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He rowed across the Atlantic Ocean

Now, he’s going to do it again

By JEREMIAH
O’HAGAN
Staff Reporter

His shoulders ache and
his chest muscles are tug-of-
warring for his sternum. The
tendons on the inside bends
of his elbows are singing.

His head is Zen — at
a place of subconscious
rhythm and peace.

It’s 2006 and Greg
Spooner is rowing. He’s
been a rower for seven years,
since he was a junior at Uni-
versity of Puget Sound, but
he’s never rowed water this
big. His feet push against the
bottom of the boat, quads
flexing for leverage, and he
pulls again. And again. And
again.

Spooner, DPT, now 32
and a physical therapist at
Stanwood Camano Physi-
cal Therapy, got into rowing
through a friend who crewed
for Western Washington
University. It wasn’t long
before the sport took over
Spooner’s life.

After graduation, he
moved to Seattle to pull oars
for Lake Washington Row-

ing Club.
“Post-collegiate is a
whole different animal,”

Spooner said.

Instead of one time a day,
he trained three times. The
boats were faster and lower
and tipsier.

“I’d get my butt handed
to me for almost a year,” he
recalled. “Spent a lot of time
swimming.”

But it was a piece of
paper that put him on the
ocean.

In 2005, Spooner’s bud-
dy Jordan Hanssen — whom
Spooner had introduced to
the sport — passed a poster

for trans-Atlantic rowing
races.

Hanssen said, ‘“Dude,
let’s row across the ocean,”

“No.” Spooner said.
“That’s the stupidest thing
I’ve heard.”

Hanssen found two other
rowers and came back to
Spooner: We need four peo-
ple to race from New York
City to Falmouth, England
in 2006, he said.

Spooner  decided it
wasn’t the stupidest thing
after all.

They had to learn every-
thing, Spooner said. How to
create a nonprofit — Ocean
Adventure Rowing (OAR)
Northwest — fundraise, fig-
ure out what kind of boat to
get, how to modify and out-
fit the boat, and the logistics
of getting to the starting line
and home from the finish
line.

There is no support crew
on the open water, Spooner
said. The boats must be self-
sufficient for up to three
months. There’s a pump on
board that desalinates sea-
water for drinking and isobu-
tene stoves for cooking food.
Of which, in 2006, there was
not enough.

All those muscles crank
through the calories as they
lift, dip and pull the oars.
Two people row while two
rest, each person burning
5,000 to 6,000 calories per
day, Spooner said. They
were expecting fierce metab-
olisms, though. What they
miscalculated horridly was
how long it would take them
to row their 29-foot boat
across an ocean.

“We brought enough
food for 40 days,” Spooner
said. “The trip lasted 71.”

Spooner’s body, tall and

lean already, ate 45 pounds
of itself for fuel. The other
three men lost between 35
and 40 pounds each.

But, they made it. So did
two of the other four boats
that set out from New York.
One retreated a week into the
trip, after an unholy storm
flooded its hatches and left it
waterlogged and limping.

And Spooner realized
that it’s in the midst of riot
and disaster and sea spray
that you find the Zen of row-
ing.

He learned that the big
storms are scary but hyper-
focusing. He learned that
you cast the sea anchor, hun-
ker into the cabin and wait it
through. He learned to love
the waves because they’re
mesmerizing, like watching
flames, he said.

“The best are 10- to 15-
foot waves, they’re great for
just cruising,” he said, and
it’s not hard to imagine the
boat riding the swells and
shooting the troughs, surfing
an infinite set of rollers.

The men pulling again,
and again, and again.

Fast-forward from 2006
to earlier this year, when
OAR circumnavigated Van-
couver Island April 11 to
May 2, in the Canadian
Wildlife Federation’s (CWF)
Salish Sea Expedition, 2012.

“It was in stark contrast
to the Atlantic trip,” Spooner
said.

In the years between their
first trans-ocean row and
their circumnavigation of
Vancouver Island, Spooner
and Hanssen not only fig -
ured out their food situation,
they honed their craft and
nonprofit.

CWF came on as OAR’s
lead sponsor earlier this year,

(Above, L to R ) Markus
Pukonen, Jordan Hans-
sen, Greg Spooner ar-
rive at Jericho Sailing
Center in Vancouver,
B.C. having just com-
pleted the circumnavi-
gation of Vancouver Is-
land.
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Jordan Hanssen (left) and Greg Spooner, a physical therapist in Stanwood, navigat-
ing Pacific Ocean swells off Vancouver Island’s Brooks Peninsula last month.

affording the men some awe-
some opportunities to take
their passions to a broader
audience.

They’ve built OAR on
three pillars, Spooner said:
adventure, research and con-
servation.

The adventure grabs
people’s attention, while the
research and conservation
have become the supremely
cool part of what they’re do-
ing.

Working with University
of Washington’s School of
Oceanography and United
States Geological Survey,
OAR came up with a sys-
tem that collects data on the
ambient air and water ev-
ery 15 seconds, or roughly
each boat length. They can
combine this with other info
about marine life to address
the conservation issue
what are we doing to our en-
vironment and what can we
do to protect it?

Along with this data col-
lection came a rowboat reno-
vation. The boat that circum-
navigated Vancouver Island
bristled with solar panels
and was topped with a small
wind turbine. Together, they
create alternative power for
the data collection system, as
well as satellite communica-
tions and video.

“We want to interact real-
time with students in class-
rooms,” Spooner said. “We’d
like to make great relation-
ships with a few schools and
interact with them from the
boat.”

OAR sees it as an op-
portunity to put students
inside an experience where
they can witness adventure
and risk, and sharpen their
critical-thinking, problem-
solving and communication
skills.

“It seems selfish not to
take this attention and do
some good with it,” Spooner
said.

Right now the crew is
preparing for CWF’s Africa
to the Americas expedition,
which will launch from Li-
beria in December. Some-
time in early 2013, the boat
will make landfall in Venr
ezuela, nearly 4,000 nautical
miles west. OAR will collect
data on this trip, too.

“It’s not going to be a
race this time,” Spooner
said. “We just want to be
able to do it well.”

As far as future trips,
“we have a couple up our
sleeves,” he said.

Spooner said the Vanr
couver Island circumnaviga-
tion, which took about three
weeks, was the perfect length
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for him. He and Hanssen also
circumnavigated the Olym-
pic Peninsula in 2008, and he
said, “Those trips were more
fun and good, old-fashioned
Tom Sawyer-ing than the big
expeditions.”

Spooner said he and
Hanssen have some shorter
adventures they’d like to do
in the future.

“Any inland waterway
is row-able,” he said. “With
an awareness of self, family
and community, you can go
worldwide.”

For more information,
including photos, videos,
expedition reports and crew
blogs, visit oarnorthwest.
com.

Staff” Reporter Jeremiah
O’Hagan: 629-8066 ext.
125 or ohagan@scnews.
com.
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