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THE ESSENTI ALS

It may seem superfluous to talk about the basic elements of
slalom but | have found that nmany people have an inperfect
understanding of them which hanpers their devel opnent all the way
al ong.

The first essential is that whitewater canoe slalomis primarily
a hand-eye coordination sport. To have good hand-eye coordination,
you have to have good vision. dasses will not do in this sport; if
your eyes are not good, you'll have to get contact |enses. Soft
| enses are best.

Furthernore, if your eyes are not good, you have to realize that
you' ve probably not had ideal hand-eye coordination for a long tine.
You have some catching up to do. War the contact |lenses a lot, not
just in the boat, and force yourself into various hand-eye
coordination situations outside of paddling. It takes tinme to
maxi m ze the potential of your new eyes.

Secondly, | believe there is no substitute for training in the
boat, in gates. Many people overenphasize weight training and other
exerci ses. They feel that additional strength or stamina is the nost
important thing to work on. In ny view, nothing is nore inportant

than familiarity with the boat in gates. Wenever you have the
option, you should be in the boat.

Perhaps the best illustrations | can give of this are the results
of physical tests on CCA paddl ers taken during the years 1978 and 1979
at the University of Maryland under Dr. Paul Vaccaro. W found that
our paddlers -- who went on to becone Wirld Chanpi onship nedalists --
did not score mightily on these tests, with one or two exceptions.

Scores on the treadm ||, to neasure oxygen uptake, were only fair
conpared to other trained athletes. Percent body fat levels were
pretty low, but again not unusual. Strength tests showed only good
but not phenonenal upper body strength (and poor |eg strength).

These results strongly suggest that the reason our people nedal ed
in the Wrlds was not because they were physical supernen, but because
they were trenendously skilled in the boat and i n gates.

Anot her inmportant basic is that it takes a long tine to get really
good. There use to be a tendency, especially in the US., to view the
years in between World Chanpionships as rest years when you don't
paddl e very rmuch. | believe that at the top levels of whitewater, you
cannot afford to take any | ong breaks. Yes, traini ng goes in
cycles, easy periods followed by hard ones, but there should not be
prol onged periods (severa
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nonths) of no activity. The cunul ative effect of two to three years of
quality year-round training is what nmakes an excellent boater.

The boater, then, nmust start to think in long-range terns: two to
three years. The first year he goes through a vigorous cycle for the
first time and gets accustomed to working hard. The second year he
steps up the activity to the point of overtraining. Then, after a
short rest in the third year, he works very hard, but this tinme
guardi ng agai nst overtraining. Control during the third year is very
i mportant to make sure that he peaks just right and turns in his best
performance in the big race, which is in the third year

This long-range method |eaves the boater sufficient tinme to get
in a trenendous volunme of work, avoiding a crash (four- to six-nonth)
program This way he is properly rested, both nentally and physically.
He always feels on top of things and never cones into the big race
feeling "Ch, if only | had another nonth or two of training!"

There are no real short-cuts. As you can see, following such a
plan takes a great deal of commitment. | believe that in nastering a
sports skill, especially a highly technical one l|like canoe slalom the
athlete has to teach hinmself first-rate habits. You don't have tine in
a race situation to think your way out of a jam The athlete nust make
decisions in a second and be able to change themin a split second.
Good habits and instincts have to be relied on. These take tine to
cultivate, and repetition is the key.

l. Facilities.

To train properly, one needs a nunber of good facilities, not
necessarily all year round (although that certainly helps) but at
| east during the racing season. Below is a list of these facilities,
in order of inportance. If you are serious about doing well in the
Worlds, you should nmove to a place that has them if you don't have
t hem where you live

1. A group of highly notivated boaters.

2. Moving water - a canal, for exanple - where you can set up nany
gates.

3. A place to run gates and stam na workouts in the w nter.
4. A coach

5. Opportunities for river running.
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6. A place to practice whitewater gates in the spring.
7. A chance to train at new sites fromtinme to tine.
8. Lots of races for experience.

9. A supportive environnent.

Let's ook at these in npbre detail.

1. Train in groups.

You may say to yourself this isn't really necessary for top
success. Albert Kerr, for one, doesn't train in a group, and he
has won many nedals. Maybe so, but he is the exception, rather
than the rule. Goup training forces each individual to push
harder and pushing harder is what it takes to get better. Al so,
menbers of the group learn fromeach other. W'll go into this in
nore detail in Chapter 10, but in my experience, there's no
substitute for group training: nost chanpions cone out of groups.

2. CGates on noving water.

The crux of slalom is training in noving-water gates, so
you' d better have an excellent place for them It should be w de
enough (20-30 yards), deep enough, and | ong enough (400 yards) so
there is plenty of variety -- you'll be spending a lot of tinme
there. The current should be as strong as possible, but not so
strong that paddling back up is a real chore. There should be
eddies. If there aren't any, nmake sone by throwing rocks in the
canal. Little white caps are good, if possible. The course should
allow for about 30 gates with anple spacing between them (10-20
yards) so that the whole thing nore closely simulates race
conditions. The value of the nmoving water course is that you can
do a trenendous anobunt of paddling wthout the nental and
physical fatigue you get from whitewater. Myving water gates are
an absolute must. Training on still water is not good enough in
the spring and race season.

3. Training in wnter.

Most people don't get good boat training in the wnter
because it is too cold outside. They put a few gates in a
swi mmi ng pool but | believe this is not adequate for soneone who
is trying to inmprove his technique. There sinply isn't a
realistic distance between the gates. Furt her nor e, waves
reboundi ng off the pool's walls back into the water create an
unnatural feeling. Consequently, paddling in a sw nmng pool
causes jerkiness and ot her bad
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habits. The pool is fine for teaching beginners and it is even
all right for Iimted periods for the elite slalomst who is
simply trying to maintain a certain degree of proficiency. But
it is not adequate for someone aspiring to becone elite.

Secondly, during the wnter, one should be building up
stam na and endurance. Most people do this through running and
weight lifting, because they can't do it in the boat outdoors
In reality, it should be done in the boat. There are two reasons
for this: the first is that the best way to target the nuscles
used directly in paddling is to paddle -- weight lifting doesn't
get them directly. Secondly, besides the conditioning, one
| earns nore about boat skills, which after all, is what this
sport is all about.

Paddling on still water at this stage has certain
advantages. It's like running with weights on your ankles. The
eddy turns are a little harder because there is no current to
hel p nove the boat on the turns. Al of this builds strength.

Therefore, one should look for a space of 500 neters or
nore where paddling during the winter is possible. If you can do
this, you will get al nost anot her whol e season of paddling.

An inportant point to remenber is that it has to be warm
enough: paddling bel ow 50 degrees | oses val ue because the boater
is too worried about staying warmto really go full-out and risk
spl ashing hinsel f.

| realize that there are very few places in the northern
US. that fit my description. W happen to have one of them in
Washi ngton, D.C. the David Taylor Model Basin, a half-mle-Iong
i ndoor pool that the U'S. Navy uses for testing ship design
nodels. In the evening after work, Uncle Sam lets us in for a
little "research and devel opment” of our own. People not having
access to this sort of facility mght think of noving down south
for the winter so they can have a good place to train

4. Coaches.

There is a whole section devoted to coaches (Section 5) so
"1l hit only the highlights here. | have found that slalonists
need an objective observer, not only to count penalties and tinme
wor kouts, but to look at the Iong-range devel opnent of the
athlete. Wth a group of athletes, it is the coach who sets up
t he experiments, notes the best way of running gates (by | ooking
for the fastest tinmes on
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his stopwatch) and conpares the boaters, keeping |ong-range
devel opnents in mind. | have found, both from paddling experience
and coaching experience, that this sort of objective analysis is
very hard for the individual to do hinself: he has the probl em of
not seeing the forest because of the trees. In addition to being
an observer, the coach advises on technique. Finally, the coach
is a sort of manager. He handl es sonme administrative chores and
sets up and runs practice sessions. In essence, he makes sure the
group runs efficiently.

Ri ver Runni ng.

Tackling new rivers permts generalizations from specifics
to classes of whitewater techniques. Wen faced with new sl al om
sites, the boater with wide river running experience has the edge
on practice runs and thus gets off to a better start on race day.

Wi tewater gates in the spring

| believe that no one world-w de does enough practice on
real whitewater gates. The site used should have |arge waves
(class 3-4) where 10-20 or nore gates can be hung. But the
inmportant thing is to be able to paddle back up to the start.
It's inefficient if you have to get out of your boat and wal k
back up. The coach stands on the shore and tines and scores the
boaters, telling themthe results as they paddle back up to the
start.

| predict that when nore people world-wide do nore of this

type of training, the sport will take a quantum junp forward.
Right now, not many people train this way, so it is not
necessary. But it is, | believe, the best way to get a junp on

the rest of the world. W do sone of this whitewater training in
Washi ngton, D.C. but not as nmuch as | would like.

Variety of training sites.

This isn't a nust but it sure helps. It is nore nentally
stimul ating, in addition to teaching the  boater qui ck
adaptability, an inportant slalom skill. If there are training
canps away from home, try to attend.

Lots of race experience.

Race day itself is a conplex situation, one which | have
described in Chapter 13. The nore experience you have at this,
the better off you are. Unless you are in the period right
before a mjor race, you should get as nuch race experience as
you can. It's one thing to do it in
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practice -- it's quite another to do it for real

9. Supportive environment.

In this category | include everything that would affect the
racer's enotions or his well-being. You've got to get lots of
good food, lots of rest, and have no other large enpotiona

conmitments during the period of serious training. Parents,
friends, peers should all be supportive, not constantly telling
you what a fool you are to be working so hard on sonething so
frivol ous as whitewater canoeing.

Il. Learn by Watching.

It has been pointed out to me that the best way to learn how to
paddle is to watch soneone else do it, not learn it from a book. |
fully agree. Wiile it may be helpful to break slalom down into its
i mportant components, ultimately the student must capture in his mind
the noving picture of someone doing the whole continuum of notions
whi ch conprise, say, the upstream gate, the reverse gate, and offset
gates. He then tries to copy what he sees and through nmuch

repetition, nenorizes the feeling of doing it correctly, until it
finally becones a subconscious habit. Good habits are the key to
successful racing because during a race, you wll revert back to

what ever your habits are. You do not have time to consciously think
t hrough the nove while you are doing it in a race.

The real expectation of this book is not to conpletely teach the
student correct technique but rather to sharpen his sensitivities so
that he will glean nmore from the intelligent observation of elite
boaters and thus copy them better.

| have enployed a two-pronged approach here for devel opi ng that

sensitivity. First, through diagrans and verbal explanations | have
attenpted to identify, name and explain the conponents of the severa
key slalom moves. This should be used as a check list when the

student watches an elite boater. Secondly, through the use of
phot ographs and drawi ngs | show how elite boaters do the noves. This,
| feel, is the next best thing to seeing themlive.

In preparing this book, it becane clear that one could not hope

to discuss every single little detail in slalom as there are just
too many. One could, for exanple, wite a book on various kinds of
upstream gates and how to handle them Instead, | have tried to

concentrate on the crucial nobves only, assuming that the racer will
learn the rest in the natural course of his devel opnent.
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Finally, | strongly recommend that the reader |ook at each class
section in the book, not just his own. Later, on the water, he should
observe the best boats in the other classes, too, and study them
O'ten a great deal can be learned fromthis.

[11. Good Conditions for Learning.

Once the racer has decided that he nust becone a great |earner
he nust then address the problem of how best to go about the process.
He should be sure that he has anple opportunity to observe the elite
boaters, either live, through training with them (best), or fromlots
of novies of themin race conditions.

Anot her factor is avoiding boredom during the I|earning process.
The student should have sone nethod of tenporarily getting away from
his "courses" and a small part-tine job mght be the answer,
particularly since he can always use the noney.

Finally, there is a host of other factors which | have |unped

under the rubric "supportive environnent" elsewhere in this book. The
main point is that conditions nmust nmake the student want to "study."

I V. Learning from M st akes.

The nore conpetitive the event, the greater the chances that top
chanmpions will lose inportant races fromtine to tine. For exanple, in
Washi ngton between 1977-1980, there were five Cls all capable of
wi nning the World Chanmpi onshi ps, but four of them failed at different
tines to make the U S. team Wile losing is certainly unpleasant,
often a great deal can be learned from it so long as the racer can
bring hinmself to coldly anal yze what went wong. Does he have a "choke
problem in the big races? Was poor boat design to blame, or was it
poor race day preparation? Understanding how to correct these problens
mght well lead to success next tinme. Thus, failures need not be
regarded as total disasters. Sonetimes they can be the stepping stones
to success.

Perhaps the best comment | have ever heard regarding defeat is
this one by Gerard Cote, a French Canadi an who won the Boston Marat hon
nmany times:

W nust mix victory with defeat. If you have a
salad that is all lettuce, it is not good. It has no
flavor. So victory, always, would be flat. You nust mx
in defeat to gain the flavor.
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