the way. 

Unembarrassed 

By Jane Merchant 

This is a day of little shining 
showers 

That do not pay the 
slightest heed at all 

To whether it's on 
dusty-petaled flowers 

Or freshly washed and 
spotless clothes they fall. 

I stifle any impulse to 
berate. 

The clothes will dry, the 
flowers are free of dust, 

And we might blush, should 
rain discriminate 

Too well between the uI)just 
and the just. 

Grayling naturally became a canoe cen
ter, outfitting parties and renting craft. 

Canoe regattas were common long 
ago, with as many as 200 craft taking 
part, but the first marathon run to 
Oscoda wasn't staged on the Au Sable 
until 1947-when the winning time of 
Allen Carr and Del Case was twenty-one 
hours, three minutes. A few persons 
chipped in to provide small prizes, and 
nearly sixty canoes were entered. Hugh 
and Frank Bissonette won the next two 
races, but failed to retire the trophy 
when the team of Ted Engle and Jay 
Stephan came along to dominate the 
racing for three years. Then Bernie 
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"1 do not know," Piet said. "I have no 
idea." He sat down on the steps. His 
mother-and Sergeant Fourie were talking. 

The sergeant came toward him. "Piet," 
he said. 

"Ja, pa," Piet said. "I might as well call 
you pa, at once, since 1 am to be both 
your stepson and son-in-law." 

"Ja, Piet," said the sergeant. "You 
may call me 'pa; but now that we are one 
family there is something that must be 
done once and for all." 

"And what is that?" 
"Something must be done about this 

poaching cousin of yours. We can have 
no scandal in the family." 

"That's right," Piet said. "Something 
must be done. 1 will put my foot down." 

"You have a lot of influence with him?" 
"la," Piet said. "1 am very close to 

him." Prison, he thought. He would die 
in prison and his children be disgraced. 
"It is his children 1 am thinking about. 
Poor little things left fatherless." 

"Ja," Francina said, "it is his children 
that 1 think about too." She began to 
laugh. 

Fowler and Don Feldhauser took over in 
1953, 1954 and last year. 

Bernie and Don make their own pad
dles out of basswood-which is sturdy 
and doesn't split easily-and had five 
ready, carrying three spares. "Near the 
end of the race we sometimes throw the 
spares away if the ones we are using 
hold up," Bernie said, "just to reduce all 
weight and stuff in the canoe to a 
minimum. Jt's easy to break a paddle in 
the shallow upper river, and it's happened 
to us before. These paddles are five feet, 
three inches long and square at the bot
tom instead of rounded. We think the 
square end gives us more power on the 
stroke. " 

Each paddle weighs approximately 
three pounds and is reinforced with 
fibered glass around the bottom edge, 
where it might split, and at the lower 
hand grip just above the blade. 

All canoes in the race must have what 
is called a rounded bottom, although it 
is nearly flat; they must be at least thirty
six inches wide at the widest part, and 
at least thirteen and one-half inches deep. 
Previously, racing canoes were used
narrow, shallow, and with a V-shaped 
bottom. Since many would-be contest
ants couldn't afford such expensive, 
specialized canoes: the sponsors elim
inated them. 

Bernie and Don used a standard canoe 
. eighteen and one-half feet long, covered 

with two layers of fibered glass. "The 
sanded and waxed surface protects us to 
some extent from rocks," Bernie ex
plained. "Especially on the portages, 
when we drag the canoes down the banks 
of the dams instead of carrying them. 
We put it on extra heavy at the stern end, 
which takes the banging." 

I asked Bernie about eating and drink
ing during the race. "The river water's 
pure up at this el1d, and we just drink it 
as we go along," he said. "Later, we use 
warm tea handed to us at the portages, 
and then cold tea as the day warms up. 
Sometimes we use bouillon. The worst 
suffering on the trip is a raw and sore 
throat, from breathing so much through 
the mouth. We used to drink orange 
juice, but too much upsets the stomach. 
Canned peaches are perfect. We never 
know what's going to taste good. One 
year we found beef sandwiches ideal, the 
next year we couldn't stand the thought 
of them. Sandwiches are cut up into 



 
The Saturday Evening Post - September 1, 1956

mouth-size pieces, and we eal and drink 
as we go along. When they hand us food 
at the portages, we never touch it until 
we get under way again." On the day of 
the race they always have a big steak din
ner at Bernie's horne about four hours 
before the start. 

On the day before the race last year, 
the first apparent excitement hit Grayling 
wben the teams present drew for posi
tions in the Chamber of Commerce build
ing. One man from each team present 
pulled a numbered slip out of the Mar
ston Memorial Trophy-named for Tom 
Marston, an early developer of the East 
Michigan tourist trade-the cup at stake 
in the race. 

Fowler drew No. J. This meant that 
he and Feldhauser would get off first, 
and the pressure would be on the others 
to overtake them. The river is so narrow 
in Grayling that the canoes are started 
at fifteen-second intervals, one at a time, 
and the contestants' times are adjusted 
at the last dam, so that no one suffers 
from his position in the race, except 
psychologically. The defending cham
pions' most likely contenders-Larry 
Kindell, National City, and Steve Kolon
ich, Tawas City, who finished second in 
1954-wcrc sandwiched in the draw at 
No. J6. At No.9 were John Stephan and 
Jack Kent. Oscoda's favorites, eighteen
year-old Ralph Sawyer and twenty-one
year-old Tom Gildersleeve, drew No.6. 
A pair of dark horses from Minneapolis, 
Tom Estes and lrvin Peterson, were No. 
19. Others who came in later were 
awarded positions in the order of their 
applications, which were accepted up to 
an hour and a balf before race time. 

The holiday mood descended upon 
Grayling next day as friends and families 
of the contestants and other spectators 
started to pour in. 

The canoes were lined up in a fenced
off lot near the launching spot, Ray's 
Canoe Livery, and late afternoon found 
the contestants making last-minute prep
arations. Some put plastic coverings over 
the centers of their canoes, to keep out 
water. Others fitted up elaborate drink
ing gadgets consisting of hoses stuck into 
plastic bags or insulated jugs containing 
bot or cold liquids, and taped tightly into 
place. The idea was that they could put 
the hoses in their mouths and drink as 
they went along. Some of the canoes had 
fancy footboards and air cushions for 
the paddlers. All had lights mounted in 
the bow for night travel. Veterans of 
fonner races agree that the lights are 
nearly useless except for emergencies or 
to let their teams know they are ap
proaching the portages. 

A1though inspectors were supposed to 
see that all canoes and equipment passed 
the standards set for the race, none were 
in sight. Bill Turner, secretary-manager 
of the race, grinned when asked why. 
«The best inspectors are the contestants," 
he explained. "They look over each 
other's equipment, and if it doesn't come 
up to snuff they come running to us fast. 
Then we investigate." 

They do check the contestants. M ini
mum racing age is fifteen years, and all 
under twenty-one must have the consent 
of their parents or guardians. The officials 
can demand a medical examination if 
there is any doubt about the physical 
condition of a contestant. There were a 
few collapses en route in earlier races. 
All who finish the race get a physical 
checkup at Oscoda. Usually they are 
found to be in good shape except for 
blistered hands, skinned legs and whip 
marks where they have been lashed by 
branches in the dark. All lose weight. 
"1 lost twenty-one pounds in the first 
race, in 1947," Bernie told me, "but now 
1 only lose four or five pounds:' 

Two boys' races, both short runs down 
the river, gave the gathering crowd a 
foretaste of the main event, as they also 
were started from Ray's Canoe Livery. 
There was a brief flurry as the last two 
teams entered just under the dead line 
and were announced over the public
address system. No. 24 was a father-son 
team, J. A. Kuenz, forty-eight, and Paul 
Kuenz, twenty, of Jackson, Michigan; 
the twenty-fifth entry was Edouard 
Gauthier, twenty-two, and Bruno Luci
sano, twenty-one, of Detroit. Both teams 
were destined to finish in the money, in 
ninth and seventh places. 

By nightfall, the canoes were moved 
out of the lot and lined up in numerical 
order at the floodlighted dock. The crowd 
filled the area, lining the street bridge 
across the river and the downstream 
banks of the Au Sable. 

A huge moon added its glow to the 
scene, and there was only a hint of the 
chill to come later in the night. Heavy 
rains several days before had brought up 
the river, so that it was flowing with a 
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the race alJ night and all the next day, but 
everyone headed for the first spot where 
the progress of the contest could be seen 
clearly, Stephan's Bridge, about seven
teen miles below Grayling. Long before 
the canoeists reached the bridge, every 
vantage point was taken by spectators. 
The Au Sable River Inn, located there, 
had standing room only, and very little 
of that. 

At 10:15 P.M., a roar went up from the 
crowd, "Here they come!" Bernie and 
Don, who were never headed, swished 
into the glare of lights and the screams 
of well-wishers and swished right out 
again, looking neither right nor left. Sev
eral minutes went by before the next 
canoe reached the bridge, so the Grayling 
veterans already had a comfortable lead. 

The same cry of "Here they come!" 
was to greet the racers from every van
tage point along the route. One contest
ant came to grief in the first few miles 
when a rock punched a hole in his canoe. 
Five had dropped out by Wakely Bridge, 
some twenty-five miles from the start. 

HAZEL 
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"Look, friend. .. " 

steady current of five to six miles per 
hour. 

Two men in waders entered the water 
to help steady the canoes and see that they 
got started properly. They would be the 
last persons allowed to touch the canoes, 
other than the actual contestants. One of 
the most strictly enforced rules is that 
no one may help the racers in the stream 
or on portages. Their teams may hand 
the competitors food, drink, changes of 
clothing, or notes, but they may not touch 
the canoes. Another equally strict rule is 
that the canoes must remain in the river 
at all times except for the six portages 
over dams. Watchers are stationed at 
unannounced points to see that no one 
takes a short cut overland, as at Burton's 
Landing or Pullover, a short distance 
downstream from Grayling, where a very 
short portage over the narrow neck of an 
oxbow could save at least a mile of river 
travel. 

Bernie and Don, clad in jeans and 
sweat shirts, and wearing sweatbands on 
their foreheads, got into their canoe, Bill 
Hines waved a yellow starter's flag 
promptly at 8:30, the crowd roared, and 
they swept off in a bedlam of noise and 
flashing lights to disappear in the dark
ness around a bend. Every fifteen seconds 
another team started in the same uproar, 
until all twenty-five were launched. 

The gala crowd took to automobiles 
and drove along the river to follow the 
contestants. Some were going to follow 
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Ten left the race in the first seventy-five 
miles. The river in this stretch, before the 
backwaters of Mio Dam are reached, 
runs one to four feet in depth, with an 
occasional rock, snag or overhanging 
limb to menace canoes running in the 
dark. 

Estimates of the marathon's length 
range from 180 miles in the state
published book, Canoe Trails of Mich
igan, to the 240 miles claimed by the 
sponsors. The larger number seems more 
logical as the river is at least double the 
highway length between Grayling and 
Oscoda, approximately JOO miles. 

At three o'clock, spectators at Mio 
Dam built bonfires to warm themselves 
and to serve as beacons. A light appeared 
far out on the lake, grew slowly in size, 
and then Don and Bernie were at the 
dock. A path was cleared for them through 
the spectators. They yanked their canoe 
from the water, grabbed it up forward 
and went charging down the dirt fill of 
the dam, with the canoe dragging behind 
them with a great clattering and bump
ing. There's no time for back-carrying a 
canoe in the popular manner of a portage. 
Their team raced beside them, asking 
them what they wanted, throwing food 
and liquids into the craft. The minute 
they hit the water, they were off again
almost twenty-one minutes ahead of the 
next learn. 

At Mia, the paltern of the race became 
apparent. Larry Kindell, of National 
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City, Michigan, and Steve KOlonid�or 
Tawas City, Michigan, second-place win
ners in 1954, were in second place, a posi
tion they were to hold to the finish line. 
The teams of youngsters, Ralph Sawyer 
and Tom Gildersleeve, of Oscoda, and 
John Stephan and Jack Kent were bat
tling for third place. Sawyer and Gilder
sleeve ran into trouble at the next dam, 
AJcona, first portage by daylight. During 
the wild dash down the earth bank and 
across the level to the entrance spot 
below the dam, they banged a hole in 
their canoe and had to stop to repair it. 
They stopped again at Loud Dam for 
further repairs, and Stephan and Kent 
moved comfortably into third position. 

At Alcona Dam, too, James L. Dynes, 
of Otisville, stood quietly on the highway 
watching the progress of the race, hold
ing his hands awkwardly in front of him. 
His palms and fingers were little more 
than raw flesh. The injury had forced him 
and his partner, Marion D. Ferris, out 
of the race at McKinley Bridge, between 
Mio and Alcona dams, and it was too 
early in the morning to find medical at
tention in that rural region. "It never 
happened to me in a race before," he said. 

The Minneapolis team pulled out at 
Alcona. "We lost too much time getting 
lost,"one explained briefly. Early-morning 
fog had added to the difficulties of the 
canoeists. 

At Five Channels Dam, in the middle 
of the morning, Bernie Fowler dragged 
the canoe alone for about 100 yards 
from the top of the dam to the put-in 
spot below, entirely unaware that Don 
had slipped and couldn't catch up with 
him. The terrific strain was showing on 
all contestants by this time. 

Times were adjusted at Foote Dam, a 
little more than twenty miles above 
Oscoda. Fowler and Feldhauser had to 
wait six minutes and fifteen seconds-the 
length of time between their start and the 
twenty-fifth starter in the launchings. 
Kindell and Kolonich, as No. 16 starters, 
had to wajt two and one-quarter min
utes. This adjustment of handicaps at the 
dam meant that the first team reaching 
Oscoda would be the winner. Foote Dam 
looked more like a stadium than a power 
dam as a colorful crowd from Oscoda 
lined it. The time was noon. 

Fowler and Feldhauser pulled across 
the finish line first in Oscoda; Kolonich 
and Kindell were second-and winners 
of $500-fiftecn minutes behind the lead
ers. Stephan and Kent won third and 
$200; Sawyer and Gildersleeve finished 
fourth despite their mishap. Twenty-one
year-old Tom Krause and eighteen-year
old Dick Curry, of Detroit, were fifth. A 
band played, boat whistles blew, a crowd 
of about 5000 cheered the early arrivals, 
and the tired contestantfi went off to have 
showers, physical examinations and a rest 
before the awards were made that night. 
There was a street dance and an ox roast
and then word got around that one more 
canoe was still out on the dver. It was 
the Kuenz father-and-son team from 
Jackson, Michjgan. The forty-eight-year
old father had become ill back at Wakely 
Bridge, but had insisted on pushing on 
after receiving medical care. At Foote 
Dam they were advised to quit because 
all the other remaining contestants had 
long since reached Oscoda. 

"Son, we've come this far, and we're 
going to finish," the older man said. And 
finish they did in ninth place-worth 
twenty-five dollars-at 10:34 that night, 
to receive a huge ovation from the crowd 
that swarmed back to the finish dock. 

TH E END 

Editors' Note-As we went to press. we learned thaT Bernie 
Fowler will race again, this lime with John Stephan, who 
was on the Third_place leom. And thirty_four_yeor.old SIeve 
Kolonich, whose conoe come in second lost year, plonl 10 
enter wiTh his teen-age lon, Garry. 
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