Furneaux out of the fast lane 
Veteran national team kayaker taking a year off from competition, still has sights set on London Olympics
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After 17 years on the international paddling circuit, Karen Furneaux has earned the right to take a break.

Not that most would consider 20 to 30 hours of training a week to be much of a breather.

The 33-year-old sprint kayaker from Waverley, a three-time Olympian and two-time world champion, is sitting out the 2010 racing season to give her body and mind a chance to recover from the toll of nearly two decades in the fast lane.

But make no mistake about it. The competitive fire still burns deeply in Nova Scotia’s most decorated female paddler, who continues to train with an eye on the 2012 Olympic Games in London, England, and believes this season may prove pivotal in that pursuit.

"It was a good year to kind of rest from competition and the stresses of travel and things like that," Furneaux said in an interview Wednesday.

"I’m much stronger now than I have ever been in my career, which is really promising, especially for the 200-metre sprint event which I’m hoping to compete in in London in K-1."

CanoeKayak Canada’s sprint high performance director agrees that a year off from competition could be just what the doctor ordered.

"We’re very supportive of what she’s trying to do," Graham Barton said in an interview Tuesday.

"I think this has probably been the best thing for her taking this time off, spending some time with her husband and just recovering physically. . . . I think what Karen wants to do is to regenerate, re-energize and get back to where she was earlier, prior to Beijing."

Furneaux acknowledges that her effort at the 2008 Olympic Games in China, where she finished 17th in the K-1 500 metres, fell far short of her capabilities and that she needed to revisit that performance and her training strategies.

But while some athletes recharge their batteries by sitting out a season following an Olympic year, that wasn’t an option for the five-foot-five, 125-pound paddler, who wasn’t about to pass up the chance to compete in the 2009 world canoe-kayak championships in her backyard on Lake Banook.

She went on to win her ninth world championship medal — a bronze in the K-1 4x200 relay race — in Dartmouth to add to a stockpile that also includes more than 50 World Cup medallions.

Shortly after the worlds, Furneaux and her husband Jeremy Koenig packed their bags and headed to Ithaca, N.Y., where they’d spend most of the next year while he completed his post-doctoral research at Cornell University.

But it was several more months before she realized the time had come for a break from the racing circuit.

"I didn’t really decide that until the spring when I found myself in training camp and really missing my husband," she said.

"It really is just the travel. I didn’t want to be away from my husband for the whole entire year this year. It was really important for me to focus on family. Family comes first."

Furneaux and Koenig returned to Waverley about two weeks ago and she has resumed the training regimen she established in Ithaca, spending three to four hours a day on the water or in the gym. That’s only about an hour a day less than she devoted to training in previous seasons when she was on the competitive circuit. "London is definitely a goal — a very prominent goal — of mine and I’m training hard every day to make that happen," said Furneaux, whose objective is not only to qualify for her fourth Games but also to make a trip to the podium in England. Her previous best Olympic finish was a fifth in the K-2 500 at the 2000 Games in Sydney, Australia.

Barton, who’ll oversee the second set of national team trials July 17-18 in Montreal before helping to select the squad that will represent the country at the worlds next month in Poland, said Team Canada will miss Furneaux’s experience and leadership.

"She’s done a lot to bring the athletes up and they’re now competing against her (at trials) and now we’re trying to get them to get to that next level where Karen was a few years back where she was on the podium on a regular basis.

"But I think what we want to do first and foremost is to make sure that she gets healthy and comes back even stronger than she was before."
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