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My introduction to Dirt Bag Paddlers was 

purely coincidental. A group of paddlers from 

Georgia posted their annual event, the 

Nantahala Icebreaker, to take place on January 

16, 2016. Although new to the whitewater sce-

ne, I had already met some of the folks who 

would attend this event. I also wanted to meet 

others in the Paddle Crackers and Georgia Ca-

noeing Association to expand my paddling op-

portunities. 

 

For this reason I cast my lot and rented a cabin 

from Linda Paris at Smoky Mountain Retreat, 

where the event was held for the weekend. 

Most of the attendees would be at these spa-
cious, very comfortable cabins, nestled in a 

somewhat secluded cove overlooking Smoky 

Mountain Meadows Campground and the 

beautiful Smoky Mountain foothills beyond. I 

highly recommend either of these small business-

es if you decide to stay in the Bryson City, NC 

Area. 

 

Just a few days before the event, while surfing 

Facebook, I ran across a post by some guy 

named Mike. He was asking for volunteers to 

write about the Icebreaker event. I replied via 

PM directly to him, saying that I could send him a 

simple trip report. Mike replied in turn asking for 

a few pictures to go with the report. I agreed. 

Hey, it’s just a trip report right? 

 

After the event, I sent Mike some mixed up gar-
ble of misspelled words, lack of punctuation, and 

run on sentences. This was an amazingly unedu-

cated Appalachian Redneck work of art I called a 

trip report. Looking back at it now, I’m flabber-

gasted Mike didn’t hit the delete button and 

trash my report immediately.  Instead, he turned 

it into a very presentable and actually readable 

article. He mixed it with another report by a guy 

that I didn’t know at the time, but has now be-

come a dear friend to me, Jimmy Jones. (Gotta 

love a short, jovial fellow who wears a kilt and 

grows a full beard. It gives you warm, fuzzy mem-

ories of Sunday evening with grandma. Warning: 

always be aware where the cameras are pointed 

if you go in for the brotherly hug greeting with 

Jimmy. This evidence can and will be twisted, 

misconstrued, and used against you in a Face-

book court of law, where all the names will be 

tagged, shared, and taken as the truth, the whole 

truth, and nothing but the truth.)  
(continued, page 2) 

FUTURE DB KING—The Happy 

Birthday Hunter Torbush Interview. 

 

By Michael Potter 

 
Reprinted from DBP online magazine by  

permission of the author 
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(Hunter Torbush, continued from page 1) 

 

Since that time Mike has asked me to write several 

articles, pushed me to understand and use correct 

grammar, and brought me aboard as a DBP Admin 

and Staff Writer. He has also taught me that I can’t 

write in the same slang that I use in my normal eve-

ryday speech, especially if I expect people to under-

stand the subject I’m writing about or even be able 

to read what I’m writing. I still slide a little bit of my 

REDNECK in from time to time. I HAVE been sup-

ported in my works and ideas, one of which was to 

try an interview style article.  

 

I  had a couple of different paddling type reprobates 

picked out for an interview, one of these being a 

young man by the name of Hunter Torbush.  I just 

needed a place in the magazine to present the article 

properly. With the lack of water for the Icebreaker 

this year, this being my anniversary article, and 

Hunter’s birthday being this month, I have now 

found the correct time to put him in the pages of 

DBP MAGAZINE ONLINE .COM. But first, I have 

an introduction from his dad, Lee Torbush.  

 
“Hunter Torbush, who turned 15 years old on Feb-

ruary 18, 2017,  got his first whitewater boat for 

Christmas 2015.  It was a Wavesport Recon 70 in 

green and black. Within days he was paddling it on 

the Upper Chattahoochee at a level of 4 feet, which 

is rather high for a beginning paddler. It didn’t take 

long for several of our friends to notice that Hunter 

had a natural talent for kayaking. They suggested that 

I get him a smaller, more maneuverable boat.   Jar-

rett Tritt loaned Hunter an Axiom in June of 2016, 

and from that point, it was all over. Hunter took to 

that boat like it had become part of his own body,  

and, of course, I wound up shelling out the money so 

Hunter could keep that boat.  He has since acquired 

a Jitsu as well,  and is developing his playboating 

skills.  In his first year of paddling he has far sur-

passed me, paddling regularly on the Ocoee, playing 

in almost every hole and rapid. Hunter’s major ac-

complishments include Section 4 of the Chattooga 

and the Tallulah.” 

 

“The coolest part for me,” Lee says, “being not only 

Hunter’s dad but a paddling partner who started at 

the same time, is watching him share his love of the 

sport with others. He is constantly sharing his 

knowledge with fellow paddlers. He has also earned 

the respect of many adult paddlers and friends.”  

 

DBP: Hunter, what got you started in whitewater 

kayaking? Family? Friends? Outside influences?  

 

Hunter:  It started with my family.  My dad started 

out taking our recreational boats down some class l’s 

such as Deep Hole to Sandy Bottom on the  Toccoa.  

Eventually, he bought himself a Dagger Katana about 

halfway through the summer.  That August we were 

on the Upper Hooch for my mom’s birthday and I 

was still in a rec boat. Christmas of 2015 my dad 

bought me that Wavesport Recon he told you about 

and two days later we were back on the Upper 

Hooch at a level of 4 feet.  

 

 

DBP:  I have kayaked several times with you and 

your dad this year.   Were there any trips or memo-

ries on the river with him that you hold special? 

 
Hunter:  Yes, absolutely! Getting on the Ocoee to-

gether for the first time was a special treat, as that 

was both of our PFDs.  Ocoee was also both our first 

time running anything above class ll or ll+.  (continued, 

page 3) 

Father and Son 
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(Hunter Torbush, continued from page 2) 

 

Beyond that, just any PFD we ran together, from 

the Nantahala to the FB9 trip that you led us 

down.  The Upper Nantahala was a special trip 

for us.  That trip was a little out of the ordinary 

and I hope to make more memories in this com-

ing season on bigger, higher class runs like the 

Upper Ocoee. 

 

DBP:  I really look forward to running the 

Ocoee with you and your dad again come spring 

release.  FB9 was a special treat for me as well.  I 

want to get the two of you on that run at a high-

er level of around 3000 to 4000 CFS.   

 

You went from simple class ll all the way to class 

lV Tallulah this year, earning you the Georgia Ca-

noeing Association’s Most Improved Paddler 

Award.   What do you feel contributed most to 

this accomplishment?  

 

Hunter:  In my opinion, more than anything it’s 

seat time: just getting in your boat and paddling as 

much as possible. You have to get comfortable in 
your boat.  Boats are just like people, they’re not 

just going to do what they need to do, or what 

you want them to do,  if you don’t know and un-

derstand them.  

 

Learn your boat, and how it’s edges react to dif-

ferent features, and how you handle those reac-

tions.  Being able to effortlessly use your edges 

without having to think about the next move is 

one thing that I have worked on, and it has really 

helped me.   Whether it is surfing a wave or try-

ing to boof out of a class lV hole,  your edges are there 

to help you.  Until you know how to use those edges 

effortlessly, and transfer seamlessly,  they will hurt you 

more than they will help.  
 

In the end it all comes down to feeling the water and 

how it is reacting with you and your boat. Also the 

same river and same features aren’t going to feel the 

same every time. For this reason I think paddling the 

same river over and over helps just as much as paddling 

a wide variety of things. Every feature changes depend-

ing on the water level or how you are feeling that par-

ticular day.  

 

DBP: Your dad is a natural-born teacher.   All three of 

us have taken classes together from Jimmy Jones and 

Jay Davis.  I’m also sure others have given you advice 

along the way. What is the best you have been given so 

far? 

Hunter:   By far, the best advice is to take advantage of 

the opportunities that you are given.  They may not 

come again. Because of that I have pushed myself to the 

point where I can now take them when they arise, such 

as Tallulah, and Cheoah in the spring.  If there is some-

thing out there that you really want to do, that you 

love, and have a passion for, this is by far not new ad-

vice.  You have heard this stated many times, but thanks 

to that,  I found my passion in the form of kayaking. 

 
DBP:  Do you have any set goals or new rivers in your 

sights for 2017? 

 

Hunter:  I believe I am supposed to get on the first 

release of Cheoah in the spring.  I’m looking to score 

the Upper Ocoee very early in the year.  I am also hop-

ing to paddle the Green River Narrows at some point 

by the end of the year.  I will definitely be running Tallu-

lah again, that’s a given.  Other than that, I’m not real 

sure.  Possibly Little River Canyon, maybe Pigeon River 

Dries, but we will just have to see how everything goes.  

The Nantahala Cascades might be a possibility as well. 

 

DBP: When we paddled the last release of the Ocoee, 

(continued, page 4) 
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(Hunter Torbush, continued from page 3) 

your dad mentioned your reaction to Nick Trout-

man,  when we ran into him at Diamond Splitter. 

Who are your influences in whitewater and why? 

Hunter:  My influences are definitely along the lines 
of Dane Jackson, Nick Troutman, Rafa Ortiz, and 

even some of the lesser known local legends like 

Holt McWirt, even some of the younger paddlers 

such as Jeremy Nash. Why? Just knowing that there 

are people my age or a few years older that share 

the same interests, and that are also far beyond my 

skill level, gives me motivation to push myself even 

more.  However, on the flip side, in the words of 

Jarrett Tritt:  “You don’t kayak for someone else.  

You don’t become better for someone else.  You 

do it to prove to yourself that it is possible for you 

to do something like that.” 
 
DBP:   Lee and I have had several conversations 

about your ability. Of all of us that are proud of you, 

your dad is your biggest fan. How does it feel to 

teach your dad new tricks? 

 

Hunter:  Honestly, I’m just happy that I can help 

someone else.   When I paddled with Jesse Hebden 

for the first time he made the comment that he 

could tell kayaking was what I needed to be doing.  

He said that is how it was for him,  he just automat-

ically belonged in a boat.   Jesse working with me, 

teaching me, and boofing me out of holes,  is some-

thing that I am now obligated to pass on to the rest 

of the kayaking community. I ’m just happy to help 

dad, or anyone else that needs it, or just wants to 

have a good time. 

 
DBP:   You have evolved from the Recon into a 

slicy, more playful boat, the Axiom. In what direc-

tion would you like to see new boat designs evolve? 

 

Hunter:  I think it really depends on what the goal 

of the boat is.  For example, the new Jackson Kayak 

Antix is almost identical to my Axiom, but the Antix 

has more volume in the bow, allowing the boat to 

be more creek capable, while still being a playable 

hull and stern.  Another example from Jackson is the 

Fun. That was my dream boat for the longest time, 

until I found the Axiom.  The Fun,  in my opinion, is 

too short to do the older moves like squirts and 

splats.  It is also too long to do the newer moves like 

loops and lunar orbits.  Yes, it is possible, but it 

makes these moves a bit harder in something like the 

Fun. 

 

My thought on higher volume boats, the whole rea-

son I came from a creek boat to the Axiom, was be-

cause of the edge.  I think that manufacturers need to 

start adding more edge to the river runners and 

some edge at all to the creekers.  Granted, this is my 

style of paddling, very aggressive, very hard charging.  
I like to be able to whip the boat around using its 

edges.  Other people love the soft, almost nonexist-

ent edges on a modern creek boat.  Soft edges work 

for what they are designed to do, keep you upright 

and dry. 

 

Another reason that I like the Axiom is the way it fits.  

I wish that the higher volume boats had an option for 

tighter outfitting. The Axiom feels like an extension 

of me;  it allows me to use not just paddle strokes, 

but my whole body, including my legs, to control the 

boat because of the way it makes contact with me.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

DBP:   There are so many opportunities for a person 

with your ability in this sport. Where do you envision 

your future in paddling? 

 

Hunter:   As far as physical places, I for sure want to 

paddle out west and the pacific northwest.  I also def-

initely want to paddle Hawaii and Mexico.  As far as 

non physical places, as long as I’m with the people 
who make this sport what it is,  (continued, page 5) 
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(Hunter Torbush, continued from page 4) 

 

I really don’t think it matters.  Many people prove 

time and time again that it is possible to have fun on 

something like the Metro Hooch, as long as you are 

in the right boat of course. 

 

DBP: Here at Dirt Bag Paddlers, we embrace the 

Wallace. We have to have some fun here, so can you 

give us an account of your worst swim? 

Hunter:  I haven’t really had a truly bad swim yet.  I 

have been very lucky in the fact that my swims have 

all been relatively safe and easy to rescue.  I know 

that my day of beatering is coming.  It will probably 

come soon, but I can’t do anything about that. 

My hardest swim to recover from happened at Ta-

blesaw on the Ocoee.  It was my second time to run 

the Ocoee.  I followed Jarrett Tritt over the boof 

line at Tablesaw, landed with my edge wrong, flipped, 

and swam.  I decided to let the rest of the crew wor-

ry about my boat, as I had my paddle in hand.  I also 

knew that I didn’t want to swim Diamond Splitter. 

I reached a raft in an eddiy and climbed into it.  I told 

the guide that I needed to get to my boat on the oth-

er side. When there was an opening in traffic, he and 

his crew ferried me across the bottom current of 

Tablesaw to my boat. 

 

As for the most fun swim that I’ve had?  Well… That 

had to be the trip that you led, my FB9 PFD. After a 

long day of boofing everything in sight, I got a little 

carried away. I selected a rock to launch off of which 

had an angled corner, and as I boofed, I got turned 

sideways and flipped directly into the hole. I tried 

to roll up but my paddle blade got stuck under a 

rock. Well….we all know what happened next. 

 

DBP:  That was a very laughable moment for me. I 

had never seen you swim before. Lee made the 

comment, “I’m glad to see that my son is actually 

human, not a robot designed for whitewater.”  

Hunter, thanks for the personal memories and tak-

ing the time to talk with me. Hope to see you as 

soon as the rivers are flowing again. 

 

Hunter:  “My pleasure. Thank you for taking the 

time to ask me these questions and allowing me to 
share my experiences. SYOTR my friend.” - EL 
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The GCA was well represented at the Ocoee. We 

had 12 people attend a regular paddle, and 8 in an 

Ocoee lite paddle (the two groups were separate). I 

also saw several members doing their own private 

thing. After a warm, dry Winter, it was nice to see 

the Ocoee. Normally, I’m not in a hurry to attend 

releases in early Spring when their is plenty of natu-

ral flow, but of course, that’s not the case this year. 

The Ocoee has a reputation for warm water, but it 

wasn’t warm today! We had one swimmer at 

Grumpy’s who spent some time in the hole and had 

a long swim. One of the other boaters was worried 

about him, but I told them that he was a former 

open boater, and not easily fazed by a swim. We had 

another swim from an attempted boof just above 
Double Trouble, and then another swim at the bot-

tom of Tablesaw, all different people. The first swim-

mer was very happy that he was not alone, and kind-

ly thanked the others for trying to make him feel 

better.  

 

I wouldn’t say it was crowded by Ocoee standards, 

but their were plenty of private boaters out that day. 

We saw a fair bit of swimming through out the day. 

It takes a while to get used to the pushier water you 

just don’t see in a lot of the free flow, especially if 

the dry weather didn’t give you very many boating 

opportunities. And, I’m guessing that St. Patrick’s 

Day occurring the day before created some hango-

vers that led to less than optimal paddling. I dropped 

my camera in the river at Gonzo Shoals right below 

Walk The Plank. Thanks to Rich for chasing it down 

with me! I’m glad I put a floating strap on it. Carl had 

a good day. He had only run the river one other 

time, and had not run Grumpy’s before. He had a 

great line at Grumpy’s and was hitting some solid 

looking combat rolls. He even tried to surf in Flip-

per. I’m looking forward to many more such week-

ends! - EL 

 

 
 

Tallulah Gorge Whitewater Release 

Call for volunteers 

Tallulah releases will be here before we know it!    

GCA weekend is April 8 and 9.  Eddy Line Editor, 

Tammy Lea, will be coordinating volunteers for the 

weekend.   

 

Shifts are either 8am-noon or 11am-4pm each release 

day.  There are positions available at registration, the 

bridge, the put-in and the take out.  No paddling ex-

perience is necessary for registration, the bridge or 

the take out.  You must have paddling experience to 

work the put-in, due to the requirements of the posi-

tion.   

 

Volunteers get drinks, snacks, and the privilege of go-

ing down to the put-in during the release.  The stairs 
on the south rim of the gorge are closed to all but 

boaters and volunteers. 

 

If you are planning to paddle Tallulah, why not volun-

teer for the morning shift at the put-in?   Volunteer 

and build river Karma, as well as join the dozens of 

volunteers who make it possible for these releases to 

happen.   

 

To volunteer, please email Tammy Lea at: 

EddyLineEditor@gmail.com.  Please put “Tallulah Vol-

unteer” in the subject line, and in the email indicate 

your desired shift(s) and position(s).   -EL 

One of our amazing volunteers cleaning up the put-in. 

Photo courtesy of Courtney Marbry and Geoff Page 

Ocoee Opening Day 

By Jay Davis 



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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terrific wet exit, so I put on with no fear of what 

awaited me. Following Bryant’s line into each 

rapid, we disappeared into wave trains where 

waves as big as shuttle buses combined and col-

lided. I now know what it is like to reach for a 

stroke and have the water grab my paddle and 

push my arm back. On my second swim, I stayed 

with my boat, but failed to hang on to my pad-

dle. My hero gave me his paddle and literally 

hand-paddled his boat the rest of the way to the 

take-out. 

 

Now I understand why USA Today picked the 

Chattahoochee Whitewater Park as one of the 

top 12 man-made adventures in the world. 

There is a lot of paddling on the sections be-

tween the rapids, but not so much that it took 

away from the fun of the run. Be sure to avoid 

Cut Bait, and have the time of your life! 

 

Epilogue:  While dining in Columbus before driv-

ing back to Atlanta, Bryant got a phone call ask-

ing if we had lost a paddle that day. Yippee!  We 

met up with the caller, got our paddle back, and 

gave him a nice tip. Funnier yet – he watched my 

swim from the Alabama bank, saw us paddle off 

with only one paddle, found the lost paddle, and 

called the phone number on it.  Good times. 

Good people.—EL 

When my husband told me he needed to meet 

up with someone in Columbus, Georgia, last 

week, I replied, “Let’s take the boats!” Having 

heard so much about the class IV and V rapids 

which apparently abound there, I had been pret-

ty intimidated about sitting in my little boat on 

said rapids. But a few phone calls assured me 

that this weekday would be a no-turbines flow, 

lowest volume possible for this section of the 

Chattahoochee. Armed with that information 

and my trusty Bryant, we loaded our boats and 

headed south. For the first time, I was leaving 

the house and heading south to paddle white-

water! 

 

This human-sculpted section of the Chattahoo-

chee is known as “the longest urban whitewater 

rafting in the world”. The primary put-in is about 

2 miles north of downtown Columbus. The take

-out is at the bottom of the tiered steps that 

climb to the Riverside sidewalk of the down-

town area, at the doorstep of Columbus State 

University. 

 

Generally, the day starts with no turbines run-

ning, and turbines may be turned on throughout 

the day. So earlier is easier, and I would be brag-

ging to call myself a Class III or + boater. Even at 

low flow, I had the ride of my life. 

 

The outfitter explained to us before our run 

that, except for Cut Bait, the rapids have few 

consequences and every rapid is followed by 

plenty of large eddies and slow water. I have a 

Trip Report:   

PFD of Chattahoochee  

Whitewater Park 

By Betsy Richards 
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We met at the put in at 9AM and were on the 

water before ten.  Both Martin and Nick had 

done the run many times and Nick was a guide 

for a couple of years.  I really couldn’t have asked 

for a better lead situation than these two. Robby 

was paired up with young John. The first rapid 

“Initiation” never seems to make an impression 

on me, but soon after, we arrived at “Geek 

Wave” and eddied out to the left.   

 

I was nowhere near warmed up at this point and 

I recall saying “I’m NOT getting in that.”  Five 

minutes later, I was “in that” trying to figure it 

out.  Before long I was getting some spins and 
working from side to side on the river-left wave, 

which is very shallow. At one point I caught an 

edge, flipped upstream and tried to peel off my 

thumbnail on the rocks, but it remained intact 

and the throbbing subsided after twenty minutes 

or so. The guys were surfing it up and we spent a 

good bit of time there.  I managed to get warmed 

up and leave much of my apprehension behind as 

we headed on to Insignificant Rapid.  Little did I 

know, this warm up surf session would soon pay 

big dividends.  

 

I followed Martin into Insignificant with some left 

side eddy-hopping, making certain not to drop in 

the hole that munched me two years before.  

You need to diligently work left through the first 

wave train or the last wave will deposit you 

squarely in that very sticky hole.  We eddied left 

next to a large surf wave located in the middle of 

the rapid after the top holes.  People were queu-

ing up and my turn came quickly. As I ferried 

over cautiously, I wondered if I would be able to 

drop in and stay in.  I really wanted a ride on this 

wave and I sometimes have trouble dropping in 

unless I know the wave.  I must have wanted it 

badly enough, because I made it in and had the 

biggest surf of my life for what seemed like much 

longer than it surely was. There were hollers of 

encouragement coming from the eddy. This surf 

felt like nothing before.  (continued on page 9) 

 

Trip Report:  Upper Gauley 

September 2016 

 

Story and photo by  

Justin Kenagy 

I was just getting used to the idea of skipping the 

Gauley for workaholic pursuits when the text 

came in from a buddy. “Hotel rooms are 

booked.   We have room for you. I can pick you 

up.  You in?” How could I refuse?   We were to 

hit the Upper Yough on Friday and then run the 

Upper Gauley on Saturday and Sunday. This was 

planned to occur one week before Gauley Fest 

weekend which suited me fine.  I like an active 

scene, but not a teeming mob.  
 

The Upper Yough is a great run, but this report 

is about the Gauley. We had a beautiful day for 

it on Saturday with sunshine and a high in the 

low eighties. Our crew consisted of Robby Han-

sen, John Lambie and Nick Fiedler in playboats, 

with Martin Wroe in his RPM and myself in my 

RPM Max.  It had been two years since my first 

and only run on the upper G, which went sur-

prisingly well considering I’d only been paddling 

whitewater for fifteen months at the time. Back 

then, I was in a Recon 93 with two GoPros run-

ning.  Yes, I was that guy - in over my head 

(possibly) with more cameras and crap than 

skills.  Wide eyed and white knuckled, I some-

how stayed in my boat that day despite melting 

right into the top hole at Insignificant and anoth-
er roll later at Lost Paddle.  It was a lot to bite 

off at the time, but I pulled it off and have an 

amusing video to watch when I’m too old to 

paddle. This time I was in a much smaller boat, 

bringing a good bit more skill and no cameras.  I 

knew I was in for a workout with this crew and 

GoPros are an unwelcome distraction at what 

Martin refers to as “The Main Event”.  
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proved with an upright visit to Volkswagen 

Rock dropping off the right side. I always feel 

some relief about getting Insignificant and Pil-

low behind me – and then I start thinking 

about Lost Paddle.  

 

This trip changed my thinking about all of the 

big rapids on the Upper Gauley, due to some 

added skill, increased familiarity and taking dif-

ferent lines. The change was most noticeable 

with Lost Paddle rapid. When I first ran the 

Upper G two years ago, my ferrying skills 

were minimal. Using big waves to ferry with 

precision was a risky proposition. I just had to 

run stuff and try my best. Two years later with 
greatly improved ferrying skills, Lost Paddle is 

a lot more fun and far less intimidating. It can 

easily be broken into some key ferry moves 

and eddy hopping which allows for more un-

derstanding of the rapid and the many ways it 

can be run. The highlight of Saturday’s Lost 

Paddle run was setting up above Hawaii 5-O 

wave in an eddy on river right. We decided to 

run the meat by peeling out from there and 

catching the top right of a large wave crest. 

This sets you up to run straight down the 

middle of the flow that rockets towards the 

left bank – and MAN what a ride it IS! Nick 

went first and Martin followed after advising 

me to “get a big breath and lean forward!”. I 

followed his line, riding up the crest of 

the wave that marked the horizon line 

and then toppled over to look down at 

a long descent of exploding water with 

little time to think. I leaned forward 

aggressively, took that big breath and 

went screaming down the swelling 

drops into the final big stack at the 

bottom. That’s the one you want to hit 

in full forward position or you’re going 

over. Martin and I blasted cleanly 

through the whole mess hooting and 

hollering below. We watched a lot of 
(continued on page 10) 

 

(Upper Gauley, continued from page 8) 

My moment of Zen had arrived and I took it all in.  

We’d spent a lot of time in play boats on the Upper 

Ocoee this Summer and the rewards were coming 

in.  
 

Iron Curtain is just a big wave train and again - I did-

n’t take much notice of it.  I was thinking about Pil-

low Rock. It was coming up soon. My main concern 

with Pillow Rock was handling the approach in a 

slicier boat and getting through to the prize of piling 

up on the rock for the big flush. There’s a large eddy 

above the entry on the middle-right side of the river 

where you can get your head screwed on for the 

battle. From there it’s basically a straight diagonal 

line just to the left of a series of medium sized rocks 

and drops while driving for the left bank. Keep that 

diagonal line and you will miss a big hole on the right 

just past the row of rocks.  Once you clear the 

rocks, you careen into the mayhem of ever changing 

surges and waves piling against Pillow Rock. This 

time I had stopped driving for the rock too soon 

and the waves had their way with me.  I was spun 

around to my right and washed down backwards 

past Pillow Rock.  At the bottom I was pushed river 

left of Volkswagen Rock into a hole where I flipped 

and rolled. Thankfully, the speedy little gray raft in 

hot pursuit didn’t land on top of me. I made a men-

tal note not to start the next day’s attempt with a 

raft on my heels. The next day’s line was much im-

Pillow Rock in an RPM Max 
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people taking the right or left side of this drop, 

but I’ll probably always take the middle line now 

because it’s just an incredible ride. With the right 

skills, Lost Paddle is now something to look for-

ward to rather than to dread.  I’m mostly happy 

when my perspective changes in this manner, but 

there is some small feeling of loss when the dread 

abates. The dread is a big part of the fun – like 

the hideous roller coasters my daughter drags me 

along to ride. 

 

The next highlight was Iron Ring. I remembered 

scouting it two years ago and letting it really get 

inside my head. The result was that I drove too 

early to get up on the right side of the big “V” 

which sets you up for the elusive tongue of green 

water that carries you right through the chaos. 

Too far right and you'll be grave-yarded and 

stalled in a hole. Too far left will yield similar re-

sults but with more explosive water.  Nick ex-

plained that you want to hop up on the right side 

of the V at the very last moment so as not to get 

pushed too far right.  I decided not to scout it 
this time and just go for it with the hopes of im-

plementing Nick’s advice. Martin ferried out from 

the big river-left eddy above the rapid, and I was 

following making sure to give plenty of space. I 

saw the point at which Nick and Martin had ter-

minated their ferry lines to swing their bows left 

to point down river. I managed to do the same, 

and there before me was the very recognizable 

“V” channeling down quickly to it’s point that 

sends boaters into the maelstrom. I zeroed in on 

a spot about eighteen inches to the right of this 

point and went zooming down the glassy water 

towards it. As I hopped up the right side of the V 

point I saw the pending whiteout. With a BAM! 

and a WOOSH! I was flying out of the storm 

completely in the clear. It was a gift to get that 

clean line and be shot out of the cannon with 

grace. That one really stuck with me and I was 

riding mighty high with the rest of the guys.  

 

The last big hurrah is, of course, “Sweet’s Falls”.  

I had studied this line (and all the lines) in a very 

informative video series before my run two 

years ago.  Back then it had served me very well 

on this rapid in particular. I knew the general 

area to drop in with a river left angle. Too far 

left and you risk being violated by a hilariously 

named rock or also getting seamed and chun-

dered. Too far right and you slip into a retentive 

hole called “The Energizer” because it keeps 

going and going and going – and good luck 

crawling out of it.  There is a rooster tail of 

green water to get up on while dropping in with 

a left angle. If you can manage this move, you’ll 

spear into just the right spot between hole and 

haystack. On Saturday, I saw the green strip of 

water plain as day, jumped up on it and it and 
was delivered a solid line with only a small right 

brace required. On Sunday it eluded me com-

pletely, but I still blasted through with no trou-

ble. Everyone converges at Sweet’s after they 

run it to take in the pageantry of great and not 

so great lines. The scene is similar to Pillow 

Rock, but with more of a giant arena like area 

to stretch your legs while realizing that all the 

big stuff is behind you. By this time everyone is 

basking in the full glow of a fantastic day. You 

feel great to be alive and privileged to be part of 

such an amazing natural phenomenon. The fel-

lowship and camaraderie of the people who 

take part in these events is a wonderful thing to 

be a part of. I recall Martin joking at one point 

during the day when he exclaimed, “How can 

this even be legal?!” It seemed a very appropri-

ate remark – that’s just how much fun it is run-

ning the Upper Gauley. One marvels at the very 

fact you’re able to actually be there taking part 

in it.  

 

It’s been one week since we returned and the 

Gauley Festival is going full tilt this very Saturday 

night while I sit quietly at home in Atlanta writ-

ing my report. I know there are wild things go-

ing on right now and people are undoubtedly 

cutting loose in legendary style this evening. 

Those days are behind me, but you can bet I’m 

trying to figure out how to get back up there 
(continued on page 11) 
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(Upper Gauley, continued from page 10) 

 

this Fall for another weekend before the season 

ends. The usual thanks is extended to my good 
friends and crew that made it possible for all of 

us to run it safely and enjoyably this year. Martin, 

Corey, Rick, Nick, John, Robby, Eric, Alex…..all 

these great guys have vetted and mentored me 

to be included in their adventures. I used to find 

it challenging to make new friends later in life, 

but kayaking has certainly changed that.  

 

That’s all I know. Thanks for reading. All hail The 

Gauley! - EL 

rows, with hand paddles, in either my Liquid Logic 

Session or Gus. No big deal. (Side note: kids these 

days do that now in year one, right after running 

Nantahala Falls).  I thought, what would it be like to 

be able to have this much fun without my butthole 

puckering up so tight?  I wanted to spend my time 

playing fiddle, and have my river time be somewhere 

happily between bored and scared to death. I wanted 

to make the Ocoee great again. 

 

How can I have Class V thrills with Class III 

consequences? 
 

I used to live on a small creek called Cane Creek in 

upstate SC. One day after a heavy rain, the small 

creek was almost out of it’s banks. I was itching to 

paddle it (I also had a bad case of poison ivy), but the 

overhanging rhododendron was creating a tunnel 

that was too small for a kayaker with a paddle. So… 

 

“What if I laid on top of my boat and paddled 

with my hands?” 

 
I put my spray skirt on my Liquid Logic Gus, duct 

taped the tunnel together to keep water out, and put 

on an old pair of webbed gloves. I pushed off the 

shore, face first on top of my kayak into the class II 

torrent and I felt like I was flying! I called it the belly-

ak (because I was riding my kayak on my belly) in 

those first few moments and the name has stuck ev-

er since. 

 

How Can I Make This Better? 

 

I needed to lower my center of gravity in the boat 

and eliminate the negative space. My dad and I  took 

my old Perception 3d and a jigsaw, cut off the top, 

added 36 cans of sprayfoam, covered it in plastic 

sheeting and duct tape and, “voila!”  It weighed 68 

pounds bone dry and leaked slow enough to prove 

that it was awesome. Small rapids? Big again. The 

feeling of hand paddling, while feeling every current 

throughout my entire body, was mesmerizing. Every-

thing was completely new, yet incredibly familiar, 

since I was using a kayak hull. I had accidentally fig-

ured out how to combine freestyle kayaking with 
(continued, page 12) 

History of Bellyak:  Evolution, Part 1 

 

Story and Photos by Adam Masters, 

Bellyak founder and creator 

Asking Better Questions: 

 

“Why do we only design boats with spray 

skirts?” 

 

Growing up in the small town of Easley, SC, the son 

of a dad who ran the largest kayak company in the 

world, all of my friends wanted me to teach them 

how to kayak. It sucked. First, I had to get them over 

the fear of the sprayskirt. Then stand there while 

they awkwardly tried to roll. Then, when they did 

swim I had to round up all their gear and get their 

heavy boat to shore and start over. I wanted to share 

my love of the river with my friends, but spending 

days on class II chasing gear just wasn’t any fun. 
 

I based my teenage years and early twenties around 

paddling as much as possible, choosing where I went 

to college based on proximity to rivers. Around 2002 

I got into hand paddling, as I loved the extra control 

and finesse required to do it well.  Eventually, I got 

pretty dang good at kayaking. I was running the Nar-



did I learn how to do this? Via the internet of 

course. Surfer Steve and his super informative blog 

about how to build your own surfboard helped me 

get started. 

 

Perception Phat 

 

Phat #1:  

This was my first time learning how to shape foam. I 

used all manner of tools to carve the plug, but the 

best was a paint removal disc on a right angle grind-

er. It made a satisfyingly huge dusty mess. I taught 

myself how to fiberglass by reading blogs about mak-

ing your own surfboard. 

The Phat had a displacement hull which meant it had 

very little secondary stability as it tended to ‘roll’ 

without a break. This was not an ideal user experi-

ence as it tended to dump people right off. Second-

ary stability was going to be a key element for 

whitewater prone paddling. The extra bow volume 

was confidence inspiring, as it resurfaced very easily 

and stayed on top of the water. 

 

Phat #2: 

First version of toe braces, didn’t get paddled much, 

didn’t measure/account for 80% of bodyweight being 

in the front of the boat. Toe braces provided nice 
(continued, page 13) 
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(Bellyak, continued from page 11) 

swimming and the result re-ignited my love of pad-

dling times 10. 

 

How can I make another one for my friends? 
 

At the time I was teaching my good friend (and 

still second best bellyaker in the world), Callan 

Welder how to kayak.  Callan is an extremely gifted 

athlete, the kind of person who backflips off cliffs on 

skis for fun. But Callan got so boogered up over the 

roll. He would paddle great and then while upside 

down forget where he was and swim. The first time 

Callan tried the Bellyak, he learned more about 

reading and running rapids than he did in his previ-

ous two years of kayaking. Eliminating the spray 

skirt created so much more confidence; he had no 

fear of flipping over and swimming, so he relaxed 

and when you relax…you succeed. And the best 

part for me? I wasn’t bored at all. We could be on 

the same stretch of Class II but the freedom and 

versatility of the Bellyak allowed me to interpret the 

river in ways never before imagined, and I didn’t 

have to worry about my friend swimming, since self-

rescue is the name of the game for Bellyak. 

The earliest and roughest versions of the Bellyaks 

were the original Perception 3D, a Perception Whip

-It and an early Corran Addison design, the Black 

Attack. These worked well enough to prove the 

concept, but all filled with water (because the duct 

tape came off) and thus were nearly impossible to 

drain and thus, short-lived. 

 

Design Evolution of the Bellyak: Part One 

 
Mainly because I wanted better boats for Callan and 

I, and I was going to quickly use up my existing kay-

aks (of which I paid for every one), I needed to fig-

ure out how to make multiple bellyaks out of one 

kayak. I had a vision of using the kayak as a mold and 

filling it with expandable foam. I would then create a 

plug that I could shape to work on the ‘body to 

boat’ interface and then I could fiberglass the foam 

in epoxy and glass, making a paddleable prototype. I 

called it “moderately rapid prototyping” or “why 

Adam has a huge stack of kayaks cut in half.” How 

Working in my 

dad’s shop  

Plug ready for 
shaping 
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body to boat contact boat but limited the ability to 

hang off the back of the bellyak and ‘blast’ holes. 

 

Version 2: 

Liquid Logic Session: 

Awesome, super responsive hull for prone paddling, 

but I took too much volume out of body area and 

thus it functioned like a prone squirt boat. I could 

tell that the wide, flat planing hull provided excellent 

stability for prone paddling, and the defined edges 

made it super responsive to carving downstream 

however. 

 

What the Phat Bellyak proved to me was that this 

was a great idea. I was running rivers IN CONTROL, 

with the exact same performance characteristics as 

my kayak:  I could carve, edge, spin and catch eddies 

and boof. Granted, I was only paddling Class III, but 

the fun I was having was unreal. I knew there was 

work to do. The key part of the Bellyak are the side-

walls: these are crucial for lateral stability (because 

you want to be able to carve without coming off the 
boat). The height/width/depth of the body pan was a 

variable that I knew needed refining. But the con-

cept: the concept of paddling, on your stomach, with 

only your hands for propulsion through whitewater 

left me thinking “why hasn’t anyone done this be-

fore??” I had two things to refine: My skills at proto-

typing and executing my ideas so that I could test 

them, ask questions, and refine.  

 

The Session showed me that a wide, planing hull was 

a foundation to work off of. The stability, ability to 

spin on a dime, and ability to achieve top hull speed 

quickly were all elements that enhanced the prone 

paddling experience. I had a lot to learn about vol-

ume distribution and fiberglassing, as well as figuring 

out how to create the ideal ‘body to boat’ interface. 

 

There is nothing like paddling down the river with 

just a boat you designed and built between you and 

the water. These first prototypes let me know what 

was possible. But now it was winter 2010, so I got to 

work in earnest, knowing spring was coming, and 

with it, more belly kayaking.—EL 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Bellyak outfitted with scraps and ready to paddle 

That crazy 

look in my 

eyes before 

I test a boat 

for the first 

time 

I was sad to cut this 

boat up. My favorite 

kayak of all time. We 

had a lot of good 

times together.  

New life, version 1 Prone Squirt Boat  
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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 Lesley Symington at lslysym@mindspring.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. 

April 15  Beginner and Trained Beginner Class   Contact Tammy Lea  

        Phone: 404-786-5937 Email: EddyLineEditor@gmail.com 

April 16  Eater in Columbus     contact Lesley Symington, lslysym@mindspring.com  

April 23  Spring Membership Paddle    check the GCA website for details  

 

 

Stone Mountain Roll Practice:  Wade Walker YMCA, check the GCA calendar for details 

 

GCA Spring Extravaganza:  May 19-21.  Check the GCA website for classes and trips 

 

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/leader 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 safety boaters., and 

it’s considered rude to expect the other paddlers in the group to be responsible for an unexpected paddler.  Please don’t put the trip leader in the un-

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

 

http://www.gapaddle.com/


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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Post Office Box 611 

Winston, Georgia 30187 

G E O RG I A  C A N OE I N G  A S S O C I A T I O N ,  I N C .  

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. 

The Eddy Line,  © 2017, is  published bi-monthly as the official newsletter of the Georgia Canoeing Association, Inc., publication address: 9354 

Grapevine Drive, Winston, GA 30187.  POSTMASTER: Send address changes to The Eddy Line, c/o Georgia Canoeing Association,  

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


