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Remembering  
Eppie Johnson 
In September, we lost a strong 
advocate for the American 
River Parkway and people with 
disabilities — Eppaminondas 
G. Johnson, best known simply 
as Eppie. 

Eppie gave us Eppie’s Great 
Race, the world’s first triathlon 
and the Parkway’s most 
popular annual event. When 
proceeds from last year’s race 
were counted, more than $1 
million had been raised for 
Sacramento County 
Therapeutic Recreation 
Services which provides 
activities for people with 
developmental disabilities.   

Eppie, who turned 85 last May 
7, had said he hoped to be 
present for the 40th run of the 
Great Race in July. He got his 
wish.  

“Eppie always thought he 
would be best known for his 
restaurants, but he may be 
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Eppie Johnson was still kayaking in his 
80s. Photo by Charlie Willard 
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Please consider a contribution to 
SARA’s Legal Defense Fund. Your 
support has been, and always will be, 
critical to our success. Checks, made 
out to Save the American River Assn., 
may be sent to the SARA office, 4441 
Auburn Blvd., Suite H; Sacramento, 
CA 95841-2551. 

Containers were dragged into Discovery Park for the Aftershock concert, 
tearing up turf and breaking tree limbs. Photo by George Nyberg 

http://www.regionalparks.saccounty.net
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even better known for Eppie’s Great 
Race.” said Charlie Willard, a former 
SARA board member who now the 
race director.  “The race is Eppie’s 
creation and masterpiece.  He 
shepherded it through its first 40 
years and established the Eppie’s 
Great Race Foundation to ensure it 
will continue.  Thanks to Eppie, it is 
and will continue to be one of 
Sacramento’s best sporting events 
bringing competitors, volunteers, 
sponsors, and spectators to the world 
renowned American River Parkway 
to train, compete and support the 
athletes and event.  Eppie loved the 
river and parkway and helped to 
protect it.” 

Eppie was an avid kayaker who 
opened his first “Eppie’s Restaurant” 
in 1965 at 30th and N Streets in 
Sacramento.  In the following 
decades, he would own other 
restaurants, hotels and other 
properties.  He was a pillar in 
Sacramento’s Greek community and 
strong supporter of Save the 
American River Association and 
other organizations that support the 
Parkway. 

In 1974, he proposed a three-event 
athletic contest on the Parkway with 
running, cycling and kayaking.  Eppie 
didn’t hesitate to say the race was a 
marketing effort for his restaurants.  
But of greater importance was the 

fact that it would generate revenue 
for recreation programs for people 
with disabilities and get people out on 
his beloved river. 

Eppie’s Great Race caught on fast.  
There are divisions for iron men and 
women, semi-serious and casual 
athletes, youth and families.  Some 
teams are comprised of co-workers, 
church members, and sport and 
youth organizations. 

Today, the race attracts more than 
2,000 participants who race 5.82 
miles on foot, 12.5 miles by cycle and 
6.35 miles by Kayak. Spectators 
number in the thousands — some 
from distant locales. 

As Eppie prepared for the 40th race 
last July, he told a Sacramento Bee 
reporter he was handing off the day-
to-day duties of the event to his son 
George. 

“The race is important to me, but it 
has also become a fabric of the 
community,” he said.  “It’s hard to put 
into words.  Maybe it’s my legacy.” 

In December, SARA will dedicate its 
annual meeting to Eppie’s memory. 

Willard said Eppie would be very 
appreciative that SARA recognized 
his and the race committee’s 
contributions to the Parkway and 
community.   

Eppie Johnson and Frank Cirill at SARA’s 50th Anniversary celebration in 2011. Photo by Guy Galante 
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SARA appreciates the support of our 
generous members. Without your 
support, SARA would not be able to 
continue our role as Guardians of the 
American River and Parkway since 
1961. New and renewing members are 
listed in Riverwatch according to their 
preference (indicated on the SARA 
membership/renewal form). 
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A Mule Deer checks out cyclists on the  
Parkway  
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BY STEPHEN GREEN 
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