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Forward Paddle
By: Julie Labuszewski

At 23, I believed in fairy tales.
I met the prince at the pool. We talked on 

the deck just before school let out. 
“River guiding will come easy to you,” the 

prince said. “You’re in great shape. You’ll be a 
natural at it.” Swimming for the University of 
California at Santa Barbara had me fit as ever. 
My strong broad back, powerful arms and legs, 
and hard-earned endurance would be an asset 
on any river trip. The prince told me that once 
I got through the training, the rafting company 
would likely hire me on. We could work 
together.  

Even though we were only friends, I hoped 
one day the prince would dance with me. I had 
an invitation to the royal ball. All I needed to do 
was show up.

I saved up enough money making subs at 
a deli to pay for the whitewater school and the 
flight. In the middle of the summer, I packed 
my duffle bag and jumped on a plane from 
my hometown of San Diego to Sacramento. A 
college friend from the area picked me up at the 
airport, and 50 minutes later dropped me off 
at Camp Lotus, the campground on the South 
Fork of the American River where the rafting 
company operated. I could hear the ballroom 
music playing when I stepped out of the car and 
set foot on the dirt.

The following day, I got wind of the news. 
The prince had met a girl he was planning to 
marry: a true princess – blonde, blue-eyed  
and nice.

The music stopped. What was I thinking? 
The prince hadn’t even noticed me. And why 
would he? With shoulders too broad for a 
formal gown, feet too wide for glass slippers, 
untamable big brown curls, no make-up, and 
often more direct in my approach than nice, 

nothing about me was princess-like. Clearly, I 
had walked into the wrong fairy tale.

Dressed in my one-piece Speedo, with nylon 
shorts pulled up over my swimsuit, worn-out 
running shoes without socks, chapstick smeared 
on my lips, and my red visor – faded from 
summers spent lifeguarding at the Y– I headed 
over to the main office on the campground to 
check in.

I met the instructor for the American River 
Touring Association’s intensive 12-day whitewater 
school. I can still hear his voice today.

On the river, life jackets must be worn at all 
times. Grab one now. Find your size, buckle it up and 
cinch down the straps. You want a good, snug fit.

The first hour of whitewater school, he had 
us navigating our inflatable rubber raft through 
the rapids on the South Fork using these five 
basic commands: Forward paddle. Back paddle. 
Right turn. Left turn. Stop. 

Your crew needs to hear you in a rapid. Speak 
loud. Louder!

Guiding the boat required being attentive 
and fully present. Safety took precedence over 
everything else. The river, the instructor, and the 
four other students in the boat became my only 
focus during those 12 days. 

“This job required stamina,  
                 strength and resilience.  
    Princesses need not apply.”
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Early on, I learned to respect the water. 
Growing up on the coast, I spent hours playing 
in the ocean. One day when I was eight, I went 
out too far, lost my footing and got pulled 
into the center of a powerful wave. It spun me 
around like a dish towel in a washing machine. 
The lesson stayed: Be cautious, vigilant and alert. 
Never let your guard down.

Learn how to read the water. Study it. The 
subtle things you notice on the surface will tell 
you what’s going on below the surface. Use this 
information to guide your boat.

After a week of practicing on the family-
friendly South Fork, we moved on to a more 
technical river. The Tuolumne required quick, 

strategic maneuvering. We put in early in the 
morning, before the sun came out. I felt a chill 
in the air. And I listened. This river sounded 
different than the South Fork. Louder. Rowdier. 
More robust. It put me on edge.

My turn to navigate came up quickly. I had 
my paddle in the water, using it as a rudder to 
steer, when suddenly I got knocked out of the 
boat. Immediately, I put my body in the safest 
position to swim through a rapid: head out of 
the water looking downriver; feet up, out and in 
front; and arms wrapped around the lifejacket. 
As I descended the rapid, I got banged around 
on the rocks. My peers pulled me back into 

the boat. I started to sulk. Seconds later, the 
instructor had me guiding the boat through the 
next rapid, shouting commands at the crew. 
Self-pity and self-doubt had no place in this 
raft. This job required stamina, strength and 
resilience. Princesses need not apply.

Five weeks later, the black and blue bruises 
on my legs went away. 

Teach your crew how to stay in the boat. When 
you go through the rapid, find something to hold on 
to and HOLD ON.

After completing the whitewater school, I 
stayed around to help the experienced guides. 
We unrolled rafts, pumped them with air, 
loaded them on the trailer, jumped on the 
bus, unloaded the boats at put-in, pumped 
them with more air, carried them to the water, 
grabbed all the gear, tied it down, then waited 
for the guests. 

The guides became my mentors. They knew 
every rock, every bend and every beach on the 
river. And they let me steer their boats. One 
rapid. Then two. A half day. Then a full day. 

You approached too early. Turned too late. 
Should have been left. You went right. Paddle 
harder. That’s a rock. You missed the eddy. Keep the 
next one in sight.

 My runs were clumsy, until one day, they 
weren’t. That day, I ran the river with precision 
and finesse.

ARTA hired me on. The following summer, 
I returned to work as a commercial guide. 

Plan out in advance how you will run the rapid. 
Then set up your boat before you’re in the rapid.

There were 14 of us coming and going all 
season long. We shared a common building: 
the guide house. It had a bathroom, a kitchen, 
a fridge filled with leftover river-trip food, and 
a living room stuffed with couches. We talked 

“Soon, I didn’t need a 
             flashlight. I knew the path.”
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about the river the way parents talk about their 
kids. Nonstop.

Many evenings, I couldn’t pull myself away 
from the spirited conversations to retrieve my 
flashlight before the sun went down. Those 
nights, I walked the winding trail from the guide 
house to my tent in the dark. Soon, I didn’t 
need a flashlight. I knew the path. Zipped up in 
my sleeping bag with my head resting on my 
pillow, I’d listen to the river nearby. I slept fine 
in my castle. 

Keep control in your boat at all times. If your 
guests start a water fight, make sure they don’t 
swing their paddles around and hit anyone. 

The discussions in my boat were lively. After 
learning the names of the guests and where they 
were from, we had a whole day together. They 
told me about their lives and I taught them 
about the river. On the easy rapids, I let them 
navigate the boat while I explained how to read 
the water. 

As the lead guide, you’ll have more 
responsibilities. You’ll greet the guests, give the safety 
talk, make the decisions. Your boat will go first. 
The others will follow.

The group from San Francisco had arrived. 
It was a corporate trip, mostly women. They 
worked for Esprit. They were on the bus, ready 
to go. With over a dozen guides to choose from, 
I wasn’t sure why ARTA selected me to be the 
lead guide. In fact, I had never led a trip this big: 
twenty-four guests, four boats, three guides, two 
days, one night and me.

When I stepped up onto the bus to greet 
them, my mouth went dry. “Hi, I’m Julie. 
Welcome to the South Fork. I’ll be your head 
guide. And before I go over our plans for today, 
let me introduce you to the other guides.” Three 
tanned and toned young men sitting in the 

front of the bus wearing swim trunks and river 
sandals, stood up, smiled and waved. 

Our trip went smoothly. We covered 
thirteen miles the first day and seven miles the 
second day. The guides communicated well and 
kept the boats in line. The crews paddled in sync 
and kept water fights to the calm areas. And the 
sun shone both days.

If you have any doubts about how to run a 
rapid, don’t. Row your boat to shore, climb out and 
scout the rapid.

At the end of the summer, I packed my 
duffle bag, rolled up my sleeping bag, broke 
down my tent and got a ride to the airport. In 
a few weeks, I’d be flying to New York City to 
study the arts.

Instead of walking into someone else’s fairy 
tale, I’d write my own.


