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[ by CAROL BODENSTEINER ]

Paper money burns in an urn, an offering to gain
ancestor blessings. Incense awakens the dragon’s sense
of smell. Red paint dots open the dragon’s eyes. Finally
firecrackers pop, bringing the dragon to life. Only then
do dragon boat races begin.

To mark the beginning of each race day, officials
complete this colorful Awakening the Dragon cer-
emony, honoring one of the most important events on
the Chinese calendar. Dragon boat racing took root in
China over 2,000 years ago, but Iowans today turn to
the sport to build friendships, to learn teamwork, even
to reengage with living,

“Dragon boating is a sheer celebration of life,” says
Tom Donner of Fort Dodge. The spirit of dragon boating
is embodied in the American Dragon Boat Association
{ADBA) slogan, “Friendship Through Paddling,” he says.
“Rather than time or wins, success is measured by how
many friends you've taken away from the event.”

Donner has been involved
with dragon boats since 1997,
when the Daybreak
Rotary Club first spon-
sored a race as a way
to focus attention on
riverfront cleanup. The
Rotary team — Da’
Dragons — continues

to travel and race as
ambassadors for the
organization. Now
Donner and his wife,
Linda, are advocares for
dragon boating, coordi-
nating the annual Fort
Dodge races, volun-
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The Marsh Dragons reach the winning flag at
Paddling for Hope on Des Moines’ Gray's Lake.

teering countless hours to help organize races from
Minnesota to Texas, and coaching teams.

Teams require 18 paddlers who sit two abreast. A
drummer beats time to synchronize paddle strokes. A
flag catcher stretches over the dragon’s nose to capture
the winning flag. A sternsman steers and coaches.

While paddlers can show up at an event and par-
ticipate in a race after only a few minutes of training,
the sternsman — the person responsible for the safety
of boat and crew — must be trained and certified. As a
longtime experienced sternsman, Donner notes that the
distinction does not negate the democracy of the sport.
There are no superstars in dragon boat racing.

“Dragon boat racing is truly a team sport,” agrees Ron
Hau, president of the ADBA (www.americandragonboat
.com), which represents the central states and is headquar-
tered in Cedar Rapids. “There is no star quarterback.”

In fact, Hau believes he’s learned more about coach-
ing high-performance teams through
dragon boat racing than at business
seminars. Because
races last only about
90 seconds, Hau says,
“Every five minutes, a
sternsman can tell if
he motivated a team
to succeed.”

The ADBA owns
14 dragon boats,
fiberglass replicas
of two authentic
44-foot-long, 2,000-
pound Chinese
teakwood dragon
boats brought to







