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PREFACE

––––––––

The first thing you will learn about the Mississippi River if you travel the length of it is that, “Tug Boats Rule.”  

These “monsters” that are pushing their massive loads in barges, both rule the day and the night and take no prisoners.  

For if someone tells you that they traveled the river and do not inform you of this, then they have done you a grave disservice if your considering traveling it by raft, canoe, kayak or small boat.  

For either they hugged the shoreline the whole way, so as to keep themselves out of harm’s way, or they didn’t go at all.  

If you intend to travel this majestic and mighty river by raft, canoe or kayak then you must know this critical fact, otherwise your life will be in imminent peril.  

For those of us, who went the distance, in the sea-lane or center of the channel learned quickly that tugboats are to the Mississippi River as great white sharks are to the oceans.  

You must give them a wide berth and pay homage to them or you will pay the ultimate price.  

The second thing you must be told about the Mississippi River is that the river is alive, a living being, but not “Old Man River.”  

Yes, she is a living being, a woman, a mother and a teacher who will embrace you with her love, tenderness and beauty.  

But as a teacher and a mother, you must pay attention and listen to her advice for your survival depends on it or you will die.  

The third thing you must be told is that the American people who live along the riverbanks of this great river have to be the kindest and sweetest people you will ever meet.  

For from them, they restored my hope, renewed my dreams and from their simple humanity, I was born again.  

That said, come join three Detroit city white boys, who bought a $50.00 raft and a small trolling outboard engine with a broken propeller to take on the mighty Mississippi.  

We were clueless about waterways and rivers but a gentleman’s bet pushed us to the limits and outside the envelope of what most people can only dream about.  

During our journey we gained the respect of the rivermen and the twenty-nine lockmasters that monitored us throughout our near 30-day adventure.  

Come follow our true story as three young men with $150.00 each and a $50.00 raft navigate the mighty Mississippi with all its dangers at eye level.  

Follow us, as we and four other teams of young men from across the nation who met a different fate then ours, challenged the mighty Mississippi by canoe and small rafts.  

Join us as we travel through the heartland of America with just gas station maps and a $10 dollar compass to point the way in this heart-warming venture.  

Experience the dangers that we encountered as we face broken dams, breached levees, flooding conditions, snakes, raging whirlpools and the dreaded "four stackers" that took the lives of our friends.  

The Hollywood movie, "Deliverance" is fictional and the actors play "pretend” but our names are real and our story is true, so follow us as we travel at wave level 2,300 miles and 29 locks down the mighty Mississippi.  

I, Richard, invite you to come join my friends, Dave and Tonsabuns, who lived the dream of the young at heart as I recall the greatest trip of my lifetime.  

Lastly, as an epitaph to the memory of my dear friends who have since disappeared and to those eight young men who perished who will rise again to the sure and certain resurrection to the life of the world to come when the Mississippi River shall give up her dead.  

I, Richard, last man standing, write this in remembrance of yous.  

Now, we are immortal.

Dedication:

To my old friends, Dave and Tonsie who lived the dreams of the young at heart.

To the Rivermen and those eight young men who perished who will rise again to the sure and certain Resurrection to the life of the world to come when the Mississippi River shall give up her dead.  

The Dreamers of the Day

This story begins when my friends and I were lying in the grass after jogging around Patton Park, in southwest Detroit, near the Ford Motor Company industrial complex.  

My friends, Dave and Tonsabuns, and myself had just finished running around the two-mile park perimeter about five times on a gentlemen’s bet.  After we finished running we sat down to recuperate and basked in the sun while drinking lemonade to further enjoy the warm weather of May.  

The day was gorgeous, sunny, blue skies with a calm wind.  

As all three of us were looking up at the cumulus clouds, we all started to reminisce and reflect about old boyhood dreams.

As we sat there talking about our old dreams of childhood, I mentioned to Dave and Tonsabuns that it was too bad that we were born to the working class strata and would never have a chance to live out our dreams because our lives would be spent working in the factories until our death.  

I then stated to them, wouldn’t it be great to go on a cheap vacation for a while without the hassles of the city.  They all agreed and wished that they could.  

I then stated lightheartedly how nice it would be to take a journey down the Mississippi River or the Erie Canal and look upon the wonders of yesteryear and camp and hunt along the riverbanks. 

As we continued looking up at the cumulus clouds I mentioned, “You know, I have a fourteen foot unlicensed rubber raft and a small trolling Mercury engine with a broken propeller.  I also have a rubberized anchor and three used life preservers.  The equipment is old, but for the most part pretty reliable.  

I wonder if equipment like this could handle something like the Mississippi River?  

I mean it would be challenging and a hell of an adventure, plus if we shipwrecked somewhere, we would have very little to lose but a  $50 dollar raft and a rough running Mercury engine. 

What do you guys think about an adventure like this and would you be up for the challenge?”

Tonsabuns, whom we call “Tonsie” stated, “I’m game, but I won’t be able to get away from helping my dad until about the first of June.”

I then asked Dave, “What do you think?”

Dave replied, “Well, I’m not working now and there’s been no reply from the factory regarding my job application.  Yah, I’ll give them another week or so and if they don’t reply I’d love to go.”

“Okay,” I said. “I’ll start checking out my old gear and get things ready on the possibility that we may go around say the first of June unless you tell me otherwise within a week or so.  

You know none of us have a clue of what we are doing or where we are going.  

I mean we are totally clueless about the rules of the waterways and boating.

Moreover, there is a high probability that this adventure will turn into some kind of disaster and we’re going to be beached in the middle of nowhere or stranded on some unknown god forsaken road and thumbing our way back to Michigan on the first day.  

But this is a chance I am willing to take if you two are?

I mean I am fronting all the equipment for the trip so you both have very little to lose if we lose everything.” 

Tonsie and Dave then looked at each other seriously for the first time and stated they also would be willing to take a chance on this venture then started laughing on what they just got themselves into.  

Dave started shaking his head and replied, “Damn, imagine if we made it?”

“Yes, imagine,” I stated, “Indeed, that would be one hell of a memory and a summer well spent.”

Tonsie agreed and stated, “Heck, I could fish all the way down and maybe we could meet some girls along the way.”

I replied, “That would be lovely.  Dang, talk about a party on the river, it sure doesn’t have the accommodations of a riverboat but whose complaining.”

While we were all laughing Dave started rubbing his hands and stated, “Boy, it definitely sounds challenging and exciting.”

I replied, “Yes, I imagine if we went the distance, it would be an adventure we would never forget.  That said, look at what we are going to experience and learn along the way as we travel into the heartland of America.  I mean we are like explorers and frontiersmen heading into the wilderness and no one in our neighborhood has ever done anything like this before.”  

After talking a little more about the trip we then split up and headed home for dinner.  

A few days later we all confirmed we would go on the trip and took a blood oath on it as a sacred commitment by picking our thumbs and mixing our blood together. 

That is, if anyone of us backed out now they would have to pay any money spent going forward on the trip. 

We then began to plan our trip together as a team and decided to work out the details within the next three weeks to prepare us for the trip.

As the days counted down, I would work feverishly on the raft checking the valves and filling it full of water to check for leaks.  

I tested all my equipment, weather radios, Mae-West life preservers, paddles, anchor, spark plugs for the Mercury engine, bug spray, snake kits, G.I. water canteens, water repellant containers, clothes, etc. (In those days there were no water bottles, GPS or cell phones). 

I even weighed in all the equipment because I knew the greater the load the less the speed.  

Each of us would take just three days of clothes and placed them in an army water repellant sack.  

All the money we could muster was one hundred and fifty dollars each.  So all the money we had in our fifty-dollar raft was four hundred and fifty dollars totally, which had to conquer the Mississippi River for an unknown period of time under unforeseen circumstances.  

Furthermore, there were no credit cards among us, so all the money we had with us on the trip was it.  If we ran out of money along the way, then we would have to use our combined ingenuity to win the day, which meant we would have to eat and survive off the land. 

As far as communications went our only means of communication was to find a phone booth along the riverbank and call collect.  If there were no phones along the riverbanks (which was almost all the time) we couldn’t call, it was that simple. 

However, for the sake of our mothers who were extremely worried beforehand, we would do everything possible for one of us to call our parents who in turn would notify the other parents. 

We also knew, that there was no Calvary coming to rescue us and we were on our own and if events turned sour we would have to pay the piper.  

If we failed at the beginning of our trip we would have to walk or hike home from Minneapolis, Minnesota to Detroit, Michigan.  Again, if we failed anywhere enroute to the Mississippi River or from Minnesota to the Gulf of Mexico, we were on our own, we knew the risks and that no one would rescue us.  

Moreover, if someone got badly hurt, we would leave him with any locals we could find.  But, the mission goes forward, no compromise.  If by bad luck someone would perish and if we recovered the body, we would bury the body and call next of kin but continue the mission.  

Our kin was made aware of this prior and the blood oath we had taken prior meant we understood this.  

We were dead serious for our prime directive was to fulfill the mission by accomplishing it.  

It was an exploratory mission into the great unknown that only free men could respect and honor. 

At that time we felt like we were astronauts going to the moon, we really did. 

Moreover, this journey was a life enrichment adventure that would harbor great memories, whether good or bad to be remembered until the end of our days.

We knew then, that wherever we might be on the Mississippi River under any possible circumstance or condition we might be under, no one was coming for us and we were on our own.  

Indeed, iron men and wooden ships. 

For even though we were white city slickers, none of us were suburban punks for we were raised on the hardened streets of Detroit.  

A town that was once beautiful when I was a little boy had changed after the riots of 1967 and had regressed and transformed into something ugly and malignant.  

The streets were without mercy now in this multicultural drug infested area.  

That is, we were raised among Mexicans, Arabs, Paki`s, Punjab’s, hillbillies, super fly pimps, trailer trash, throw backs, bottom feeders, mobsters, the dregs of society and the circus people.

This was Detroit where hominid gangs and pack dogs ruled the day and slithering mobsters who paid off politicians ruled the night.

There was no justice here, no mercy or good faith and the streets were filled with angry men and loose women.

Detroit’s exclusive title year after year was the “Murder Capitol of the World.”

Before the riots, during the riots and afterwards it was common knowledge that Detroit was a place where racial hatred festered, blacks disliked whites and whites disliked blacks.  We kept to our part of town and would just walk by each other going about our business as if each other were invisible.

In Detroit in those days with drugs and gangs running rampant, there was only one law and that law was...there was no law! 

Despite all this, in those days, men were men and women were women, there was no fifty-two shades of gray for everybody knew their side and made no qualms about it.

So we were battle tested and we were hardened, we had to be...it came with the territory! 

Against this backdrop and despite all the street smarts we had, we were soon to find out that the Mississippi River was a monster of unbelievable proportions that all three of us were totally clueless about.  

The word on the street was, especially after a particular movie came out called, “Deliverance,” that the people along the riverbanks were some really backward and inbred people.  

Our friends and neighbors warned us not to go on this trip because of what they seen happen in the movie could possibly happen to us.  

We didn’t know for sure who or what to believe yet in secret we decided among ourselves, we should take our long guns in case somewhere down stream we would run into some inbreds and things got ugly.  

For among us three, we were all hunters, as any transient, drifter or any riverbank bottom feeder would have found out in the light of day or the dark of night.  Which was, that we would never look for trouble, but if it found us, we would stand and fight. 

So we were street smart and we could all fight, plus we were ahead of our time in the social schemes of humanity.  

Moreover, none of us were virgins to the backseat of a police scout car or a jail cell or being thrown up against the wall in massive shakedowns by Detroit cops who looked like G-men in this hardened southwest Detroit multi-culture area.  .  

I should state here, though our topical exterior was hard on the outside, our inside was soft and our hearts were young and kind.

As the days quickly went by and as we got closer to our launch date of June 1, we would constantly recheck all our equipment, especially the Mercury engine that had starting problems.  

We had decided to take the engine only in case we were stuck out in the middle of nowhere, that is, in uncharted areas, without a wing or a prayer.  Moreover we did not know the condition or current strength of the river in various places and did not know if we could paddle all the way or not.  

In essence we were totally blind to what we were about to face.  

Moreover, little did we know beforehand that a greater portion of the trip we would be in uncharted areas and clear off the map caused by extreme flooding conditions and horrific weather.  

Furthermore, we realized as totally inexperienced and clueless rivermen that somewhere out there on the river we could be in harms way and paddling or free floating down the Mississippi River at that moment would not suffice and only an engine could save the moment.

Little did we know at the time how true this would come to be and because of this decision we decided to take a small trolling engine.  

If we did not take that engine I would not be here to tell you this story now.

Throughout our journey the twenty-nine lockmasters that managed these giant locks from the very beginning in upper Minnesota started monitoring all the long range canoe teams heading to the Gulf of Mexico.  

The lockmasters were like eighteen-wheeler truckers, all jaw jacking and passing info back and forth on our whereabouts and other long-range raft teams who were navigating the perilous river or became lost in uncharted areas.

This rubber raft we had was dry rotted in many places and would spring leaks quicker than I could fix them.  Because of this problem we had to ensure that we had tire repair patches and glue aboard the ship with us during the trip.  Even though we had no prior experience we knew intuitively that a rip or tear in this floating inner tube could prove disastrous (which it did and for the greater portion of the trip we were sitting in ankle deep water in a raft that was partially submerged).  

Another problem was the question of maps, that is, maps of the river.  We had none and nor did we know where to buy them.  For in those days, there was no Internet or Global Positioning System (G.P.S.) and the only maps we could obtain would be gas station maps which we acquired from state to state along the way if they had one.  

Furthermore we had no means of directional navigation other then a small compass that we used to give us a sense of bearing which way was south.  

For south, pointed the way to the tributaries of the Gulf of Mexico and home. 

Now you would think it would seem logical that the Mississippi water flows south to the Gulf and that
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