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By Todd Byrne

Traditions are built with blood, sweat, and tears… well maybe not completely, but they are built over time anyways.  This was the historic 25th year of the He-man canoeing tradition in Northern Wisconsin – 73 souls have been corrupted with the ludicrous pain of the Beaver Island Race; the strenuous endurance required for the Lake Race; the flipping accuracy needed for the axe throw; the downright silliness of the tug-of-war; and all of the other traditions of the He-man Canoe Trip.

The most frequent of routes in recent history has been the circle route – and on such an historic occasion this selection was chosen for the continued tradition.  Fourteen volunteers gathered to celebrate this event (in seniority order): Dave Becker, Boyd Roloff, Ron Roloff, George Mattson, Alan Siegl, Todd Byrne, Bob Clark, Kenny Becker, Garth Langhammer, Dan Hart, Chris DeWolfe, Doug Irwin, Art Hebbelwhite, and Justin Greenawald.

For some unknown reason – we have left the arm wrestling tradition in place of a recently started (much more dangerous) log splitting for duties in recent years.  I still say this is to ensure a good start for the cabin’s winter season firewood supply.  The logs were fair, but not always easily splittable – some unsuspecting went down in defeat… the results were as follows:

Dave took Ron this year and Boyd came in last in the first round.

Remembering last year, George easily bested Al

Kenny bulked up and was stoked as he took Todd who barely surpassed Bob

Garth worked out his upper body during the off-season to prepare and beat Dan

Chris is under investigation for steroids as beat Doug

Art wasn’t going to let a new recruit (rookie) beat him so he passed Justin

The official job assignment duties were as follows:

Dave - Southern PM cook

Ron - Northern AM cook

Boyd - the Fox (Tarp)

George - (Firewood)

Al – (Camp)

Kenny - The Centaur (Fire)

Todd - Aslan (Scribe)

Bob - Dwarf (pictures)

Garth – Beaver (Big Wood)

Dan – White Witch (Garbage)

Chris - Badger (mid wood)

Doug – Fawn (little wood)

Art – Evening from the west (dishes)

Justin – Morning from the East (dishes)

Critical to any tradition are the selecting of partners.  This year’s formalities were as follows (note there were no Aluminum canoes harmed or used in this year’s event):

Kenny and Boyd, Dan and Art, Todd and Garth, Chris and Doug, George and Al, Dave and Justin, and finally Ron and Bob.

Saturday

The quiet and serene morning was only disrupted by Kenny’s bean induced tunes.  But to say that Trout Lake was welcoming us a group would be an understatement.  Our canoes were the only wake on the lake as we made our way across to the first culvert to switch partners.  The paddling through the beaver dams, the portaging the canoes, and the pace of enjoying the day camaraderie and nature was truly enjoyable.  

The sadistic nature of the He-man cannot be better exemplified than in the Beaver Island race.  The entirety of this island (bog of an island) is circumvented 4 times, (twice forward and twice backwards).  To add a challenge sunken trees surround the island and you are required to have the partners switch positions after each loop.  This inhumane event truly highlights the fact that neither Garth nor I have a lick of talent in navigating an extremely long canoe through around an island with tree stump obstacles.  The order of finish I have to go from what people told me – because we were last….

Beaver Island Race

Doug & Chris

Boyd & Kenny

Dave & Justin

George & Al

Dan & Art

Ron & Bob

Todd & Garth (we did finish)

Canoe Tug-of-war (formerly known as the Ron & (fill-in name) Trophy)
Rounds were based on the order of finish from the Island race, (with Ron & Bob having to perform more times – newly introduced Ron handicapping to this event).

Round 1

Doug & Chris surprisingly upset Todd & Garth in the first round battle and easily maintained dominance against Boyd & Kenny

Dave & Justin overtook Dan & Art 

George & Dave J survived against Dave B. & Kyle

Ron & Bob triumphed over George & Al

Semi-Finals

Doug & Chris performed an epic struggle but could not sustain against an overpowering Ron & Bob.

Dave & Justin outlasted and strategically were placed to also beat Ron & Bob 

Finals

The elders conferred and it was decided, and Ron wanted a beer… that Dave & Justin won the 25th Anniversary Tug-of-War event.

Hatchet Throw – elimination after three misses of not sticking the hatchet in a dead stump.

Round 1: Dave, Ron, George, Kenny, Chris, Art, and Justin (almost reaching last year’s record number of 8 people gone in the 1st round as the technique was escaping many this year).

Round 2: Boyd (3 steps back), and Dan (2 steps back)

Round 3: Al (4 steps back)

Round 4: Bob (6 steps back)

Round 5: Garth (6 steps back), Doug (6 Steps back)

Finals: Todd (9 steps back – this was from years of training and just plain luck).

The dinner received many comments as delicious, (it is really not hard to successfully feed 14 hungry guys).  But it was a 1st to have a wine based meal on the He-man.  The homemade sourdough bread gets better every year.  Garth and Todd dressed for the occasion in Tuxedo t-shirts with Top Hats for the formality of the event.  The Pina coladas to accompany the meal as an after dinner event need to be a little more watered down.

The 1st day is full of many events on the circle route and we are all getting tired towards the end of the night.  Kenny tries to lighten the mood and provide additional entertainment to those who go to their tent early… he looked for somewhere to relieve himself and pretended to relieve himself (with water) on Art’s and Dan’s tent in the middle of the night with a maniacal laugh at the same time.

Sunday

A front passed over the camp at night and there was rain on the tents.  Kenny slept by the fire, snoring thru all the commotion, but the skies parted as breakfast was getting to be made.  Boyd, Al, Ron all kept the fire going thru the night to assure a good bed of coals were there for the morning pancakes.  The younger generation slept and almost missed the bacon with the pancakes.  The bacon was delicious.

The Lake Race

This route this is inappropriately named… it should be the lake and 2-mile river race, because it never seems to end.   There is always a controversy over the starting order to make this as competitive of a race as possible.  This year was not exception:

	Starting Order:
	Finish Order

	Todd& Garth
	2 minute head start
	Dave & Justin
	

	Ron & Bob
	1 minute head start
	Ron & Bob
	Note: Ron & Bob won but were disqualified because Dave didn’t think the start was fair.

	Rest of Group
	
	Todd & Garth
	

	Dave & Justin
	1 minute delay
	Dave & Justin
	

	
	
	Boyd & Kenny
	

	
	
	Dan & Art
	

	
	
	Chris & Doug
	

	
	
	George & Al
	These 2 whined that they should have had a larger head start


After the lake race there is a portage across the road and by passing the rapids to hit the Manitowish.  On this stretch plenty of wildlife is usually visible – deer, eagles, sucker fish were all accounted for on this stretch on this fine day.  The sun was out, the weather was comfortable all during the paddle to lunch – many recovered by partaking in Canoe “wars” as we recovered from the tough paddling on the lake race.  Dave almost tipped Doug & Chris – a full break was partaken at Le’Captains Point.  The tree stump filled minefield was exciting as we exited the river and started the lake crossings again.  It was noted as we started hitting the civilized world again and saw more boat traffic, the weather did not always make sense: a boat loaded with adults in sweaters and warm gear was pulling 3 teenage girls in life vests and bikinis in the water (doesn’t make sense).  Doug and Chris had a hard time focusing on paddling during this stretch for some reason.

As we started heading towards the last channel between lakes on the way to Rice Lake the skies started to darken, clouds started rumbling.  Passing boats warned us that there were severe storms in the area (coming our way thru Ashland and Iron counties).  Lightning and thunder started striking all around us… right before going thru the last culvert to Rice Lake nearly the entire group beached their canoes and gathered on land for cover.  Art and Dan, Boyd and Kenny took refuge in the culvert.  Bob, George, and Ron all found separate spots in the woods and sat, Todd took the tarp from the canoe and invited the rest of the crews to join him under the cover.  Shortly dime or marble size hail started pelting us with the heavy lightning… Ron and George saw us enjoying the tarp, grabbed a beer and came to join the party.  Hail was very thick and the rain was like a pitcher being poured right over us all.  We noticed a significant drop in the temperature during the storm – it would have been dreadful to be paddling and were fortunate to not be in the middle of a lake when the hail started.

As the storm passed over us, we returned to the canoes where we found they all needed to be bailed before we could continue from the significant quantity of rain.  The group met with Dan, Art, Kenny and Boyd and crossed Rice Lake as a group.  The rain continued lightly and was spotty, but nothing like that thunderstorm that we just experienced.

The group traveled up to the lower part of Gresham Lake and found a new beaver dam to cross that was not there a few years ago.  Dave and Justin started the dismantling process to ease the travel for others.  There is a last culvert from the lake, most of the group emptied the canoes to have a last portage prior to the camp… Garth, Todd, Kenny and Boyd wanted practice for the following days culvert so we were able to walk part of the way up and paddle out into Gresham Lake.

The camp was quickly set-up with much attention spent on the camp tarp as the rain started to return in earnest.  Those enlisted in gathering wood had more of a challenge than normal because of the rain; Kenny dug a fire pit over 2 feet deep; and we all huddled to dry and stay dry.  There were competitions to fan the fire and get the blaze going strong.  Doug demonstrated a unique skill of splitting a 4+ foot long log – I am not sure why, but it was enjoyable for visual entertainment.  George’s chili hit the spot (some weak He-men were crying about the spiciness – but they just are just wimps), and all were satiated with the brownies for desert.

Monday

To complete the final day Todd and Garth provided Hawaiian leis to everyone and dressed in appropriate island garb – with complete with grass skirts, leis, and inflated pink flamingos and palm tree on the canoe.  The weather for the trip up the Trout River was very comfortable – the sun broke out between the clouds at times to warm everyone.  There were the normal shallow spots, where no one could pick the right route (except maybe Dave).  The break stop up Trout River emptied many of the coolers of the last of the snacks to pass.  There was a partner picture-taking event to expose the truly unique talents of what everyone could do with the grass skirt and leis – warning this was not always pretty or appropriate.

The trip through the culvert was successful and no paddles were damaged (like Kenny did previously).   We all made it to Trout Lake and enjoyed the traditional He-man baptism (swim) to congratulate everyone on another memorable year.

As we dried off and paddled to the picnic point on Trout Lake the old farts (elders), had to make a historic pick for who was the He-man of the Year.  The selection of 25th He-man of the year went to a young-pup – Doug.  He exemplified the spirit of He-man intent, sometimes a bit aggressive with his body not matching his mouth… but maturity will temper that youthful ignorance.  It took almost all in the party to dunk Kenny for his 10th year of participating in He-manning – and we really didn’t need to see him in his brighty-whiteys.  But this was an appropriate end to the year.

They say that the victor writes history, but I say it is the measly scribe actually documents the events per their interpretation… and so this is the only true recordings for 2008 – Congratulations to all!
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