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By Kim Stinebaker  | Reflections Writer

Ancient sport
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             Clear Lake area 

Dragon boat racing is a fast-growing sport that garners interest all over the 
world. It combines tradition with teamwork, enthusiasm and strategy.

The sport originated in China as part of a folk ritual. It emerged in mod-
ern times as an international sport in Hong Kong in 1976. Like running, horse rac-
ing and marksmanship, the racing of dragon boats is among the oldest organized 
competitions.

Local aficionados have claimed Pasadena Lake in Clear Lake Park for the fifth 
annual Gulf Coast International Dragon Boat Regatta, 8:30 a.m. to 4:30 p.m., Oct. 
18-19.

Michelle Shen-O’Brien, executive director of the Texas Dragon Boat Association, 
said the focus of this year’s regatta is breast cancer survivors. And it is recruiting as 
many cancer-survivor teams as possible. 

Shen-O’Brien said the association provides eight Hong Kong-style BuK Dragon 
boats for teams entering the event. The boats measure 40 feet in length, 4 feet in 
width and carry 20 paddlers, one drummer and one steersperson. On average, the 
boats weigh 500 pounds.

Teams race on a course ranging from 250- to 1,000-meters long. The regatta is 
set up much like a tournament with three or four boats racing at a time with the 
boats making the best time in the 1,000-meter contest for the Dragon Cup.

“We’re expecting 40-50 teams in October,’’ Shen-O’Brien said. Entry fees start at 
$1,200 for community teams, $2,500 for corporate teams, with nonprofit groups 
paying a varying rate.

Each team is provided with a complimentary practice session prior to race day 
that combines land practice, going over safety, strategy, stretching and exercising

The water portion of the practice encompasses synchronization, starting and 
stopping and calls. Qualified, experienced steerspersons and race officials are pro-
vided courtesy of the Texas Dragon Boat Association.

“No prior experience is necessary to race dragon boats,’’ Shen-O’Brien said. “The 
important thing to have is a competitive spirit and the ability to work together as a 
team.’’

She said the purpose of the annual Dragon Boat Festival and regatta is to pro-
mote the tradition and sport of dragon boat racing and share an aspect of Asian 
culture with the greater Houston community.

“Proceeds from the festival and regatta will go toward promotion of dragon 
boat racing in Texas and charitable activities. It is also a way of encouraging 
Houstonians to become more physically fit while enjoying the outdoor opportuni-
ties of our city,’’ Shen-O’Brien said.

The association’s year-round program allows a greater number of teams to par-
ticipate in the sport, and is open to participants of all levels who want to either 
learn or hone existing skills for fun or competition.

Teams such as the Houston Heat, Pink Phurrees or the Blind Phurrees practice 
in Clear Lake and make full use of the water for conditioning and learning dragon 
boating techniques.
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