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When the Asian Pacific American (APA) community leaders from the Dragon Boat Festival Steering Committee approached me six months ago to support their efforts in seeking sponsorship from AT&T of the inaugural Dragon Boat Festival (DBF), my immediate response was yes.  The festival leverages 4A’s community relationships, which is part of its mission, by bringing awareness to the Denver Metro area, and provides a venue for the APA community to share its very rich culture.  The fact the Festival is the only one of its magnitude and kind in the Denver metro area, AT&T's involvement demonstrates conscientious corporate citizenship.


Because of AT&T’s sponsorship, the Dragon Boat Festival's stature was enhanced by other major corporations joining the list of sponsors:  Coors, Nordstrom, McDonald, Starz Encore, City of Denver, Denver Foundation, RTD (Rapid Transit Department), Wells Fargo, to name a few.  According to the Denver Post and Rocky Mountain News, the Festival drew more than 20,000 people.  Major media networks like NBC, ABC, Fox, CBS, etc., newspapers and e-magazines covered the Festival held at Sloan Lake, Denver, Colorado on August 19th.  For more coverage on the Denver Dragon Boat, please check this url:  http://www.asiaxpress.com/

What is the Dragon Boat Festival?  Below is an excerpt from the Dragon Boat Festival Committee’s newsletter:

“There are many legends surrounding the origins of the Dragon Boat Festival. One of these believes that the beginnings of the Festival date back over 2,000 years. The legend continues by saying that the dragon boat races are held to honor the poet and court minister, Qu Yuan, who lived around 400 B. C.  Qu Yuan was loved by the common people but disliked by the Emperor. Dejected, he roamed the countryside writing poetry until he finally drowned himself in the Mi Lo River. The local fisherman raced out to the river in an effort to save Qu Yuan but failed. They beat the water with their paddles in an effort to prevent the fish from eating his body. In honor of Qu Yuan's spirit, they threw rice dumplings, wrapped in silk, into the water.

In Chinese communities worldwide, the death of Qu Yuan is remembered on the fifth day of the fifth lunar month. The ancient legend of the fishermen racing out to save the poet is re-enacted in racing exotic-looking boats shaped like dragons. The boats are 38 feet, 10 inches long; 3 feet, 6 inches wide; and 17 inches deep. Depending on how elaborate the design, the dragonhead and tail can add three to six additional feet to the overall length.  Teams of twenty paddlers, one steer person, and a drummer propel Dragon boats. The activity has gained great popularity with corporations that wish to provide a positive team-building atmosphere for their employees while being associated with a high profile community event. Dragon Boat Festivals are growing at a rate of thirty percent per year and are now internationally recognized as the fastest growing water sport/festival activity in the world.”

 
The inaugural Dragon Boat Festival started at 11 am on a warm summer day with a procession led by a 75 foot Chinese dragon and the race teams (16 entrants, two AT&T teams—AT&T/4A Mt. States Chapter and AT&T Broadband).  An “eye-dotting” ceremony with the Buddha Light International Association of Colorado followed.  Shortly thereafter, Howie Solow’s Shaolin Hung Mei Pai Kung Fu Association presented a spectacular Chinese Dragon Performance.
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Chinese Dragon
Processesion

Afterwards, Stan Matsunaka—Colorado Senate President and Honorary Chair, Wellington Webb-Denver Mayor, Bob Willis—AT&T Broadband, Vice President and myself made our opening remarks on stage.  From my vantage point, I could see hundreds of people milling in the Market place (where food, arts and crafts were sold), around the lake people watching race teams prepare for their time trial, and families picnicking on the grounds.  Cultural presentations from various APA communities occurred all afternoon long—Indian, Polynesian, Chinese, Philippines, Korean, Indonesian, and Taiwanese, with the Japanese Taiko Drummers opening and closing the cultural program.
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Dragon Boats
Indian Dance

At noon the boat race competition began and ended at 6:00 pm.  Our very own Courtney Lewis—AT&T Local Network Services Vice President and Bill Solis—AT&T Broadband Telephony Vice President presented the first and second place awards.  The Colorado Mongolia Project won first place and was awarded, in addition to a plaque, the traveling cup that was named this year--the AT&T Dragon Boat Cup.  The greatest high for me was when our AT&T/4A Mt. States Chapter Team won second place for the overall and the gold medal for their bracket.  The team met twice before the actual practice (8/18) and coalesced during race day (8/19).  How’s that for a high performing team!  In this newsletter, Mary Lou Petersen writes about her reflections as the Dragon Boat Race Team Captain and provides video clips of the race.
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AT&T/4A Mt. States Chapter Team winning the Gold Medal for their Bracket
Mary Lou Petersen, Team Captain, accepting Second Place Plaque for Overall from Courtney Lewis and Bill Solis

As the story unfolds, Sunday, August 19, 2001 is the first event of many to come.
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Our Heroes
not in order of picture
Cookie Van Lingen:  Flagcatcher

Roz Simon:  Drummer

Viet Hua and Eugene Van Lingen:  Lead Paddlers

Ben Louie, Jim Biddix, Jim Cook, John Schmitt, Travis Howard, Vinnie Ponzio, Sue Pickering, Angelina Kastroll, Lauren Crackel, Monica Mestas, Renee Morgan, Sharmon Applegate, Frances Zelaya, Heather Lucier, Skye Hyland, Natalie Gallegos, and Teresa Gallardo:  Paddlers

Storm Walker:  Co-Captain and Strategist.

Mary Lou Petersen:  Team Captain

Acknowledgements for photos:  Lauren Crackel, Sharmon Applegate, Dave Watanabe and Mary Lou Petersen.
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