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eru's Colca River
Canyon ends abruptly.
where ramparts of

hard Andean rock plunge

into the earth. It is a fitting
finale to the world's deepest
canyon, a place of raw beauty
where condors soar like silent
bombers and 1,000-foot
waterfalls are commonplace.
Descending the Colca is a
Class V challenge demanding
flawless equipment, technical
precision, and meticulous
planning. The first group of
paddlers to explore it had none
of those things.




n June 1981, seven famished Polish
adventurers paddied through the
Colea's dramatic granite gates,
marking the completion of a historic first
descent. The men, who called themselves
the Canoandes (Canoe + Andes) did naot
revel in their accomplishment. They had
entered the canyon 171 days before, camying
provisions for just five days. Finding food at

the nearest village was their first priority, and
after dozens of similar adventures in Mexico
and Central America, they knew the drill:
Shrug off the pangs of hunger, and paddle
anward,

Such toughness was ingrained in the
Cancandes, a shifting team of paddiers
borm of the Byztre Kayak club in the late
1970s, when Poland was in thrall to the
Soviet Empire, The Byztre club was the
place where a complete novice could learn
how to make his own sprayskirt, and then

use it on a river the next week. The outings
provided sanctuary from the walchiul eyes
of government apparatchiks who lurked
everywhere.

“That club was like an island. it gave
us & sense of freedomy club president
Andrezj Fietowski recalls. Byetre's inclusive
philosophy attracted more than 400
members, and that popularity earmed some
clowt within the strict organizational hierarchy
of the communist government

Tz get anything done in Poland in 1978
required finagling one's way through layers
of bureaucracy, building bridges at every
slep unlil inalky, if luck and he prope
officials smiled upon you, the golden goose
might offer an egg. Pietowski and club
organizer Piotr Chimielinski were masters at
navigating the system, so when a paddiing
trip to Argentina was proposed, sponsorship
was simply a matter of connecting the kayak

club to the student club, to the national youth
cluby, fo the central communist commitiee.

Inthe name of international relations, the
central committee ottered the Argentina-
bound paddlers coveted travel visas, and
issued them a six-wheeled military supply
truck. Weighing 12,000 pounds, and with
a top speed of 35 mph, the vehicle looked
more lile a tank than a shullle rig, The
Canpandes were thrilled.

The expedition team attracted the most
free-spifited paddiers in Poland, men in
their mid-20s with either military service or
marriage on the doorstep, The opportunity
o travel abroad—to run rivers in exoti
South Amenca, no less—was as irmesislible
as it was rare.

Chmielinski approached Zbigniew Bzdak
in & college dormitory, and their conversation
was typical of Canoandes recruitment.

*Dio you warnt to go to Argenting?”

C, suliny



“Maybe, when do we leave?"

“In bwo days”

“CHeay then!

The team included a shuttle driver, a
physician, and a couple of the Byzh

& club's
hottest paddlers. They numbered 10in
all, among them cinematographer Jacek
Bogucki and Bzdak a still photographer. The
cameramen had hardly held paddles befare,
hut their govermment sponsors insisted they
document the trip: The photographers would
learn river running an the fiy

They weren't far behind the others, Only
three of the 10 could safely manage Class
IV, and most had very marginal kavak rolls.
Still, with 10 peaple, 21 kayaks (fiberglass
boats broke, so they brought spares), and
one map, the Cancandes were off—to
Mexica.

If the Canoandes were anything, they
were flexible. While the team was preparing

Pigkr Chmiglingki on the first descent of the
Fio Sarta Mama m Morthern Meaneo, 1980

in Poland, Argentina and Chile had come

o thie brnk of war over disputed territon:
The Canoandes halched a Flan B for Pery,
but political tensions soon arose there too.
Mexico was their Plan C; and the Cancandes
embraced it Though it wasnlimmedialeky
apparant, the change turned out to be a
blessing. Their first river foray in Mexico was
on the Rio Pescados, now a poepular Class
-1 rafting excursion for tourists from
Mexico City, In 1973, at high water, it was

a sobering reality check for the would-be
explorers, There were swims ypon swims
and at the end of the day seven of their 1
kayaks werz breken or missing.

The river had humbled them, The
expadition was crumbling. They weran’
even on the right continent. But the ever-
oplimistic Poles adapted their objectives and
pushed cnward. Tierra del Fuego was now a
long ways off, but the Grand Canyon of the

Their provisions lost, the

Canoandes reveled in their
good fortune when they
found a catfish trapped in a
backwater on the fifth day.
They caught it barehanded

and shared it 10 ways.

Colorado was within striking distance. With
funds dwindling but hopes high, they entered
the United States as winter approached,
seeking support from a fellow countryman,
Chris Chmura, a Byztre club paddier, had
emigrafed to Casper, Wyoming, a Tew
carlier. The massive shuitle rig soon ralled

into town, prompting the local paper to
headling “Folish invade Casper”

The Canoandes were open, friendly,
ganuing, and hard-working—qgualities that
endearéd them 1o locals throughout their
Iravels, beginning in Casper. Most of them
found worl by r:-r:i'nﬁ“[; houses, othars strung

barbed-wire fences on windswept ranchland,
avalued job during winler in Wyoming, AL -
night they cooked communally, and crashed
n Chmura's basement

By late winter, their ledgers were again
in the black, and it was time to go boating
A message had arrived from Poland in the
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The Canoendes draw & crowd on the Rig Pescados,
naw Mexco's most populir whitewater rmvar.
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nol include satelite photos, topographic

maps, guidebooks, or even word of mouth
recommendations. Communist Foland
was light=years from foday's wireless
digital age. They had obtained a map of
Argenting, perhaps the only one in Poland,
from a Polish rally-car driver who had
competed there, and it was a prize: Afthough
important achievements were happening
in whitewater—the Everest Dudh Kosi
expedition and film, Holbek and company
exploring California, Germany's Alping
Kani Club stegp-creeking in Corsica—the
insulated Poles were aware of none o

Piotr Chmielmska

it. They had litlle exposure fo the wider

whitewater world, and were learning on their

own, As Piotr explaing, * learned by being

heaten on the head by the river, many times”

One of those bealings came on the
Santa Maria, The team had purchased a
raft in the States so they could include the
non-kayakers of the group, but they knew
nathing about the art of raft rigging. When
the boat flipped on Day Two of the six-day
trip, rost of their food drifted away. Arduous
portaging on minimal rations ensued, 2
trial that would cause most expeditions to
disintegrate. The Cancandes gritted through

without argument, and reveled in their good
fortune when they found a caffish trapped in
a backwater on the fifth day. They caught i
barehanded and shared it 10 ways

Solidarity was more than a slogan for
the labor movement blossoming in their
homeland, it was a trait shared between
the Polish people, and intensified within the
Canoandes. After half the group returned
to Europe with the monster truck, a gang of
five remained in Mexico, led by Andrezj and
Fiotr, wha were the perfect compliments.
Fiotr could start & friendly conversation with
anybody, and he was very organized. Andrez;
spoke the best Spanish, and he played
guitar, often strumming a popular Mexican
tune as his backup band chimed in. Jacek,
the diminutive movie cameraman, boomed
an unexpeciedly deep baritone. All sang
with endearing Eastern European accents,
Ihere was a popular skit on Saturday Might
Live at the time with Steve Martin and Dan
Akroyd as unabashed Czech swingers,
self proclaimed “wild and crazy guys” The
Canoarides were the real life incarmation, and
the world couldn't help but embrace them.
Az Canoande Stefan Danielski says, "We
approached people with open hearts and the
world opened to us!

In Mexico City, the Palish ambassador—a
misfit within the stodgy communist regime,
thus his assignment in far away Mexico—
fell their bond immediately, He arranged
a meeting between the Canoandes and
Mexico's vice president. Soon the Polish
paddiers were exotic foreign guests ata
wedding of Mexican royalty, where funding



for their river explorations was discussed.
Qut of a wedding party haze: the Andes
began to morph back into focus,

The Canoandes weren't gefiing by solely
an charrn. Every river they ran was recorded
n tharough detait, from access poinls 1o
water levels to scenic value. Professional
photography accompanied every report.
When they presented their findings 1o

Mexico's tourism chief, he responded with

a 510,000 check and an official letter of
support, signed by the vice president's
brother. With that, the Canoandes continued
south.

They rolled into Guatemala and stopped
for a kayaking lefevision spot (Polish invade
Guatemalal), drove across Honduras and
paddled Micaragua's Rio Matagalps at high
waler, where Andrezj took & long swim
When they reached Costa Rica, he was
relegated to a hotel bed from & kidney

infection while the rest of the group paddled
the then-unknown Pacuare, Commercial

rafting pioneer Michae! Kaye, their escort,
got lost on the way to the Reventazon, and
they wound up launching on the Pacuare
instead, Whether or nol Kaye schemed the
wrong turm remains a mystery, but the crew
laid down a first descent of the landmark
run nonetheless, "We weren'l ready for that
yet” Piotr says of the Pacuare's whitewater.
But they were close, |t had been more than a
year since the Poles arrived in the Americas
with intermediate skills, and by now they
were developing some real whitewater
chops.

They ran miore rivers in Panama, crossed
the canal, and continued south Toward their
continent of dreams=—all the way to the end
of the road. They hadn't bargained on the
Darien Gap, an impenetrable stip of jungle
separating Central and South America, Even

now, there is no road through this frontier

wilderness of jaguars, smugglers, and
swamps. The Cancandes blithely penatrated
the Darien expecting to enter Colombia.
Forfunately the road expired before their
good fortune did, and they made a U-turn for
Panama City.

Hurdles ke this repeatedly erupled in
their path, and the Cancandes cleared each
of them in their inimitable style, A friend at
the consulate in Panama arranged passage

an a Pafish freighter bound for Ecuador.
Once there, they were detained at the
customs harbor urtil 2 deposit was securad
far their Amerncan truck, Afler bwo weeks, a
fellow Pole with contacts and mioney bailed »
them out At the tense Peruvian border,
lines of vehicles waited 1o be searched

5 cruised

and interrogated. The Cancand
through unmolested, their signed Mexican
letter opening the gates.



*The whole time we try fo get to Argentina

This is good because otherwise we'd have
stopped somewhere nice! says Piotr. Instead,
the Cancandes eddied out for weeks at
a time, exploring the most spectacular
rivers of Latin America at sach turn before
surrendering to the gravitational pull
southward, Their final big detour led to the
Andes of Peru

Here are the highest tributaries of the
world's biggest river, many of which figured
prominently in the Amazon's unsolved
geographic puzzle, The Canoandes had
a keen sanse of that exploration history,
and sought rivers that were integral to
the reconslruction of the continent, The
Maranon, a major fork of the Amazon with
many miles of moderate, high-volume
whitewater, was their first stop in Peru, and
it was a huge success—no broken boats and
not a single day without feod. The Urubamba,

another Amazon tributary, runs below Machu
Picehu, The Cancandes ran the fver and
toured the ruing. But their crowning river
seemed to find the Cancandes as much as
they found it A smallish desert waterway
quietly wending toa lonely Pacific coastine,
the Colca turned out to be rich with history
and mystery.

A LLS. military pilot first reported the
lost Colca valley in the 19205, MNational
Geographic sent a reconnaissance feam
in the "20s. A German scholar compiled a
report on the region in the 503, and in the
'‘G0s a Peruvian professer named Reparasz
suggesied the river “mighl be navigable
by experts” That was just the nudge the
Canoandes needed,

At their core the Canoandes were still a
ragtag group of river-runners, but they were
able 1o present themselves as international
explorers with an impressive resume of

Friends at the consulate warned

them to stay away, implying

that Warsaw had issued orders
for their arrest. Their Peruvian
visas were about to expire.
They were trapped.

descents. In Lima; as in Mexico City, the
Puolish consulate led them to the lourism
minister, who happened to know Mr Colca
himself, Frofessor Reparasz, The Canoandes
stopped by for dinner. *fm tefling you,
impossible things happen says Andrez],

Mow in possession of the best information
available, they began the first descent of
what soon would be recognized as the
deepest canyon on the planat. Their raft
was top-guality. Everything else was notl,
Specialired river gear was available in
| 481 —polypropylene insulation, plastic
kayaks—but the Canoandes didn't have
any of it. Their paddies were chesp and
wocden, heir helmets were for hockey, their
life jackets were cumbersomes Mas-West
maodels, and their clothing was hypothermia-
inducing cotfon, But their resolve was
second to none, and the Canoandes
marched into the upper Colca canyon ready
for a five-day challenge. They emerged after
an 171-day battle.

Andrezj pinned and broke his kayak.
The rafl flipped. The canyon pinched down
to closeout horizon lines, forcing sketchy
seouting climbs and sketchier must-run
drops. Rockfall was prevalent. The enfire
group was dangerously chilled for most of”
the trig, and true to form, they ran out of
food. Sill, they emerged intact.

They continued south, running rivers and
eveniually reached long-sought Argentina
and Tierra del Fuego. But their journey had
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one maore chapler, Returning north, they
arrived tack in Penuin late 1921 Already
celebrities for their Colea triumph, they also
drew great attention in Per because they
were Polish, The showdown between Lech
Walesa's Solidarity movement and Poland's
communist regime had captured headlines
around the warld, On December 13, 1981,
the Polish government declared martial faw.
The Cancandes reacted by organizing & pro-
Salidarily march through the streets of Lima,
They spoke out in the Peruvian press, and
arranged a tundraising piano conceri with an
expatriaie maestro.

The government in Poland was nol
pheased, Friends af the Folish consulate in
Lima quietly warned them to stay away—
implying that Warsaw had issued orders for
their arrest. Their Peruvian visas were about
b expire. They were trapped.
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They resolved to return overland to the
U5, but that bought them liftle fime. Their
travel documents allowed them just 45
days in the States. Again, a new friend
intervenad on their behal. A member of
the LLS. embassy staff in Lima crafted an
official letter stating that the Canoandes
were en route 1o a Grand Canyon expedition.
Thie docurnent bought them a sik-month
American stay, The extra time was all they
needed, A few migrated o Canada. The
others returned to Casper, where they again
mace & splash, netwarked their ;n-*aj,r to
Senator Alan Simpson, and eventually gained
political asylurm.,

Members of the Canoandes would return
tour more times to the bottom of Colca
Canyon—twice in 1983 for an unpublished
Mational Geagraphic story and film project,
in 1985 to search for Perudan friends

Y T T

lost in the canyon, and again for Mational
Geographic in 1991, Following the 1985
expedition, Pietr made the first source-to-
seq descent of the Amazon with American

jeurmnalist Joe Kane.

There was fife after Canoandes too, and
their individual successes speak volurmes
on the group's character. loday thereis a
TV producer, a chief engineer on a freighter,
an accomplished pholojournalist a teacher
and a businessman. Even more impressive
is the bond that the Canoandes still share.
They meet annually on the Potomac River
near Washington, D.C., for 2 weekend paddle
and barbeque. Thirty years after their Colca. -
glory, the important things haven't changed.
There, after 11 days of cold and wet and
hunger, they emerged as they entered,
synchronously working tooa shared goal, an
icon of solidarity,
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