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This is the river I had heard so much about -- huge, dreary, and dangerous.  The challenges are daily and often overwhelming, but the rewards continue to pile up the farther south I get.  It's the quirky people who let me peek into their lives.  It's the unrestrained admiration from little old ladies, hunters with guns, suits on their lunch breaks, and quite a few wise old towboat captains.  It's the constant paddling that has turned my hands into calluses even grumpy old fishermen gawk at.  It's the simple beauty of floating through bluffs drenched in fall colors as thousands of birds fly with me.  It's like I was made for this. ��I had to learn quickly that first day out of Minneapolis.  My friend shoved me off a mile or so before the first lock and, not having paddled in 4 days, my loaded boat felt slow and unsteady as I floated up to the enormous steel gates.  "Locking through" had been one of my biggest fears about the trip, so much so that I sought out the lockmaster on my first Minneapolis stopover back in August.  He was really cool and seemed to understand my anxiety, patiently walking me through the entire process, even playing a computer simulation game with me -- I chose to be the lockmaster and left him to play the part of the teeny, tiny canoeist at the bottom of the giant concrete coffin.  So when the doors swung open and it was me paddling into that deathtrap, I was relieved to see my new friend there to greet me.  He had brought a couple of visiting politicians down to the deck with him and they all barraged me with questions about my trip.  The most interesting question was for the lockmaster -- how many gallons of taxpayer money did it take to lock me through?  Would you believe they moved 16 million gallons of water for little 'ol me!  Before I realized I was even moving, we were shouting and 50 feet of slimy concrete walls separated me from them.  All that talking took my mind off being sucked down the drain and, as soon as the doors opened, I shot out of there as fast and as straight as I possibly could. ��But it wasn't the locks I needed to worry about -- it was the river traffic. ��Nearby St. Paul turned out to be my crash course on navigating the Industrialized Mississippi.  Gigantic chunks of rusted, dented steel called barges line the edges of the river here, parked 3 and 4 deep on both sides.  It felt like paddling through a corridor filled by a gang of sleeping rotweillers chained to the walls with screeching metal cables.  And then, as if I needed it, the paddling became even tougher when the channel narrowed and the current quickened as I rounded the bend through downtown St. Paul.  This, combined with the headwind I had been battling all day, created large standing waves that threatened to swamp my boat with each bounce.  If I did swamp and had to swim, there were 200 feet of mean dog on each shore ready to swallow me up, boat and all. ��I spent that first night out of Minneapolis (and a real bed) camped on a little island surrounded by all of my new river buddies.  A very busy railroad terminal ran along one shore of my little haven and a factory spit out yellow smoke on the other.  My downstream side was an interstate highway bridge and the upstream looked like a barge parking lot.  AND I was directly underneath the landing path of the St. Paul airport.  It was obvious the river was not mine anymore.  I was gonna have to share. ��Lake Pepin was my next big challenge.  Only Lake Winnibigoshish way up north has a worse reputation as a killer lake and I was lucky that Winnie turned out to be sleeping the day I crossed it over a month ago.  Lake Pepin turned out to be the first big test of my skills as a paddler and I'm proud to say that I'm still alive so I guess I passed.  It took me 3 days to cross it and the wind was so strong on my second day that the lake even managed to swallow up a fishing boat, although the old fisherman did manage to escape.  My original plan was to hole up in Red Wing if the winds were too bad and I seriously considered doing that since I really liked the cute, antique city where the famous boots are made.  The docks were pretty fun, too, being one big tailgate party celebrating nothing in particular other than the barge and railroad traffic.  But the bugs were ravenous and I simply couldn't deal with any more mosquitoes.  So I set out to see what all the fuss was about. ��It's only 5 curvy miles from Red Wing to the mouth of Pepin and the strong current and bends would've been nothing to write home about if it hadn't have been opening day of the local walleye tournament.  It was like I had entered the Indianapolis 500 on a bicycle.  The fishermen were serious about their fishing, some even had outfits to match their boats, and I was just a big nuisance in their run at the title.  Once we hit the lake I figured I could get out of their way, but the sight of open water turned those fishermen from Indy drivers into Nascar hellions.  I could see their rooster tails coming straight at me from miles away, but what was I going to do, blow my little orange whistle? ��I did survive the racetrack and was rewarded with my best campsite yet.  My sandbar (completely free of mosquitoes) stuck way out in to the lake and gave me a panoramic view of the sailboats zipping back and forth underneath the bluffs over on the Wisconsin side.  I even got to spend that gorgeous night entertained by 10 Iowans on a houseboat who did a lot to dispel the myth that Iowans are just a bunch of boring farmers.  They wanted to be called the River Rats, but I ended up naming them the Drowned Rat Flotilla because it seemed so much more appropriate. �				(continued, next page)





 Lake City (the birthplace of waterskiing) for a wildlife and landscape art show.  He thought I was whipped cream on hot chocolate and I admit that I enjoyed the attention.  So when he asked me to come to his show the next day, I promised I'd be there.  It's not every day on river I get invited on a date by a world-famous painter! ��I heard the wind shift direction sometime around midnight.  Now, rather than hiding from a west wind in the shadow of the western shore, I was getting hit broadside by whitecaps.  I would've stayed on that sandbar and watched the sailboats if I hadn't promised painter guy I'd meet him for lunch.  I made it, but it took 5 hours to get those 10 miles in the gale, most of which was spent attempting to surf and sail across the waves.  They neared 5 feet and came at me from all angles as I rounded each point and I was amazed that my overloaded little boat didn't sink.  Painter dude hadn't expected me to show up but was so excited that I did, he paraded me around the show, bragging that I was out in THAT (pointing at the lake).  We spent the afternoon swapping tales as people came up to his booth to get his autograph.  I especially liked his stories about working on the Alaskan Pipeline -- he replaced the previous cook who had been eaten by a polar bear on the job!  But after a drive to the grocery store (hot date) and a promise to meet somewhere downriver, I slid down the bank and back into my own world.  I guess that sounds pretty lonely, put that way, but I really do enjoy getting these quick peeks into other people's lives.  How else am I going to learn what it's like to lead the nomadic life of a struggling professional landscape painter? ��The wind shifted again during the night and I woke to a nasty headwind with freezing rain.  I was too cold to sit still so I headed out at the scorching pace of 2 inches per stroke.  It was early afternoon when I reached the mouth of the river and, no joke, as soon as I did the rain stopped and the wind shifted into a tailwind.  The fishermen who had been watching me creep my way up the shoreline got a big kick out of this.  But by the time I reached Wabasha, even the fishermen were off the water.  The winds were gusting so strong that I didn't even try to keep my boat straight and simply let it sail sideways down the channel.  I knew I needed to find a camping spot when one of the gusts nearly tipped me over so I spotted a house with a big lawn and a little cove and -- somehow -- made it there upright.  I remember sitting in my boat in that cove, trying to re-gain my composure and work up the guts to knock on the door but it ended up that I didn't even have to.  I'm amazed by river people.  All it took was a little wave from the woman in the window and I had a warm and dry houseboat all to myself for the night. ��It turns out that my houseboat savior is quite the Wabasha society lady.  I joined "the girls" for their morning walk and was treated to the history and goings on in town, as well as talk of hospital fundraisers, condominium developments, and grandkids.  The most interesting sight of the morning, though, was above the fireplace in this woman's mansion.  The house was
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decorated respectably and accented by hints of her trips to the South of France and Vail, but above the fireplace was nothing other than a huge oil painting of Jack Lemon and Walter Mathow in their Grumpy Old Men getups.  I had landed in the town made famous as being the inspiration behind Grumpy Old Men.  And while I didn't get to meet any perverted old men while in town, I did get a feel for what it was like to be an all-American mother, wife, and society woman, something I doubt I'll ever be, myself. ��I know I'm being long-winded here but so much has happened since I last wrote that it would be cheating you if I didn't mention these last few people.  Maybe you should go back to work and pretend to be productive for a bit. ��I spent much of the day before I reached Winona tent-bound, escaping into a book about some place other than the miserable spot I was stuck in.  The wind, rain, and cold were just too much for me and I felt pretty pathetically deflated.  But all it ended up taking to pull me out of my funk was a few hours of pleasant weather and soon I was in Winona to meet the designer of my boat.  He gave me the 3 essentials -- shower, laundry, and food -- as well as a tour of his canoe collection, which included a couple of prized canoe porn pieces (Ok, he called it canoe pin-up art).  He also boosted my ego by showing me around the factory, figuring out how to work me into their next catalogue, and even arranging a front-page article in the local newspaper.  It's so great that people are finally starting to marvel at how far I've come, not just how far I still have to go.  But from a guy who has spent his whole life around canoes and is a bit of a giant in the canoe industry, all of this was quite a compliment.  Yeah, he probably just likes the fact that I chose one of his boats and saw marketing potential in that, but he still showed me his canoe pin-up art.  I can't imagine everyone gets to see that! ��The very best thing that happened to me in Winona was my meeting up with the paddle wheeler John Theodore D. and it's crew.  And it wasn't long before I, too, became an official crewmember of what has to be the only private stern wheeler on the Mississippi.  I saw them again the next day when they pulled up alongside my boat and dropped off my first care package of the trip.  And when I saw them moored alongside the enormous Mississippi Queen paddlewheeler in Lacrosse, I knew I had to go up and say hi.  I was hoping to simply tie off to their boat while I went in and checked out the Oktoberfest festivities, but they didn't hesitate to pull my canoe up on deck and invite me to visit the festival with them.  I ended up spending the entire Oktoberfest weekend with these new friends and have to say that it is the most memorable meeting of the trip so far.  I am especially fond of the 70-something captain of the John Theodore D. ��He must have sensed that the majority of my grandparental contact has been 2-minute phone conversations and gift certificates to Sears because he spent much of the weekend sneaking me the secrets to his successful life.  After all, not every poor, Swedish peasant boy from Northern Minnesota has built himself a successful consultancy business, as well as his own paddlewheeler.  He passed along some of the advice his parents gave him, as well as some of those things he felt like he had done right in his life -- which were many.  And one night, way passed my usual bedtime, he told of his experiences in WWII.  I doubt I will ever forget the emotion I saw in this man as he talked about sailing in to New York harbor to the sounds of a brass band on a towboat coming out to meet them. ��I had so much fun that weekend.  The Captain taught me to polka (1 2 3, 1 2 3) and took me on the upside down ferris wheel that nobody else wanted to go on.  I became queen of the bumper cars and learned just how far a potato can fly when hairspray is ignited in a PVC pipe.  I also joined in as my new friends entertained the parade crowd during lulls with their homemade PVC alpine horn (yeah, they really like PVC).  And I even learned to enjoy polka music, guys in lederhosen, and cheese curds.  But what I enjoyed the most from the weekend is just being around a family (friends included) that so obviously loved being around each other.  It is the first time I have ever been around a family that showed their affection for one another so openly and often.  My official crew badge from the John Theodore D. is still on my lifejacket and I plan on keeping it there for the rest of the trip. ��The last 2 people I have to mention are Rudy from Survivor and the Marlboro man.  I met Rudy (remember the old cranky Navy Seal on the first show) in Lock 8.  He and about 10 of his Seal buddies were taking a couple of Zodiacs from Minneapolis to New Orleans to promote a fancy new bullet-proof zodiac (why would any civilian need this?), as well as to raise money for the families of dead Navy Seals.  They were taking a whole two weeks for the trip and meeting up with their support crew at hotels each night.  I felt like asking Rudy if I'd make it on the show but I didn't because they all seemed embarrassed by the irony of our meeting. ��I met the Marlboro Man only a few days ago and have already told his story to a couple of guys who got a big kick out of it, so I know I have to let ya'll in on this character.  Marlboro Man actually used to be an investment banker before he sold his share in the business only days before the September 11th attacks.  He figured he should do something with his life.  Even though he had never been in a kayak before, he decided that he was going to kayak from Thunder Bay, Ontario to Mexico to find hot weather and, hopefully, a green card. ��Marlboro Man was quite the sight.  His little yellow kayak was so loaded down with gear, including an ax, saw, AND a machete, that I could barely see the boat when he pulled up next to me.  Then there was Yoda, his little black pug who slept most of the time on a dry bag strapped to his deck.  I fell hard for that dog.  Yoda had never been kayaking either before the two set off in to the freezing swells of Lake Superior and I can't believe they're still alive.  He's Marlboro Man because there was a cigarette continuously dangling from his mouth the whole time I paddled with him.  That or a beer.  Yes, he thought he was quite the stud.  His main goal for the trip seemed to be to hook up with as many women as he could and he said it had never been so easy.  I thought it had to be the mysterious traveler thing and, of course, the cute dog didn't hurt, but he said it was all in his line -- "How about I take a rest day tomorrow and we go hiking".  He grinned as he explained that he had yet to go hiking. ��
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