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Kálmán Blaho Treasured

Kálmán was part of Culver and the lives of 
the Canoeing Team for only a few months. 

It’s a testament to his integrity and 
character that he was such a formative 
influence and treasured memory almost 
sixty years later. When he passed away, 

just after the students returned to school in 
the fall of 1966 following the New Rochelle 
triumph, the Team was told that his heart 
weakened and damaged in World War II, 

had finally given out.
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World War II

The drive and discipline he instilled in the 
1966 Canoe Team was of the courage that 
got him through some of the worst of the 
war. As young man, from Szabadszállás, 
Hungary, he was barely 19 when Hungary 

formed up its military in 1939 as an 
ambivalent member of the axis powers. In 

1941 the reservists were fully activated 
and Kálmán was conscripted into the 

Second Hungarian Army under the 
command of the Germany Army Group B. 
They marched, on foot, into the Ukraine 

for Hitler’s ill-advised and ill-fated attempt 
to seize the resources of the region.

World War II
Picture
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At the Battle of Voronezh (освобождение Воронежа) the 
Second Army was mauled by the Soviets despite an Axis 
success. Under the onslaught of the Soviet Army’s 1942, 
winter, Stalingrad offensive -- lacking food, shelter, and 

supplies -- the Hungarian army disintegrated. 210,000 men 
departed Hungary. 100,000 perished. 60,000 were taken 
prisoner, many of whom didn’t survive the Soviet POW 
camps. Kálmán and 40,000 others escaped the soviet 
envelopment and headed home, on foot, in the cruel 

Ukrainian winter. The journey, through the Carpathian 
mountains, was over 2,500 kilometers.

Kálmán was one of the few who returned home. There is no 
record of his service, if any after that. Hungary, and the 

reformed Second Army, was caught in the crossfire 
between the Russians and the Germans, eventually falling 

into the Soviet sphere of oppression.

World War II
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Hungarian National Champion

He was an accomplished racing canoeist, having won the 
Hungarian national championships 22 times in C-1 and C-2 
(one- and two-man boats) in the 1940s and 1950s. After the 

war, he met the imposing Hungarian basketball and 
canoeing champion, Margo, who became his loving and 
devoted wife. He competed in the 1948 Olympics in the 

1,000m K-2, advancing to the finals. His partner in the K-2 
was honored in 2007 on a Hungarian postage stamp.

Chafing under communism, and demands he trained Soviet 
athletes, Kálmán made no secret of his desire to defect to 

the west. The circumstances are not clear, but, according to 
one aural recounting, he was a bad boy in the 1956 

uprising, having taken on a Soviet tank with a Molotov 
Cocktail.
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CMA Canoe Clinic October 1965

The Culver Citizen, October 
14, 1965, announced what 
would be the start of the 
Blahós association with 
Culver: “Olympic Coach To 
Hold Canoe Clinic At CMA” 
on October 16. So much for 
retirement. Marcia Smoke, 
a prominent American 
kayak champion (Bronze 
medal at the 1964 games in 
the 500m K-1 event), and 
others, had persuaded 
Kálmán to host a series of 
canoe and kayak clinics 
across the United States to 
foster the sport. 
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Kálmán comes to Culver
Her husband Bill, a 

Culver Summer 
School graduate, 

prevailed on 
Kálmán to come to 

Culver as Lake 
Maxinkuckee 

would be an ideal 
location for 

Olympic training. 
Chet Marshall, the 

Academy’s 
Director of 

Athletics, noted 
“We are presenting 

this exhibition in 
the hope of 

encouraging 
interest in Olympic 

canoeing.”
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Kálmán Olympic Coach

Kálmán was 
appointed to the 
Culver staff in 
February 1966, and 
a few months later 
was named the 
National Canoe 
Coach by the 
American Olympic 
Committee.

Her husband Bill, a 
Culver Summer 

School graduate, 
prevailed on 

Kálmán to come to 
Culver as Lake 
Maxinkuckee 

would be an ideal 
location for 

Olympic training. 
Chet Marshall, the 

Academy’s 
Director of 

Athletics, noted 
“We are presenting 

this exhibition in 
the hope of 

encouraging 
interest in Olympic 

canoeing.”
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First Season Success

Kalman soon began training a 
canoe team even before the ice 
melted on the lake.  He brought 
his discipline and work ethic 
necessary to build a strong 
new team.  The team learned 
quickly and by the end of the 
season they were sweeping the 
races.  With success came a 
new vision to win the…

National Canoe Championships
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Culver’s Canoe Team
Under the guidance of the US Olympic 
Canoe and Kayak Coach, Kalman Blaho 
prepares the Culver Canoe team for a 
masterful challenge ahead.
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Yonkers Canoe Club - NY
The Yonkers Canoe Club had dominated 
the National Races since 1886 relying on 
the expert training of several past Olympic 
Canoers     (source https://http://www.yprc.org/yprc-history.html)

Scan Me

http://www.yprc.org/yprc-history.html


Culver Canoe Team

Scan Me

ACA National  Championship

His first American triumph was the surprise win of the 
Culver team in the nine-man “war” canoe at the 
National Championship Junior races in New Rochelle 
NY in July 1966. The win was probably gratifying for 
Kalman as the favored Yonkers team was coached by 
Stephen Macknowski – an American 1948 Summer 
Olympics C-2 Gold and Silver medalist. Macknowski
also served as the Yonkers coxswain, which obviously 
didn’t do them any good against the Culver onslaught. 
Four of the same Culver cadets then won second and 
third place in the 5,000-meter C-2 events. These 
upsets by Blahó-coached teams “electrified” the 
American canoe and kayak communities and led to a 
resurgence of interest in the sport. The trip was also 
memorable for when he left a car full of anxious Culver 
boys by the curb in Harlem while he visited a friend. 



Kálmán’s 1966 Nationals Team
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Spivey Congrats Letter
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North American Championship

In early September 1966 
Kálmán and Chet Marshal 
were laying out the courses 
on Lake Maxinkuckee for 
the North American Canoe 
Championships when he 
suffered a major heart 
attack. Hospitalized and 
unable to participate, he 
died a few days after his 
American team tied the 
Canadians – the first time in 
12 years they had not been 
beaten by the Canadians.
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CMA’s Superintendent, Major 
General Delmar, Spivey stated that 
Kálmán’s intense commitment to 
his work and his determination in 
athletics as a method of building 
men “has served as an inspiration 
to all who knew him.”
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IN a small inlet of the Atlantic Ocean near New Rochelle, 
N.Y., the elite of American canoe racing gathered recently 
to decided its national championships and to pick a team 
to represent the U.S. in the late summer world 
championships in East Berlin.

While the U.S. team is selected from among the senior 
competitors, the sponsoring American Canoe 
Association also holds national junior and juvenile 
races. It hopes that from the younger set will come fresh, 
new talent to bolster a sport that, in this country, has 
suffered from disorganization, minimal popularity, and 30 
years of European superiority in the Olympics.

In this setting in late July, a group of nine Culver athletes 
emerged as national junior champions in the sport of 
canoe racing, which, if viewed with less than wild

Blaho No-Coach Loser
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enthusiasm at the national level, has suddenly become 
and exciting addition to the Academy's varsity athletic 
program. The reason of the excitement is centered in one 
man: 47-year-old Kalman Blaho, first national canoe and 
kayak coach in the US History and a member of the 
Culver staff since January 1966.

Rated at best a second or third finisher at the New 
Rochelle, the Academy's nine-man war canoe - staffed by 
juniors and sophomores from the Winter School under 
Blaho's coaching - snaked past the favorite Yonkers, N.Y. 
squad to win the junior national title by a minuscule one 
and one-tenth seconds over a 500 meter course. Then 
four boys from the same crew jumped into two-man 
cruising canoes and won unexpected second and third 
places in 5,000 meters.

Blaho No-Coach Loser
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The victory over Yonkers was a surprise for several 
reasons. Yonkers had so convincingly beaten other 
teams in the war canoe in a divisional championship 
earlier on the Potomac that no one else was willing to 
take them on in the nationals. And Yonkers took 
advantage - which Blaho did not - of a general ACA rule 
permitting it coach, 1948 Olympic Gold Medal winner 
Steve Macknowsky, an old hand at training youngsters 
how to paddle their canoes, to sit in the stern and serve 
as coxswain.

Culver Alumnus - Summer 1966

Blaho No-Coach Loser
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