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FATALITY ON THE ESOPUS

On June 6, 1992, Gordon McKinney, a
member of the Rhode Island Canoe Asgociation
{RICA), died after being trapped underwater
when his boat became pinned on the bridge
abutment at Bridge Street in Phoenicia, NY.
He and his wife, Marilyn, were paddling
tandem in an Old Town Tripper. In the
reccllection of many experienced Esopus
paddlers, this was the first fatal canoeing
accident on the Esopus Creek.

Witnesses are many and conflicting,
facts are few. Most of the information on
this accident comes from the investigation
and report prepared by RICA Safety & Edu-
cation Chair, Kevin Allsworth,

The releage for the KCCNY Slalom Race,
scheduled for that weekend, had been had
been shut off because rain the previous day
had filled the river. The near-flood waters
had crested earlier, but the level was drop-
ping at the time of the accident. Water level
sivimaies vary and conflict, bul it is likely
that the river was running over 2000 cfs.
(1000 cfs iz a "normal” release level.)

The MeKinneys had been paddling
whitewater for a year, and had participated
in the whitewater class offered by the RICA
in the spring. They had previously paddled
the Esopus, but at lower levels. They were
accompanied on the river by two kayaks also
from RICA. No one in the group had more
than two years of whitewater experience.
The McKinneys’ were wearing wetsuits and
PFD’s; their Tripper was equipped with thigh
siraps and a large nylon flotation bag which
may not have been inflated at the time of the
incident.

No witnegses have bheen found who
actually saw the moment of impact or the
events that caused it. Earlier, they had a
long swim at Raillroad Rapids. As they ap-
proached the bridge, the other members of
their group eddied out on river left and, as
they expected the McKinney’s to follow them,
they were not watching. Apparently, the
McKinney’s ran straight on through since the
intended take-out was just downstream. The
boat, probably full of water due io the large
waves in this part of the river and difficult
to control, hit the bridge pier and capsized
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A black cloud falls over the canoe trip
when Ted and Nancy find themselves
up the creek without a poodle.

REFILLLECTIONS

Mary Ellen Eardley is compiling a set
of personal paddling '"rules.”" So far she has
two: Rule #1, Never again paddle the New
River ({(adopted 5/25/91); Rule #2, Never
paddle on a day when you need a propane
torch to mell the ice off your heavy duty
tie~down straps {adopted 4/11/92, Hudson
Gorge)...Famous Last Words: Henry Schreiber
to Pat Daly, "Don’t worry, we're not going
over.... {Continued - REFLECTIONS page 2)
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with the hull upstream, stern to river left.
Marilyn, in the bow, flushed free, swam to
shore and went for help. Two members of
the Boston Chapter of the AMC, Greg Philips
and Bret Watson, were able {o get to a beam
on the side of the pier. They held Gordon’s
head at the surface, which was very difficult
because the water was surging, i.e. rising
and falling 10-1Z inches at a time. Greg had
a knife, reached wunder water and cut
through something in the boat, though he
was not sure what. This gained a liftle
movement in Gordon’s body, but did not free
him. Then he lost consciousness.

The rescuers tried to get additional
help from people on shore, but got no re-
sponse from the onlookers. They could not
see or communicate with the group on the
bridge above them. The group on the bridge
lowered a rope which the rescuers attached
to the seat of the cance with a carabinier.
They tried to signal the pesople on shore to
get the group on the bridge to haul on the
line. However, the rope got alternately tight
then loose.

Finally they did get a pull on the rope,
when the seat broke it sent the carabinier
flying, cutting Greg’s hand, but it did not
free Gordon. In addilionai attempis to free
him, Greg and Bret rocked and pushed the
boat, sawed the boat with a saw that was
lowered, and sawed the gunwales, but to no
avail.

Attempis were made by other boaters
to get out to the site, but they either failed
or were waved away because they couldn’t
get to a good position to help. A raft was
lowered from the bridge providing a platform
for another rescuer to ventilate the wvictim,
still difficult because of the surging water.

Finaily, another rope was lowered, a
member of the fire company descended and
good communication with the group on the
bridge was established (radio?}. There was
a winch on the bridge. A steel cable and a
iwo ropes were lowered; one rope and the
cable were attached to the boat, another rope
to the wvictim, and the boat was pulled away
enaugh to free the victim.

Gordon was then lifted up on the
bridge where he was resuscitated by the fire
company. He never regained consciousness,
and died later that evening at the hospital in
Kingston.
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REFLECTIONS - Coninued from page 1

"What paddler was named the SPAM QUEEN of
Harper's Ferry? It seems that the members
didn’t appreciate the offering....And how long
did it take the current Equipment chair to
tie two boats to the car?? (We don’t know -
he may still be at it!)...From Basic Safety and
Rescue: The Z-Drag that dragged zee picnic
table to it’s knees; and, after a lecture on
how to stand and not get pulled inic the
water by a rescuee, watching an instructor
get pulled into the water; and, after a lec-
ture on how to get back into a boat from the
river, watching instructor fail to get back
into a boat (but all the students did!}; and,
Weinstieins high tech marshmallow prongs...
Seeing a huge cloud of smoke from a forest
fire ahead of them, the group on Cedar Creek
on June 13 decided to get off the river,
quickiy! Still seeing huge clouds of smoke
the next morning, they decided to paddle the
Tome River instead of returning to Cedar
Creek,.






