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Trip Report:  Upper Russell Fork 

Story and photos  

By Lisa Haskell 

This year I decided that I would like to go 

back to the Russell Fork. The last time I was 

there was in 2013 and I thought it would be 

fun to go back and take a few friends with 

me.  I mentioned the trip to people several 

months ago and managed to find eight hardy 

souls who were willing to make the drive. 

So, when the first weekend of October 

rolled around we loaded up and off we 

went.  Kelly Harbac, Mary Ann Pruitt and I 

drove up on Thursday, and the others, Carol 

Reiser, Brannen Proctor, Carrie Wozniak, 

Gretchen Mallins and Robert Weddle, all ar-

rived at various times on Friday.  Carrie gets 

the "hardiest driver" award for not arriving 

until midnight on Friday.  Robert, Gretchen, 

Kelly and I had run the river before while 

Carol, Brannen, Carrie and Mary Ann would 

be getting their PFDs on the river.   At the 

put-in we ran into some friends of Robert 

and Gretchen, Liz Rees and Wes Dodson. 

We decided to join forces and became a 

group of 10 paddlers.  Our plan was to run the 

Upper Russell Fork and take out at Garden 

Hole before the Gorge section. 

 

We had beautiful weather for the weekend - 

sunny with highs in the low 80s and lows in the 

mid 60s.  This is extremely unusual weather for 

this area in October.  The Russell Fork river 

runs through Breaks Interstate Park which is 

located on the border of Kentucky and Virginia, 

so paddling during the annual releases is gener-

ally a drysuit affair.  One year when I went the 

high for the entire weekend was 42 degrees. 

This weekend, however, we were able to paddle 

in hydroskins and dry tops and felt very fortu-

nate with the weather. 

 

(continued, page 2) 
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canoeists do all of the time - he carefully 

stepped out of his boat onto a rock so that 

he could move the boat to a better position 

and then reenter it.  

 

Unfortunately, the rocks were very slick and 

while he was trying to maneuver the boat 

his feet went out from under him and he 

landed hard on the rock.  His face immedi-

ately went white and he was unable to get 

back up and get in his boat.  We were just 

above a reasonably-sized eddy so he slid off 

of the rock with his boat.  Wes and I bull-

dozed his boat into the eddy and some of 

the others in our group helped him over to 

some rocks in the eddy.   At this point we 

were starting to realize that we had a real 

problem.  Brannen was unable to stand up 

or walk and was in a great deal of pain.  Liz, 

who had joined our group at the put- in, 

happened to be an ER physician.  She got out 

of her boat to talk to Brannen and assess his 

injury.   

 

It became apparent that Brannen would not 

be able to paddle or walk so I got out of my 

boat and went downstream to scout Johnny 

Rock rapid and see what our options were 

for evacuation. I found a route that I thought 

would work for the evacuation but it would 

involve walking and lining the canoe through 

the water and around rocks as well as sliding 

the boat over rocks in one place where 

there wasn't any other good way to get the 

boat down stream.  I went back to where 

the rest of the group was to see how things 

were going there.  Liz told Brannen that if he 

had come to the ER with the same com-

plaints of pain and immobility that he was  
(continued page 3) 

(Upper Russell Fork, continued from page 1) 

 

Saturday got off to a good start.  Everyone 

was having a good time and enjoying the riv-

er.  We put on at Flanagan Dam on the Pound 

River and ran to the confluence with the 

Russell Fork.  We ran Splashdam and down 

through Railroad rapid (pausing along the 

way to play in a small waterfall) and then 

stopped below Railroad for a lunch break.   

 

After lunch we started down river again - it 

was just a short distance to 20 Stitches.   At 

20 Stitches we all got out to scout the rapid 

since we had several people who had never 

run the river before.   After discussing the 

different possible routes we all got back in 

our boats and headed out.  Everyone had a 

pretty good run through the rapid and we 

regrouped at the bottom to continue the 

run.  The next named rapid on the run is 

Johnny Rock.  This is the longest (although 

not most difficult) rapid on the run.  This is 

also where we ran into trouble. We were go-

ing through one of the small, technical ledges 

just above Johnny Rock when Brannen's boat, 

an OC1, got broached on a couple of small 

rocks and got stuck. He was okay, heads up 

and stable, but unable to get the boat moving 

again.  So he decided to do something that 
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(Upper Russell Fork, continued from page 2) 

currently experiencing she would be 99% 

sure that his hip was broken.  Liz had a cell 

phone on her and, miraculously, it had ser-

vice even though we were down in a gorge. 

She had contacted 911 and had them on the 

phone.  They asked if we needed evacuation 

but there was no where to put a helicopter 

and no good way to get Brannen across the 

river and up the gorge to the railroad tracks. 

It would take hours to wait for a raft to 

launch from the top to pick him up.  We told 

911 that we would evacuate him ourselves 

but requested that they meet us at Garden 

Hole to take him to the hospital.  Brannen 

was still in too much pain to move so,  since 

we had already established that he wouldn't 

be able to paddle or drive,  I suggested that 

we give him some pain medication that I car-

ry for just such an occurrence.  Liz agreed 

that the pain pills were a good idea so we 

gave them to him.   After about 20 minutes 

the medication started to help and we were 

able to move him a bit.   

 

We decided to use the boat/saddle to both 

transport him and immobilize his hips/legs.  

We helped him up and into the canoe back-

wards.  We sat him on the bottom of the ca-

noe with his back against the air bag and his 

legs on either side of the saddle.  This gave 

him some back support and each leg was 

braced between the saddle and the side of 

the boat which effectively splinted the in-

jured area and prevented unwanted move-

ment.  Robert paddled to the bottom of the 

rapid to provide boat safety and see if he 

could find an alternate route and Gretchen 

joined him for additional boat support.  Car-

ol had Brannen's paddle and belongings that 

wouldn't fit in the boat.  The rest of us were 

all out of our boats to walk/line/carry Bran-

nen and the boat down the rapid just off the 

right bank.  We were able to walk/line him 

most of the way.  We would send a couple of 

people ahead into the next eddy and then 

ease the boat around until they could catch it 

and let the others leap-frog ahead to the 

next eddy.  There was only one area where 

there were too many rocks to get the boat 

around.  At this point we just picked the ca-

noe up with Brannen in it and slid it over the 

rocks and down into the next eddy.  When 

we had him about halfway down Liz went 

back to get in her boat and go downstream 

so that we would have three boats in the wa-

ter for Brannen once we got him to the bot-

tom of the rapid and so that she could keep 

an eye on how he was doing. Once we got 

Brannen to the bottom of the rapid Robert, 

Gretchen and Liz stayed with him while the 

rest of us went back to our boats and ran 

the rapid to join them.   Once we were all 

together at the bottom of Johnny Rock, Rob-

ert and I divided up my hand paddles and 

rafted up with Brannen.  We each held on to 

Brannen's canoe with one arm and had a 

hand paddle on the other side.  

(continued, page 4) 
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(Upper Russell Fork, continued from page 3) 

We ran the next three or four rapids in this 

fashion.  I have to say, this method is less 

hairy when the rapids are wide and fluffy (not 

the case here) than when they are rocky and 

fairly narrow, but we couldn't think of a bet-

ter way to get him down the river.   We sent 

Wes ahead of us as a scout to pick out the 

widest, most accessible route and then we 

flippered our way through the best that we 

could. When we finally reached the flat water 

above the take out  Wes hooked up his tow 

tether and helped us get the "raft" down to 

Garden Hole.  Brannen stayed calm and main-

tained his composure for the entire evacua-

tion event.  As we were paddling out on the 

flat water section he was even cracking jokes 

about getting written up on American White-

water.  I knew for sure that the pain medica-

tion was working when he asked if I thought 

he really needed to go to the hospital.  When 

we arrived at Garden Hole we had a full wel-

coming committee: we had the ambulance 

crew, the Haysi, VA police chief and about six 

deputies and someone from Friends of the 

Russell Fork who had been called by the Hay-

si Rescue Squad to assist in directing them to 

the access point. 

 

They were all wonderful. They met us at the 

river's edge and pulled Brannen up the steep 

bank in the boat all the way to the ambulance 

which was even closer to the river than the 

lower parking area. They picked him up out of 

the boat, splinted his injury and put him in 

the ambulance for transport. Once the ambu-

lance crew left, the deputies helped us carry 

not only Brannnen's boat but all of our boats 

to the lower parking area.  

 

WE WERE SO LUCKY!  The injury didn't 

involve Brannen's head or back. The weath-

er and water were warm so hypothermia 

wasn't a big concern - this is highly unusual 

for this area at this time of year. We had an 

ER physician, a former Paramedic/current 

RN and a respiratiory therapist on this trip. 

We had pain medication adequate to the 

task. We had a cell phone and actually had 

service. We had a group big enough to pro-

vide the needed man power for the opera-

tion. We had some of the most awesome 

team work that I've seen. Everyone pitched 

in and did their part. Every person on this 

trip was used for some part of the opera-

tion and I'm proud to call them friends and 

paddling buddies. 

 

THINGS I LEARNED FROM THIS:  

It is very important who you paddle with. 

Will your paddling partners have your back 

when you need them to? Group size is im-

portant.  No, we don't always need ten 

people but it was nice to have them this 

time.  If we had been a group of two we 

would never have been able to pull the 

evacuation off.  I did not have my phone 

this day.  I couldn't even get cell service at 
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Thank You Note from  

Team River Runner 

Photos provided by Laura Dillon 

the hotel so I assumed that there wouldn't 

be any way we could get service on the river 

and I left it in the car.  I will never again be 

on the water without my cell phone. I cannot 

overemphasize how much help it was to have 

a welcoming committee at the take out wait-

ing for us.  The gear you choose to take/wear 

is important.  I was really glad to be wearing 

my 5/10 water tennies when it was time to 

start crawling around on the rocks. Will I 

wear them every single time?  Maybe not, but 

if I choose not to wear them I will be very 

aware that I am giving up some traction with 

that decision.  Always dress to be in the wa-

ter.  There are events other than a swim 

which can lead to being in the water. Have 

your first aid kit with you because you never 

know when you are going to need some-

thing.  I've carried heavy duty pain medication 

"just in case" for a long time but this was the 

first time in twelve years that I've used it.  

This could have happened to anyone on any 

river - they all have slippery rocks.   

 

I am happy to report that eight of us ran the 

river again on Sunday without a single inci-

dent.  You just never know . . .  

 

UPDATE FROM BRANNEN:  

I underwent hip-replacement surgery the day 

after the incident.  I received excellent treat-

ment at the Pikeville, Kentucky Medical Cen-

ter, and have been recovering well since.  I 

hope to be paddling again in January.  I don't 

know how the evacuation could have been 

done any better.  The whole group was very 

supportive, and I never had any doubt that 

they were going to get me safely down the 

river. (Please ignore any future melodramatic 

reenactments on my part of going through S-

turns with Lisa and Robert.)      

 

When I was recounting the incident and 

evacuation to the Haysi Rescue Squad Para-

medics on the way to the hospital, they said 

they didn't have a raft.  They probably didn't 

have a helicopter either.  So I suspect if we 

had requested them to do the evacuation, it 

would have been walking over land and/or 

along the riverbank.  That reinforces the point 

that the best evacuation route off a remote 

river may be down the river, and that pad-

dlers may need to use skills within the group 

for river rescues and evacuations.  - EL 

THANK YOU!!! 

 

With the continued, and very much appreciat-

ed, support from the Georgia Canoeing Asso-

ciation and its members, Team River Runner 

Atlanta has had its best year yet. 

  

2018 saw us have lots of new Veterans and Ac-

tive Service guys and girls sign up, with TRR 

running river and lake trips just about every 

weekend,  hosting two rafting days on the 

Ocoee and Chattahoochee rivers, and having a 

strong representation at the TRR Southeast-

ern Rendezvous Event at the NOC in August. 

TRR has had guys get their PFDs on Tallulah, 

Cheoah, Tellico, Ocoee, North Chick,  
(continued, page 6) 
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(Team River Runner thank you, continued from page 5)

Nantahala, Tuckaseegee, Hiawassee, LRC, 

South Sauty, Cartecay, Gauley, Chattanoochee, 

Chattooga and Green rivers to name but a 

few. 

 

We have bought several new sets of equip-

ment (boat/paddle/helmet/skirt/pfd), had two 

of our members get certified as L4 Kayak In-

structors and several took Wilderness First 

Aid and Swift Water Rescue classes. 

 

We now have a satellite TRR Atlanta chapter 

at Fort Benning and have hooked up with the 

BOSS (Better Options for Single Soldiers) 

program.  They have been set up with several 

sets of equipment, have four ACA instructors 

(all Veterans or active service) in Columbus 

and have two others that will hopefully get 

their instructor certs next year.   

 

Jon Savelli (USMC) and David Sapp (US Ar-

my) have stepped up as Co-Coordinators 

of the Atlanta Chapter which has been 

great for the Chapter.  Ten percent of all 

funds raised by the individual TRR chapters 

goes to TRR National who two months ago 

hosted a Grand Canyon trip for 5 blind vet-

eran kayakers:  https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=WH9xGn5cIkQ 

  

Thank you GCA for being TRR Atlanta’s Big 

Brother Club and making this possible.-EL 
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GCA paddles with the Manatees 

By Lisa Haskell 

Once again the GCA will be venturing south 

for the MLK holiday weekend to paddle some 

of Florida’s beautiful springs and rivers.   We 

will be setting up our base camp at the 

Chassahowitzka River Campground and do-

ing day trips from there.  We will be driving 

down on Thursday, January 17, 2019 and pad-

dling the next four days (1/18-1/21).  I will be 

on campsite #53 and would love to have 

GCA members camping near me, but you do 

need to contact the campground to make 

your own reservations.  Their contact infor-

mation and campground details can be found 

at http://www.chassahowitzkaflorida.com/. 

 

Potential paddling locations include:  Withla-

coochee River, Chassahowitzka River, 

Ichetucknee Springs, Crystal River, Weeki 

Wachee, Rainbow River, Silver River, Braden 

River, etc.  

 

IMPORTANT INFORMATION: This is an offi-

 

Peachtree City Roll Practice 

We have roll Practice sessions in Peachtree 

City! The full list of dates is below. Please 

look at them carefully – they are roughly 

every other week but there are some varia-

tions in the schedule. 

12/2/18,  12/16/18 

1/13/19,  1/27/19 

2/10/19,   2/24/19 

3/10/19 

 

We will meet at the Kedron Aquatic Center 

in Peachtree City from 5 pm to 7 pm. Please 

arrive at the facility about 4:30 pm to fill out 

paperwork and be ready to go at 5 pm 

when the pool becomes available for our 

use. Also, please be sure that your boat is 

clean – there is no hose available at the pool 

so you will need to rinse off your boat be-

fore you arrive. 

 

The details will be the same as last year.  
(continued, page 8) 

cial GCA trip.  You will be expected to 

wear your PFD, not just have it in your 

boat.  Also, this trip is for GCA members – 

not the general public. Please do not post 

this trip on other websites. 

 

Please contact me, Lisa Haskell, via email, 

lshkayaker@gmail.com or at (678) 858-

2012 to register for this trip.  Using the 

RSVP button on the website does not 

mean that you are signed up for the trip.—

EL 



Keeping In Touch 
To contact the GCA, write Georgia Canoeing Association, Inc., 

P.O. Box 611, Winston, GA 30187. 

Groupmail: GCA maintains a group email list to help members 

share information of general interest. To sign up, send an e-mail to 

gcalist-subscribe@yahoogroups.com. 

 

Website: Information about GCA, forms (including membership 

application and GCA waiver form), a link to the GCA Store and 

links to Eddy Line advertisers are all at http://www.gapaddle.com. 

 

Facebook: Visit the GCA Facebook page for photos, video, trip 

reports, or to join an upcoming impromptu trip. 
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(Peachtree City Roll Practice, continued from page 7)  
The cost per session will be $6 for GCA 

members and $10 for non-members. You will 

also need ACA insurance which is an addi-

tional $5 unless you are an ACA member. You 

will need your ACA membership card or 

number in order to get credit for ACA mem-

bership. 

 

This is a very nice, large facility.   It is large 

enough to bring your canoe or sea kayak to 

roll and still leave plenty of room for other 

people. The water and facility are heated but 

aren’t hot in my opinion. Some people roll in 

just a rash guard but I am usually too cool 

that way. If you get cold easily you might want 

to bring a couple of layers with you the first 

time until you have an opportunity to see 

how the temperature works for you. There 

are nice changing rooms with showers for af-

ter roll practice. 

 

Many times a group of us will go to Mellow 

Mushroom afterwards for dinner. You are all 

welcome to join us. 

 

If you have any questions please feel free to 

contact me at lshkayaker@gmail.com— EL 

 

On behalf of the GCA, Jimmy Jones presents one doz-

en new radios to Laura Dillon and Tammy Lea for use 
during the Tallulah Gorge Whitewater Releases. 

GCA Treasurer Vincent Payne presents Laura Dillon 

with a $2000 check for Team River Runner.   
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TRIP AND EVENT SCHEDULE 

Signing Up: Call the trip coordinator listed to sign up for trips. Most trip coordinators will move a trip to an alternate venue if the water levels 

and conditions for a particular trip are not favorable. Call early in the week to ensure you get a spot on the trip, and in consideration for the 

coordinators, PLEASE avoid calling late in the evening. 

Training Trips are a combination of recreation and training designed for those boaters who have completed a formal training clinic and would 

like some on-the-river time with instructors practicing what was learned in the clinic and expanding skill levels. 

Canoe Camping Trips are multi-day trips, generally on flat or mild water, with at least one night of camping. For details on a scheduled trip, 

call the trip coordinator. To arrange a trip, call Vincent Payne at 770.834.8263. 
To Volunteer To Lead Trips:  Email Cruisemaster James Wright at jwrightnmaul@hotmail.com. As usual, we need trip coordinators for all 

types of trips, from flatwater to Class 5 whitewater. Our excellent trip schedule depends on the efforts of volunteers, so get involved and sign up 

to coordinate a trip on your favorite river today! The GCA needs YOU! 

Chattooga Trips are limited to 12 boats on ANY section on ANY trip, club trip or private (USFS regulation). Boating is prohibited above the 

Highway 28 bridge. Your cooperation in protecting this National Wild and Scenic River is appreciated. 

Roll Practice: see gapaddle.com for information. 

Your Trip Could Be Listed in This Space — email Cruisemaster James Wright at jwrightnmaul@hotmail.com 

KEY TO GCA SKILL LEVELS 

Flat Water - no current will be encountered; safe for new paddlers. 

Beginner - mild current, occasional Class 1 ripples; new paddlers can learn basic river techniques. 

Trained Beginner - moving water with Class 1-2 rapids; basic strokes and bracing skills needed. 

Intermediate - rapids up to Class 3; eddying and ferrying skills needed; kayakers need solid roll. 

Advanced - rapids up to Class 4; excellent boat control and self-rescue skills required. 

  December 2 Peachtree City Roll Practice   see www.gapaddle.com for details 

   

  December 16 Peachtree City roll practice 

 

  January 13 Peachtree City roll practice 

 

  January 17-21 Manatee Paddle   Contact Lisa Haskell:  lshkayaker@gmail.com or (678) 858-2012   

 

  January 27  Peachtree City Roll practice 
 

Please see the GCA Calendar for details, updates, and to sign up at http://www.gapaddle.com. For any questions or class suggestions, e-mail gapad-

dletraining@gmail.com.    

THE EDDY LINE 

Thinking of joining a paddling trip? 

 

When deciding to join a GCA trip, whether an “official” trip posted on the website, or a pop-up trip posted on the Facebook page, please keep the fol-

lowing bit of river etiquette in mind: 

 

Always check with the trip coordinator before inviting a guest to come along on the trip with you, especially if your guest is an inexperienced paddler.   

This is to insure the skill level of your guest matches the targeted skill level of the group. Many pop-up trips will not have support boaters., and it’s 

considered rude to expect the other paddlers in the group to be responsible for an inexperienced paddler.  Please don’t put the trip coordinator in the 

uncomfortable position of having to turn someone away because their experience level doesn’t match that of the group. 

http://www.gapaddle.com/


WE’RE ON THE WEB: 

www.gapaddle.com 

The purpose of the GCA is to have fun and 

promote safety while paddling. 

GCA is a member-operated paddling club with over 
500 family and corporate memberships comprising 
more than 1500 Individuals.  Canoeists and 
Kayakers of all ages and paddling abilities are 

equally welcome.  Some of our mutual interests 
include whitewater river running, creeking and 
playboating, river and lake touring, sea kayaking, 

paddle camp outs and competition and racing 

activities.  We espouse conservation, environmental 
and river access issues as well as boating safety and 

skills development.  Group paddling, training and 
social activities of all kinds are conducted throughout 
the year thanks to the volunteer efforts of our many 

members and friends.  Membership is NOT limited 

to Georgia residents. 

SUPPORT OUR ADVERTISERS 
The GCA web site now features a "GCA Supporters" web page with links to those who support GCA financially by 

advertising in The Eddy Line. Help those who help us — patronize our advertisers. And when you do, let them know 

you saw their Eddy Line ad and appreciate their support.  Thanks!  
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THE EDDY LINE 

ALL ABOUT THE EDDY LINE 
The Eddy Line, the official GCA newsletter, is available in pdf for-
mat. To subscribe, contact Vincent Payne at 404.629.5376 or 
Vincent.payne9354@gmail.com, or mail your request to P.O. 
Box 611, Winston, GA 30187. 

 
Submissions/Advertising: All submissions and advertising 
should be sent to The Eddy Line, at: EddyLineEdi-

tor@gmail.com. 
 
Deadline: The deadline for all submissions, classified ads and 

commercial ads is the 20th of the previous month (e.g. August 
20 for the September issue). 


