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Culver Canoe Team

The Rivalry - Background

Beginning with the first Culver varsity canoe team in 
1966, the #1 Culver boat always had a top C-2 competitor 
boat from the non-Culver racing community. Initially in 
1966, it was Leffingwell & Ortman vs Culver’s Rob Fogel & 
Casper Martin. Then the Ansley twins vs. Culver’s Jim 
Etchen & Rob Mitchell in 1967. The 1967-68 season, Steve 
Kling and Keith Oldham were the lead Culver boat and 
their top competitors were Paul Runnels and Ward 
Wilkins from Crawfordsville, IN. The two respective C-2 
teams were closely matched and their head to head races 
intense, competitive and exhausting. Back in those days, 
winning the Indiana State Championship was based on a 
points system usually over seven races at different 
locations. 
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Culver Canoe Team

The Rivalry
Culver’s Kling & Oldham vs Runnels & Wilkins

Now in the third year of the Culver Canoeing program, the Canoe team had become 
a powerhouse in any race they entered.  Many of the Culver canoers trained all year 
round for the races.  Steve Kling and Keith Oldham had committed to a year round 
training program as the lead boat on the team.  They were going into their senior 
year at Culver when the races started in June of 1967.

There were 7 races to determine the Indiana State Championship which becomes 
the United States Canoe Association in January of 1968.  Culver canoers were 
always better prepared and stronger going into the Spring races when they would 
have conditioned all Winter.  Local teams like Runnels & Wilkins lived in a 
community where they could practice all Spring and Summer on the local rivers and 
lakes together.  Therefore, when Culver canoers went home for the summer and 
couldn’t practice together, it gave the local canoers the advantage in the Fall Races.
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Culver Canoe Team

The Plan 

The roadmap to the State Championship was going to be a difficult one with 7 races.  
One in the Summer, two in the Fall and 4 in the Spring time.  Recognizing their 
strengths and weaknesses, Steve Kling and Keith Oldham evaluated each race …

June 67 - Spencer, IN - Advantage Kling and Oldham
Sept 67 - Brookville, IN - Advantage Runnels & Wilkins
Oct 67 - Indianapolis,IN - Advantage Runnels & Wilkins
April 68 - Tippie, Culver - Advantage Kling & Oldham
April 68 - Crawfordsville - Advantage Runnels & Wilkins (Home River)
May 68 - Kokomo, IN - Advantage Kling & Oldham 
May 68 - Wabash, IN - Advantage Kling & Oldham
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Background and History 
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Keith Oldham .

Steve  Kling .

Ward Wilkins .

Paul Runnels .

Ward Wilkins .

Paul Runnels .



Culver Canoe Team

Background and History 

Race Schedule
The race schedule 

changes for the 1967-68 
race season.  The first 
race actually starts in 

June 67 and will end in 
May 68.  This first race is 
during a time when the 

Winter students go home 
and presents a challenge 
for the Kling & Oldham 

team. 
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Kling & Oldham
Culver
1st Place

Runnels & Wilkins
2nd Place

The First Race



Culver Canoe Team

Kling & Oldham took the 
initial lead and never gave 

it up 
Background and History 
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Culver Canoe Team

The First Race
White River – Spencer, IN

The Kling & Oldham team 
were only a couple weeks 

into the Summer as the 
1967-68 season started.  
Keith Oldham flew into 

Chicago and met Steve Kling 
to compete in this first race, 

which they won.

Background and History 

Scan Me



Culver Canoe Team

The Fall Races 

With the return to Culver in the 
Fall, it meant conditioning was 
very important to the upcoming 
races.  With only a couple of 
weeks to train, it left the Kling & 
Oldham team at a disadvantage 
for these races.  Race 2 …

Sept 25th – Whitewater River
Brookville, IN

After a staggered start, their boats 
never saw one another, so it was a 
race against the clock.  This race 
was easily won by Runnels & 
Wilkins
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Culver Canoe Team

The Fall Races 

The third race on October 15, 1967 was on the 
Upper White River in Indianapolis, IN.  They 
now had 3 weeks of training together to 
improve.  While they made significant progress, 
in the end, their finish was just behind the 
Runnels-Wilkins team. 

The race was much closer but still weren’t in 
good enough shape to beat the Runnels & 
Wilkins team.  Keith Oldham actually got sick 
after this race from drinking the river water.
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Culver Canoe Team

Culver’s Tippecanoe River Race 

This race on April 16th was Culver’s strength which went from Leiters Ford to 
Beason Park.  It was a long race with mostly deep water and a real challenge to 
canoers.  It was also dedicated to Kalman Blaho since his death in the Fall of 1966.

The first Spring-1968 race was critical for that year’s Indiana State Championship 
and it was Culver’s Tippecanoe River Race with the Blaho Memorial Trophy to the 
winners. Steve and Keith could not have been more fit or more highly motivated. It 
was a timed sequential start with Kling and Oldham starting after Runnels and 
Wilkins took off from the start line. They overtook them in the first few miles and 
never saw them again for the remainder of the 24 mile marathon race.

All the months of training were paying off now.  They continued on to what was to 
be a sure victory as Steve and Keith were now a half mile ahead with only 1/4 of a 
mile to go.

Background and History 
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Culver Canoe Team
Tippecanoe Race

The river was exceptionally high 
that year which created some short 
cuts at times. Lynn Tuttle, a Culver 
adversary, was sitting in a canoe 
upstream a mile before the finish 

line and waited for the Kling Oldham 
team to pass. The Runnels/Wilkins 

team being ½ mile behind at the 
time, was then directed to a flood 
filled path through the woods and 

was able to cut off the last leg of the 
river to win the race.

Background and History 
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Kling Oldham position when 
Runnels Wilkins popped out 
of the woods
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Tippecanoe Appeal 

Bill Garrison, Culver’s canoe team coach and founder of the 
Tippecanoe River Race, appealed the “first place” race results. 
Unfortunately, his appeal was denied and the Kling Oldham 
team finished an “official” second in the race even though they 
never got passed by another canoe.  Additionally, they had a 
record time of 2 hours and 36 minutes beating Jim Etchen and 
Rob Mitchel’s time in 1967 by slightly over 13 minutes which 
was the current standing record for the race.  Their time was 
faster than even the senior men’s competition.  The best team 
doesn’t always win though.  It was a devasting blow to Steve 
and Keith for their hopes to win the Indiana State 
Championship and the Kalman Blaho Memorial trophy.

The picture to the right is Steve Kling (bow) and Keith 
Oldham’s (stern) at the Tippecanoe finish line during their 50th

Reunion reliving that moment.
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The 5th Race 

The 5th race was April 23, 1968 on Sugar Creek in Crawfordsville, IN 
and only a week after the Tippecanoe Race. This was Runnels and 
Wilkins home race course, so Steve and Keith knew this would be a 
big challenge for them. But, they were more determined than ever 
after their Tippecanoe River race “loss”.  This was a different type of 
race.  It required significant knowledge and navigational skills of the 
local waters.  Culver had never done very well in this race.  The river 
was very shallow which means strength was secondary to finding 
the best route.  Knowing where the deep water in the river was key to 
winning this race.  This being Runnels and Wilkins home river gave 
them a significant advantage in knowing where the deep water was in 
the river.  Steve and Keith lost the lead in the race and came in 1 
minute and 41 seconds behind Runnels and Wilkins. That was 
another tough loss as that clinched the title for their opponents!!! 
However, Steve and Keith were still in 2nd place in the Indiana State 
Championship standings (see Vedette 4-26-68).
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The Final Race 

The 6th race was in Kokomo and Culver always did very well in 
this race.  It started in a dammed lake and so half the race was 
played to Culver’s strength.  Unfortunately, the race for 
unknown reasons was canceled.

The final race of the season was on May 26,1968 held on the 
Wabash River in Wabash, IN. While Steve and Keith had no 
chance of winning the Indiana State Championship at this point, 
they were ready to do their best in the last race of the season 
and Culver canoeing careers. The race started out on a very 
disappointing note….5 of Culver’s top C-2 teams started the 
race late and were disqualified since they were not notified of a 
last minute change in race start times. Despite that fact, Steve 
and Keith were now more than ever wanting to race their hearts 
out against their arch rivals, Runnels and Wilkins, one last time 
“for all the marbles”. It was an agonizing race they managed to 
win. Steve and Keith came away knowing that they beat the 
“State Champs” and that was gratifying to them… 
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A Final Note 

Steve and Keith realized that they had tough competitive races during that 1967-
68 canoeing season. What they did not realize until after they graduated was that 
the “legend” of their competitive rivalry with Runnels and Wilkins grew in stature 
with future Culver Canoe Team members and served as future inspiration to them 
to always work hard and do their best. Nice to know that the Blaho legend of that 
spirit lived on!!!….

Steve and Keith interacted with Paul Runnels and Ward Wilkins only at races and 
knew them only as fierce competitors back then. Ironically, Ward Wilkins went on 
to be a top ranked U.S. canoer and paddling partner of Don Giacchetti (CMA ’71 
and Culver Canoe Team Captain) when they were at Purdue University. Don and 
Ward competed as the # 3 Top C-2 team in the 1972 Olympic Canoeing Trials and 
won several silver and bronze medals paddling as part of the USA Team in the 
North American Championships. They have remained lifelong friends. 

Background and History 

Scan Me



The Rivalry
Kling and Oldham

vs

Runnels and Wilkins


	The Rivalry�Kling and Oldham�vs�Runnels and Wilkins
	Slide Number 2
	Slide Number 3
	Slide Number 4
	Slide Number 5
	Slide Number 6
	Slide Number 7
	Slide Number 8
	Slide Number 9
	Slide Number 10
	Slide Number 11
	Slide Number 12
	Slide Number 13
	Slide Number 14
	Slide Number 15
	Slide Number 16
	Slide Number 17
	The Rivalry�Kling and Oldham�vs�Runnels and Wilkins

