Musings from a Former Olympic Athlete – 30 Years Later

by Ann Dodge

Thirty years ago in 1976 the Cheema Aquatic Club was only eight years old.  Frank Garner was it’s head coach and a young protégé Ann Dodge was making a name for herself in ladies kayak scene.  

Frank has said that at that time Ann was the most dedicated and focused athlete he had ever coached. In 1971, at age 13, Ann Dodge was a member of the Cheema Ladies War Canoe team that won the Canadian Championship in Otterburn, Quebec. By the time she was 15 she was the top junior ladies paddler in Nova Scotia in K-1, K-2, and K-4. In 1973 she was a member of Nova Scotia's Summer Canada Games team that headed to Burnaby, B.C. She competed in the only kayak events that were open to women, the K-1, K-2 and K-4 500 meters taking gold medals home in all three events. 

On the international scene two years later she placed fifth in the world in K-1 in the 1975 Junior World Championships. She became the first female paddler from Nova Scotia to make the Canadian Olympic team where she competed in the 1976 Montreal Olympics. At that time ladies only could race either K-1 or K-2 so Ann was paired up with Sue Holloway of Ottawa, Ontario. Although living most of her life in Ottawa, Sue was born in Halifax, Nova Scotia.

While racing in Montreal in the K-2 Sue and Ann became the first Canadian women to ever make the Olympic finals, placing their boat among the fastest in the world. 

The 1976 Olympics were Games, which were marred by boycotts by the African nations and drug allegations.  The drug allegations were rampant at these Olympics. Though at that time most of the allegations were not proven due to poor testing. Many athletes, especially the East German women swimmers and kayakers, were accused of using anabolic steroids. 

Q. What was the feeling of marching into Olympic Stadium like for the first time?

Ann: This remains my most significant Olympic memory actually.  Some folks have questioned what it was like to be in Canada, and more specifically in Montreal for the games rather than somewhere else in another part of the world.  For me, it was the best place for the games to have taken place.  When the Canadian team walked into the Olympic Stadium as the host country, some 70,000 people stood and cheered.  I still get goose bumps to this day remembering what it felt like to be a part of that experience – the deafening cheers, the excitement, the pride … it truly was a once in a lifetime experience.

Q. What did you learn from the experience that you used in future years or in your life? 

Ann: I suspect there were “lessons” learned at that time that I continue to draw on today, but I am unsure if I would separate them from the myriad of lessons I that learned through  my many years of being involved with sport.  If I was to try and extrapolate one specific thing, it would have to be the patience that I had to display in waiting for the crew selections to be named.  Although four females were named to the team, there were only 2 races: K1 and K2.  The K1 selection had been made, therefore the only other race option was the K2.  Much went on in order for the decision to be made, but the bottom line was that I had indeed earned the right to race in the K2 event – something that I was ecstatic about!  The life lesson:  hard work does indeed pay off!

Q. The games had some steroid abusers who would never get caught due to poor testing at that time. How did the alleged cheating countries affect your thinking? 

Ann: This continues to have an impact on me to this very day – to the point that I completed by Masters’ thesis on the topic of cheating in sport.  Although I may have been less aware of the significance of the problem in 1976, by the time that I left the sport in 1979, I had become very aware.  This is a difficult topic to discuss, but in light of the evidence that was obtained from the former DDR (East Germany), one is left to question if other countries were not perhaps following similar sanctioned doping programs with their athletes.  Without hard evidence, one is left to surmise.

As part of the teaching I do with undergraduate Kinesiology students at Acadia University, the Ethics material that I cover is some of my favourite.  It is interesting to lead students through the discovery process so they can draw their own conclusions about the use of performance-enhancing substances in sport.  I do tell them though that I am proud of the fact that I can look in the mirror – 30 years later and say that I never took, nor considered taking performance-enhancing drugs in the interest of excelling at sport.  Perhaps I could have secured an Olympic or World Championship medal had I chosen to do so, but when you believe in the inherent value of sport and the associated lessons of hard work, sacrifice, excellence, and fair play – when you see these as the true “rewards” of sporting involvement, sinking to such levels are not seen as options.

Q. How did the club and community show it's appreciation at the time? 

Ann: It was yet another wonderful time to be a Nova Scotian and a Cheema paddler. There were numerous receptions and recognition opportunities.  There were only 7 Nova Scotian athletes in total who competed at the 1976 Olympics, so we were a rather small group, and I was the only Canoe/Kayak athlete.  There were many times over my sporting career when I was very proud to be from a small community in a small province, but I was always proud to be a member of the Cheema Aquatic Club in Waverley.

Q. Any advice for our Cheema paddlers aspiring to reach the Olympics?

Ann: Clearly, the athletes at Cheema today at very fortunate.  They are reaping the benefits of the many excellent paddlers who came before them with regard to coaching, equipment, and access to opportunities.  The paddlers and their parents who were around in the early days of the club, under the guidance of Frank Garner forged the way for the success that has endured at Cheema.  

The advice I would share is no different than what I would offer anyone attempting to succeed at whatever matters most to them in life.  We all have to dream, for out of dreams come our destiny – and I’d advise dreaming big!  After that, we have to make wise choices – we face thousands of options everyday in our lives.  In order to succeed, wise choices are necessary … regularly.  Choices around committing ourselves to excellence, choices around tough issues, like performance-enhancing substances, and choices around what we are willing to sacrifice in order to succeed.

Although the Olympics may seem like a dream to some of the young paddlers today at Cheema, I can assure you that a young girl from a small rural community in Nova Scotia dared to dream that very thing, and low and behold, 30 years ago is became a reality for this individual!

