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Wild Hog Canoe Race returns 
LARC continues 

 

 

 
John Edwards 
prepares to 
perform The 
Star-Spangled 
Banner before 
the start of the 
race. 
 

 

 

 

Story and Photos 
By Blaine M. Vitallo, Correspondent 
HardisonInk.com © April 18, 2021 at 11:11 a.m. 
     WACCASASSA RIVER — Dozens of cars were parked along the side of State Road 
24 near the bridge over the Waccasassa River between Bronson and Otter Creek, 
surrounded by crowds of people dragging canoes and kayaks. 
  

  

A multitude of participants prepare to bring their watercrafts down to 
riverbank to compete in this canoe and kayak race. This is at the start of the 
race at State Road 24. 
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Daniel Maynard (left) and Keith Maynard stop for a photo opportunity after 
the opening ceremony. These two gentlemen are among the leaders who 
make the race succeed. 
 

 
Participants bring their boats down to the river to start the race. 
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A woman trades her broken oar for a new one with a man on the shore. 
 
 
Jon and Nancy 
Morton from the 
Levy County 
Sherriff’s Office’s 
Citizens On Patrol 
are some of the 
many volunteers 
who helped the race 
to be fun, safe and 
helpful to the area. 
They were not only 
helping out, but 
they are fans of 
boating too. 
 
     They had come to 
the starting point of a 
15-mile portion of the 
Waccasassa River to 
participate in the 44th 
annual Wild Hog 
Canoe & Kayak race. 
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The finish line for this race is at the bridge over U.S. Highway 19 as it too crosses the 
Waccasassa River. The gathering and festivities are on the northwest corner of the 
intersection of the federal highway and the beautiful river. 
     After skipping a year due to the global COVID-19 pandemic, the race was back, and 
participants were excited to hit the water. 
     Almost 200 participants of all ages signed up to paddle canoes and kayaks either 
singularly or as a team in the challenging event. This race over the waterway tests their 
ability to overcome obstacles like sunken logs and shallow water. 
     For most participants, the journey from the beginning to the end of the river takes 
around two hours to two and a half hours. 
     Participants were divided into many classes for both canoes and kayaks, including 
classes for youth, women, seniors, parents and children, duos and first-time racers. 
     According to volunteers from the Levy County Sheriff’s Office, 103 participants had 
signed up before the event. Many more racers had waited to sign up at the starting point 
for the event in case it was cancelled due to poor weather. Given that it happens in the 
water, getting wet from rain was not something to stop the race. 
     Some paddlers came with cameras strapped to their chests and even costumes, 
including pirate hats and pig noses! 
     Wild Hog Canoe Race President Keith Maynard, who coordinated the event, started 
the race with a prayer, thanking God for making this event, which had seemed 
impossible, to be possible. He also thanked the volunteers, sponsors, and participants. 
      “It’s nothing that we’ve done. It’s what you all do,” Maynard said. “It’s definitely a 
team, and we’re definitely a family.” 
     Racers said this year the event was taking place on an especially good day. The sun 
was hidden behind thin clouds, and there was a cool mist in the air. The water level also 
was especially high due to a hard rain the previous night. 
     Laughing, Maynard said they had placed a couple of logs before the finish line, as 
they do every year. After the previous night’s rain, one log had turned sideways, and the 
other one, which had been raised two feet above the water, was now “two inches off the 
water.” 
     Going down the slope from the highway to the river shore, where the racers were 
gathering, the competitive spirit could be felt at the start. Participants discussed best 
times from previous years and argued enthusiastically over who was the best competitor 
as they dragged their boats to the water. 
     The event, which began with a prayer, moved forward with The Star-Spangled 
Banner sung by John Edwards. He is a well-accomplished veteran of the Wild Hog 
Canoe Race who comes every year and always wins his class. He has raced all over the 
country and is a former Olympic athlete for Team USA. 
     He also is quite an impressive singer. The crowd was moved by his performance and 
cheered when he finished. 
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(from left) Hannah Rogers, Katie Maynard, Eileen Polo and Leah Maynard 
cheerfully prepare to serve food to guests. 
 
 
 

 

 

Debbie Maynard is among 
the volunteers who serves 
food to guests. She helped 
coordinate the event again 
this year with her husband 
Keith Maynard and others. 
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The Orange Blossom Ramblers, play music for a happy crowd. 
 

 
(from left) 'BBQ Chef' Charles Maynard, County Commissioner Mike 
Joyner, and County Commissioner Matt Brooks are seen in their service to 
others – making delicious barbecue. 
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Charles 
Maynard 
(left) and 
Jerome 
Maynard 
are some 
of the key 
organizers 
for this big 
annual 
event that 
helps 
LARC, as 
well as 
provides 
lots of fun 
for water-
based 
racers, as 
well as 
their 
families, friends and spectators. 
 

 
LARC staff pose in front a couple wild hogs. Seen here are Living Skills 
Instructor Kimberly Hank (left), Program Coordinator Railyn Lanham 
(lower left), Executive Director Lisa Daniels (middle), aide Stephen 
Eschbach (back middle), Specialist 1 and Workshop Kathy Eschbach (front 
right), and ABE Instructor Linda Heacox (middle right). 
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Salli O’Donnell crosses the finish line well ahead of the pack. 
 
 
 

 

 

 

Salli O’Donnell is 
helped up to shore. 
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Not everyone could cross the finish line in style, but the participants 
seemed to enjoy the challenge of heaving their boats over the logs. Not all of 
the boats made it without taking on some water. 
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A two-person canoe team crosses the finish line in front of the crowd. 
 

 
John Edwards overcomes obstacles heading toward the finish. The former 
Olympian is a top contender, always. 
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     Set up around the 
finish line next to U.S. 
Highway 19, south of 
the Town of Otter 
Creek, on the banks of 
the Waccasassa River, 
was a festival with many 
attractions. 
     There was plenty of 
delicious BBQ to eat. 
This meal was cooked 
by "Chef" Charles 
Maynard, and Levy 
County Commissioner 
Mike Joyner and 
County Commissioner 
Matt Brooks. 
     There were bounce 
houses, a petting zoo and live music -- courtesy of Blue Grass group Orange Blossom 
Ramblers. 
     The Ramblers kept the atmosphere fun and light, except when they had to pause their 
performance due to a “buzz saw solo,” as they jokingly called it, when a trash can had to 
be loudly modified during their set. 
     The zip line was closed this year due to the rain. 
     At around 11:30 a.m., the first racer, Salli O’Donnell, slid across the finish line. She 
said the race was tough and that she had to leave her husband behind. He had the same 
style of boat as hers, however he weighs about 70 pounds more, she said. 
     Many more racers quickly followed after her, including John Edwards, who quickly 
heaved his canoe over the logs and cleared the line to much applause. 
     Each class had its own first through third place rankings. Results for each class will 
released soon on the website https://www.wildhogcanoerace.com/. 
     Helping President Maynard coordinate the event were his wife Debbie, his cousin 
Jerome, and his sons Daniel and Justin. There were also many volunteers from the 
LCSO and the Levy County Association for Retarded Citizens (LARC). 
     The event was held to benefit LARC, which serves mentally challenged clients 
throughout Levy County by teaching them practical job and life skills. LARC recently 
reopened after being closed for a while due to the global COVID-19 pandemic. The 
LARC administrators, faculty and staff put added precautions in place to ensure the 
heath of their clients, who always have been cared for with love. 
     Right now, LARC clients still cannot go out to other locations for fieldtrips, but the 
service is providing for its clients’ needs onsite. 
     Lisa Daniels is the new Executive Director of LARC, following the passing of Betty 
Stockton Walker (April 17, 1946 – Feb. 25, 2019), who had previously held the position. 
As fate would have it, the Wild Hog Canoe & Kayak Race this year was on the day that 
would have heralded the beloved Ms. Walker’s 75th birthday. 
     According to Executive Director Daniels, LARC clients are taught personal care, how 
to spell and write their names, and how to cook. 

https://www.wildhogcanoerace.com/
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     LARC provides supportive employment services to help clients find work. 
     LARC Specialist 1 and Workshop Instructor Kathy Eschbach said they have a lot of 
things they will be doing in the future. 
      “We’re trying to row, row, row,” Eschbach said. 
     LARC can be reached at its new phone number 352-486-3607. They are currently 
accepting new clients, as well as any furniture in need of refurbishment, and rags or old 
clothes of at least 50 percent cotton. 
     As has been the custom, there will be a presentation of a check to LARC from the 
proceeds of this canoe and kayak race. 

 


