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SOME CANOE RACE 
By Richard Gosswiller  

To call attention to the beauties of the Big South Fork of the Cumberland River – and thereby protect it from dam builders – two 

Kiwanis clubs are sponsoring an annual canoe race  

Reprinted from The Kiwanis International Magazine, June 1967  

ome Canoe Race. There you’d be, paddling briskly along, conscious of your speed but 

conscious too of the clear blue water beneath you, the large sandstone cliffs hovering over 

you, and the green pine forests on either side. “Idyllic,” you’d be thinking. “How serene, how 

pleasant, how . . .”  

“SHOALS!” your partner would yell, and out you’d go, clutching your end of the canoe, 

stepping cautiously but quickly over the slippery rocks. “Easy now, take the other channel. 

Looks deeper.” Bumping, scraping, sliding, falling. Some canoe race.  

The fact that the Big South Fork of 

the Cumberland River was about 

two feet shallower than normal was 

a disappointment for the Kiwanis 

sponsors of the first annual Devil’s 

Jump Canoe Race last July 4. As a 

result, the Big South Fork, with its 

thirty shoals in thirty miles, was 

part river, part obstacle course. 

Instead of shooting the rapids, the 

race’s 114 canoeists literally had to 

walk many of them.  

But the challenging conditions 

seemed to make the race all the 

more exciting. Five hours, 37 

minutes, and 54 seconds after they 

started, the winning canoeists 

crossed the finish line – only one 

minute, 37 seconds faster than the 

second-place entry. And the 

sponsoring Kiwanis Clubs of 

Oneida, Tennessee, and Pine Knot, 

Kentucky, agreed that the race had 

been a success. “It was the 
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expression on many of the visiting canoeists,” said Tom Gentry of the Oneida club, “that even 

though the water was very low and made the race course somewhat difficult, the beauty and 

wilderness atmosphere . . . more than compensated.  

“We feel that, if continued, the race will grow with an increased number of participants each year 

and will stimulate and promote the economy in the area, and at the same time promote the 

recreational use of the Big South Fork River and its vast wilderness area.”  

The Devil’s Jump Canoe Race was originated for just these reasons, and most of all because of 

the growing concern over the fate of the Big South Fork. In 1965 the Scott County judge 

appointed a five-member park commission to explore the recreation potential of the area. Tom 

Gentry was a member of the commission and Roy McDonald, past president of the Kiwanis Club 

of Oneida, was its chairman.  

The commission invited local and state conservationists and state and national park service 

personnel to attend committee meetings and to tour the area – especially the Big South Fork. 

There, bordering the river on either side, are thousands of acres of scenic wilderness inhabited by 

wild boar, bear, deer, and small game. Tourists can fish for smallmouth bass and walleye, camp 

out in prepared camping areas along the river, take horseback pack trips, canoe down the Big 

South Fork, or explore old Indian cliff dwellings.  

The commission was encouraged to hear that the federal government planned a National Wild 

Rivers System, designed to protect sixty-four rivers, including the Big South Fork, from 

exploration and development. However, when the US Army Corps of Engineers announced its 

intention to develop the river for electrical power and flood control, the Big South Fork was 

dropped from the Wild Rivers list. Under the Corps of Engineers’ plan, Devils Jump, the 

picturesque, boulder-strewn falls that offers canoeists the river’s most exciting white water run, 

would be the site of the dam.  

Meanwhile, the committee had found an important friend. Raymond Mischon, recreational 

specialist for the University of Kentucky Extension Service, accepted an invitation to tour the 

river. Greatly impressed, he met later with members of the Kiwanis Clubs of Oneida and Pine 

Knot. Together they planned the race, for the purpose of attracting more people to the little-

known wilderness area – and thereby heading off the Army Corps of Engineers.  

As race time neared, Tom Gentry, as chairman of the race committee for the Oneida club, wrote 

to magazines and newspapers announcing the race. A construction company cleared a site for 

camping at Leatherwood Ford, where the race would start. The Job Corps Center at Huntsville 

High School built latrines and cleared a narrow road. Trophies were donated for the winners and 

the Pine Knot club planned a barbecue dinner for entrants after the race.  

Canoeist campers began arriving at the Leatherwood Ford campsite as early as the Thursday 

before the Sunday race. All told, 300 people set up trailers, tents, and sleeping bags. For three 
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days they cooked out, hiked, fished, and swam. The serious canoeists took a practice trip down 

the river, noting the deeper channels as they went.  

Early Sunday morning the 114 entrants from nine states were grouped for the race in four 

categories. First to start were the men, two to a canoe. Then came the mixed tandem group – one 

man and one woman – followed by youths under 20. They were followed by the flatboat class – 

kayak-like boats that fold up for easy transport. Five and a half hours later, at the end of the 

course, hundreds of people standing on the Highway 92 bridge in Kentucky cheered as Marv 

Witters of Richmond, Indiana, and John Houston of Morristown, Indiana, crossed the finish line 

first, just ahead of L.H. Freemont and Scott Gallagher of Cincinnati. Some entrants, who 

obviously preferred sightseeing to the strenuous paddling, finished as much as three hours later.  

The Devil’s Jump Canoe Race (now called the Angel Falls-Devil’s Jump Canoe Race) will be 

held again this year on July 2. At Leatherwood Ford the campsite has been improved, and 

services provided there will include canoe and horse rentals. Kiwanians expect an even better 

turnout and hope fervently for deeper water. But rather than have the river dammed, most of 

them will gladly take the Big South Fork just like she is.  


