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River gossip paints that middle-aged Slovenian marathon swimmer as quite the psycho European pothead, but I guess you kind of have to be to swim the entire Mississippi in 68 days.  I figure it'll take me twice that to paddle it.  I've already lost out on the world record of 23 days, 11 hours, so maybe I'll try for the longest time taken to get to New Orleans.  At the rate I'm going -- about 500 miles in just under 4 weeks -- I may make it to Bourbon Street by Christmas. ��Speaking of crazies.  I just finished reading this guy's account of his (miserable) trip down the river.  By the time he finished he was so fed up that he threw all his gear into a dumpster and hitchhiked right out of town with only a canoe on his shoulder.  Of course, his horrendous state of mind probably had a lot to do with the fact that he did not once, in 79 days, do laundry. ��Unlike that dude, I'm feeling like my sanity is still pretty securely intact.  The simplicity and constant movement of life on river seems to really suite me.  I love the mesmerizing sound of water dripping off my paddle, the sight of otters sunning themselves on sandbars and playing like little kids out in the middle of the river, the serenity of dragonflies sitting on the rim of my hat, or the unique sound of wind whistling through a bald eagle's wings.  I like knowing that all I have to do all day is paddle, eat, sleep, and stay alive.  Meeting a cool person, having something decent to eat, finding a flat place to sleep, or actually showering are all exciting extras in my new low-maintenance lifestyle.  I especially like knowing that my future rests solely on my own shoulders -- literally. ��Many of you have asked what it's like to live out of a canoe, so I'll do my best to describe a typical day on river. ��My days normally start off with an annoying bang -- me running around like a mad woman, throwing my gear into the boat and hurriedly shoving off into the mosquito-free current (one local estimated that the mosquito population on his land is 3 times the norm, due to an unusually wet summer).  Once I'm in my boat and finished cursing, though, my days become very comfortable.  I'll brush my teeth and hair in the boat, wash the mosquito carcasses off my body, eat a leisurely breakfast with my legs hanging over the sides, maybe look at a map, read, or write a little.  I've even learned how to pack all of my gear into the proper places while balancing as the unpredictable currents swirl my canoe around like a toy.  The 9 to 5 world might even be bearable if I could start each day by floating down a river. ��My best paddling is normally done right after my morning float.  If the wind and current are on my side, I can make 40 miles in a day and reach the blazing speed of 5 mph.  But sometimes 20 miles is a draining, 12-hour struggle.  Occasionally I can even float down the river faster than I could paddle it on previous days.  And once in a while my strength, stronger than it's ever been, cannot overpower a headwind and I'll end up moving backwards with each stroke.  In such situations I'm forced off the water and into the mosquito-y muck of some lonely riverbank to wonder why in the hell I'm doing this.  But if luck is with me on that day like it has been throughout much of this trip, there'll be a nice stranger's lawn or a nearby town to hang out in until the weather calms down and my spirits brighten. ��One of the biggest struggles so far has not been physical, but mental.  I am determined not to get burnt out by becoming mileage obsessed like so many before me and am constantly reminding myself that the river people, river towns, and river history are a big reason why I'm here.  It's really hard, though, not to think about the encroaching winter and the need to get south when there are Canadian geese constantly flying overhead, teasing me with their noisy squawks as they fly south ahead of me.  I keep having this reoccurring vision of my boat, frozen mid-river with my stranded self inside.  But at least there wouldn't be any mosquitoes out there on the ice. ��There are days on river when I don't see a single person.  It's not that such days make me lonely in the sad way, but they do make me pretty desperate to talk to anyone and everyone I come across, even if it's the same question and answer routine every time.  I haven't yet started talking to the frogs, but I am finding that I'm acting a bit like a hermit so I have this rule.  Even if it is only for a cup of coffee and a walk down Main Street, I try to stop in on every town I pass.  All I do is hide my boat in the weeds below some unsuspecting person's house and climb through their yard into town. ��I started off carrying my paddles with me whenever I left my boat, both as a theft deterrent and a weapon against semi-wild hunting dogs and the occasional deranged lunatic, but I soon realized that those paddles are a sure-fire conversation starter more than anything else.  When people find out that I'm paddling down the river, they almost always offer to help.  They've taken me into their houses for dinner, bought me cold sodas and warm cups of coffee, let me camp at their campgrounds for free, and have repeatedly invited me to come sit at their table or tie up to their dock so they can quiz me about the trip.  It's the sort of friendliness that I'm used to experiencing while traveling abroad but rarely in the US.  It's not so much that we (Americans) are unfriendly.  I think the reason why I have not, up until now, experienced the same sort of kindness as I have abroad is because I normally spend my time in the very insulated and secure world of my house, truck, job, and daily routine.  Without those, I'm very





(Continued, next page)


 vulnerable to both the good and the bad of our society.  It's been really surprising to find out just how nice we really are.  I just hope the rest of the country is as nice as Minnesotans. 


�(continued, next page)�One thing I'm always asked is do I get scared.  Of course I do.  But there have been lots of safe campgrounds along the way and when there aren't any near, I can usually find a farmer's field or a tiny patch of sand (or mud) on an island to set my tent up on.  Even though finding safe camping spots hasn't really been an issue so far on the trip, I still hear the boogieman outside my tent nearly every night.  It's just one of those things that I'm going to have to get used to, I guess. ��Being scared is not nearly as much of a problem as lack of showers is.  If I am revolted by my smell, I can't imagine what other people must think.  There are some days when I'm so covered in sweat, mud, sunscreen, bug dope, and who knows what else that all I can think of is taking a shower.  It's so pathetic.  There was this one particular stretch right after Grand Rapids where the mud was so deep that I couldn't get out of the boat without sinking up to mid-thigh.  I imagine that you can picture the layers of mud on everything I own.  Then near Aitkin the mud turned into high clay banks that I'd have to scale by digging my fingers and toes in and hoping my makeshift stairs held.  I even learned to pee while balancing on logs during that stretch -- a very useful skill if you ask me. ��After Brainerd and Little Falls the river changed quite a bit, getting a whole lot wider and, thankfully, the banks changing from clay and mud to mostly rock and sand.  And just a few days ago, as I got closer to the Twin Cities and the locks and dams, the river suddenly became huge.  Swirling currents, giant boils (upwellings of water that look a bit like "outy" belly buttons), and eddies (recirculating water on the edge of the main current) the size of houses where added into the mix of dangers.  I'm just hopeful that my hygiene and shower obsession will get better now that I've put all that mud and clay behind me. ��So I've survived the first test by making it to Minneapolis and have rewarded myself by staying at my friend Natalie's house for a few days while I repair gear, sleep in a bed, shower daily, and read the paper with a real cup of coffee each morning.  I know it's odd, but I can't wait to get back on river again after just 2 days away from it.  I even found myself stopping on a bridge for over an hour this morning to watch the river traffic and marvel at the currents beneath the dam.  I think I'm hooked. ��I guess I'll save the stories of adventure and unique people I've met for later since this email is already book length.  I hope that my descriptions have given ya'll the chance to understand what it's like to live on the river.  If anyone would like to join me on a particular stretch, feel free.  We'll find each other.  For those of you who don't want to paddle, I would love to explore St. Louis, Memphis, and New Orleans with someone -- anyone.  If you know someone who lives in one of those cities and wouldn't mind taking in a dirty canoeist, please let me know.  How about those of you who have always wanted to see Graceland or Bourbon Street?  Now's your chance.














