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THREE  DAYS  INTO  IT:


SUMMERLIKE TEMPS LURE


FAIR WEATHER BOATERS OUT





Tayloe Moore was on the phone on New Year’s Day.  “The Weatherman is promising…no. predicting…well maybe suggesting the possibility of low seventy-degree temperatures on Saturday.  Ned and I have a trip planned. Meet us at the Hardware landing at 10:00 am. It will be fun.” It was a wonderful invitation.





I was nervous about paddling in January.  After a couple of leg surgeries, I had been rather inactive for some time.  The thought of posture and comfort tissues in a canoe concerned me.   It was also evident that I would be very “rusty”, very out of practice and probably unstable.  Hardware to New Canton on the James is only class two-ish material.  I was actually doubting my ability to keep my hair dry among even a little chop and turbulence. 





Choosing the right boat would be important.  With posture and comfort in mind, I knew I would not be faring well while kneeling.  I decided to paddle an old racing boat we have.  A “sit-n-switch” canoe design  provided a comfortable bucket seat, but racing hulls sacrifice stability.  What a dilemma.  The sleek and speedy craft I felt limited to is like a Lear Jet or a formula one racer…but the eighties model.  This was not a boat I should have tested my stagnant abilities in.  I asked myself if I should even attempt the trip at all.  With uncertainty looming, I knew what I had to do. This was a time for consultation.  I needed my mentor.





Legendary Outdoorsman, Wrighttus Ellis, and his lovely wife, Penney, sat at the dinner table with Cathy and me. It was the Friday night before the trip and conversation with Wrighttus proved very inspiring.  His prowess and experiences are known world wide.  Last summer, Cathy and I traveled to the Fiji Islands. and Somalia.  Everywhere, as people recognized the FFV logo on our shirts, they would inquire if we had ever met Legendary Outdoorsman Wrighttus Ellis. It is bragging rights that we have him among our membership.  Talk with Wrighttus proved very reassuring.  You gotta love this guy.





I had hoped for encouragement and inspiration and found just that.  Wrighttus really boosted my spirits, he really hiked my self-confidence.  Wrighttus was puzzled that I felt any uncertainty about the trip at all.  He offered the following: “Cris, you are a legend, one of the great ones…or maybe just the king of self-promotion.  You are Cris Leonard. Children think you own the rivers in the commonwealth and they are thankful that you let others use them.”  He went on to state, “Remember when you once told me you had never seen a rapid that you couldn’t run, sneak, portage or swim? This covers all the bases.  In the eyes of the paddling community, 
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Guttenburg, Iowa to Hannibal, Missouri, con’t.





the water and catches a fish, all the "fisherman" has to do is pull the bird up and take the fish right out of its mouth, since it can't swallow the meal with its throat tied shut.  Relatively rare white pelicans grace me with their presence nearly every day.  I just love how these huge, dopey birds roll up and down in the air currents, just like their brown cousins do along the waves down in Florida.  And, of course, I'm always on river with solitary Great Blue Herons, which remind me of pissed-off old cats when they squawk at me as I pass by.





The flocks of geese and ducks seem to be thinning out, most likely because of all of the hunters out here.  I pass at least one hunting blind an hour -- some of them are fancy cabins with stoves and toilets and others are nothing more than a few sticks stuck in the mud.  I still haven't grown used to passing so close to guys with guns, so I've made a sign that I stick out each time I pass.  It says, "I am not a duck".  It's worked so far.  And I've even gotten an occasional chuckle from a mysterious hunter.





The bad weather days seem to be spacing themselves closer together each week and the thought of the rain turning into snow makes me paddle even faster.  It's not so much the 40 degree weather (and 20's during the night) with rain that make the bad days so bad -- I have, or had up until Coyote started climbing up it, a good rain jacket.  The main problem is the wind.  Even a 10 mile-an-hour wind will turn my placid river in to a bucking bronco.  And 15, 20, 30, and even 40 mile-an-hour winds have not been uncommon these last few weeks.  When the wind gets that bad I am in constant fear of swamping and hypothermia.  I simply cannot navigate safely around obstacles like barges and locks in wind like that.  Sometimes I pull over and sulk.  Other times I just persevere through the biggest challenge of my life.  Honestly, if I would've known what I was getting myself into I don't think I would've ever started this trip.  But I guess that's why they call it an adventure.





I'm gonna have to stop now --I'm losing steam and Coyote George needs to be let out of his box to romp (I'm writing this from the library in Louisiana, Missouri).  I had planned to tell you about having to lock through with a barge -- a very scary thing.  And getting the chance to witness two old ladies fight on a paddlewheeler casino. And the cat fishermen and carp fishermen I've met who slog through miserable weather for a mere 10 cents a pound.  And about the beer industry's secret hiding places all along the river where they store their excess product.  But I guess I'll have to get to all of that some other time.  I'm a mother now and have big responsibilities to tend to.


-Cathy Reiter


(First published in Canoe Cruisers and reprinted with the author’s permission)


Next issue: Hannibal, Missouri to Memphis, Tennessee
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