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ADDITIONAL PRAISE FOR 
THREADING A KAYAK DOWN THE MISSISSIPPI

“Dennis takes us on a fascinating thirteen-year sojourn in his quixotic effort to kayak the entire length of the Mississippi River. Starting as a complete kayaking novice, he grew into a legitimate ‘River Man.’ Dennis shares with us his river experiences through the full range of human emotions: serenity and solitude, purposeful engagement, and sheer adrenaline-fueled panic when dodging barges, rapids, and huge Asian Carp missiles. While the river is the main character, Dennis introduces us to many colorful people, historic towns, and delightful culinary experiences along the way. The book is a treat—for the mind and the soul.” — Jeff Wright, author of Breaking Bold: Capers from a Well-Spent Youth

“I grew up on a channel of the Mississippi River and, along with many fellow Grey Cloud Islanders, acquired the appellation ‘river rat.’ But after reading Dennis’s book, I realized how little I knew about the river. I thoroughly enjoyed and was impressed by his account of kayaking the entire length of ‘Old Man River,’ especially given that his age placed him quite appropriately on it. His book gives the reader an involving mix of history and geography of the river, sprinkled with a highly entertaining account of the river people Dennis met on his thirteen-year adventure.” — Steve Larson, author, screenwriter, movie director

“Not since Life on the Mississippi by Mark Twain has there been such an elegant story about the mighty Mississippi. It’s not about the river, it’s about the people this river attracts. Threading a Kayak down the Mississippi captures with grace the essence of Dennis’s journey and the people he met along the way. Great read.” — Jeffrey A. Redmon, author of Cash: The Fuel for Your Economic Engine

“Threading a Kayak down the Mississippi follows in the footsteps (or wake) of Mark Twain along the Mississippi. It’s a travelogue from Lake Itasca to New Orleans, with beautiful scenery, colorful (and generous) local characters, and numerous social currents and eddies. Dennis offers folksy comments, insightful observations, and literary allusions. This is both a well-guided tour and an appealing narrative of life on the Mississippi—both his and the river’s residents.” — Michael B. Miller, retired lawyer




THREADING A KAYAK 
DOWN THE MISSISSIPPI

A Journey through the River’s 
Cultures and Characters

DENNIS VAN NORMAN

[image: frn_fig_002]




[image: frn_fig_003.png]

An imprint of Globe Pequot, the trade division of

The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.

4501 Forbes Boulevard, Suite 200, Lanham, Maryland 20706

www.rowman.com

Distributed by NATIONAL BOOK NETWORK

Copyright © 2023 by Dennis Van Norman

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information Available

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Van Norman, Dennis, author.

Title: Threading a kayak down the Mississippi : a journey through the river’s cultures and characters / Dennis Van Norman.

Description: Essex, Connecticut : Lyons Press, [2023] | Includes bibliographical references.

Identifiers: LCCN 2023000373 (print) | LCCN 2023000374 (ebook) | ISBN 9781493073559 (cloth) | ISBN 9781493073566 (epub)

Subjects: LCSH: Kayaking—Mississippi River. | Kayak touring—Mississippi River. | Mississippi River—Description and travel. | Van Norman, Dennis—Travel—Mississippi River. | Kayakers—United States—Biography.

Classification: LCC GV776.M7 V36 2023 (print) | LCC GV776.M7 (ebook) | DDC 797.122/40977—dc23/eng/20230207

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2023000373

LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2023000374

[image: frn_fig_004]The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.




This book is dedicated to our future . . .

Clara, Earl, Izzy, Joe, June, Natalie, and Penny
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And in memory of

Captain Mike Coyle

Captain and our tour guide of the Twyla Lure

Died November 12, 2020
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FOREWORD

Some years ago, I met Dennis Van Norman. Seemed like a nice guy. He introduced himself as a “river rat.” I knew I liked the cut of him, and with those two words, I knew he was a special kind of person.

One doesn’t usually introduce oneself to a stranger that way, unless one senses that one is introducing oneself to another river rat. Perhaps he knew of my love of Mark Twain, or my board positions on the Mississippi River Connection, or maybe he had seen me hosting events sponsored by the St. Paul Riverfront Corporation.

He could not have known about the thousand volumes of river exploration books in my library, and he wouldn’t have guessed that I had explored the Nile in Egypt, the Ganges in India, the Vilcabamba in Peru, and the Amazon basin. He didn’t know that I had paddled large chunks of the Missouri River and the Yukon.

I like doing things in “chunks.” Sometimes, unless you are a professional explorer, you have to work these explorations into busy schedules. Dennis Van Norman specializes in “chunks.” He’s my kind of explorer. And there is no quit in him.

Dennis asked me what he should read as he prepared for his Mississippi River journey. I told him to read Mark Twain’s Life on the Mississippi. The river has changed dramatically since he wrote it, but the river’s general shape hasn’t changed much. Despite having been straightened in some places, it is a winding stream, like a hank of thread thrown across a smooth floor. Despite the manmade cutoffs and bypasses, it is still so crooked that you may have to paddle ten miles to travel a distance that would take just fifteen minutes across dry land. This is what Twain said:


Therefore, any calm person, who is not blind or idiotic, can see that in the Old Oolitic Silurian Period, just a million years ago next November, the Lower Mississippi River was upwards of one million three hundred thousand miles long, and stuck out over the Gulf of Mexico like a fishing-rod.

Dennis would learn this firsthand. In chunks.



I’m still astounded what would make a man like Dennis Van Norman take on this journey. My shelf is full of books by young men and women who have made the paddle from the headwaters of the Mississippi to the South Pass at the Gulf of Mexico. But Dennis is no spring chicken, and until shortly before he made his plan, his experience in a kayak was, to be kind, limited.

Nonetheless he planned and persevered, leaning on the help of people he met along the way. Some were kind strangers and others became true friends. Through his journey, Dennis experienced one of the most remarkable things about the river. River rats stick together and will do darn near anything for you.

Threading a Kayak down the Mississippi isn’t a travelogue or an adventure novel. It is the story of an average guy, with average skills, and unaverage determination. Dennis faces some harrowing encounters while at the mercy of an ever-changing river, like monster barges and four-thousand-horsepower towboats that put up eight-foot wakes that can easily capsize a small kayak.

Yet in the margins, between those terrifying moments, he floats alone, watching a heron lifting from the surface of the water, basking in the sun or in the shade of the trees on the bank, and always, always wondering with trepidation and anticipation what lies just around the next bend.

This is a story of how Dennis Van Norman decided to live his life, and it is a story for us—a lesson—that we all do better when we can’t wait to see what comes next into our view.

—Don Shelby

Veteran journalist, Peabody and Emmy award winner




PROLOGUE

Jump in! The Water’s Fine

It was not a graceful moment, the first time I climbed into a kayak. It was a Saturday afternoon in autumn 2005. My son, grandson, and I pushed off for an afternoon of Huck Finning down the Mississippi River. We started in Minneapolis and pulled out a few hours later in my hometown of St. Paul, Minnesota.

I learned a lot that afternoon. I learned I was not Huck Finn, as I was fifty years his senior. I also learned that this was not Mark Twain’s river— this was the modern Mississippi.

Within those first two miles, I paddled in and out of just three of the massive locks that mark the beginning of twenty-nine controlled river navigation pools, each under the authority of a morass of bureaus and agencies, stretching from Minneapolis to St. Louis.

In all its power and glory, the river exposed my impatience that day. It enticed me to be curious about what was up ahead, what was waiting beyond the next lock, and what could be discovered around the next bend. Maybe there was a little Huck in me after all.

Of course, at the time, I was oblivious to the significance of that outing. I had no idea it would be a watershed moment marking what would eventually become a top-to-bottom trip down the Mississippi River, crammed in a boat built for one.

Yes, I have taken a kayak down the center of the country, tracing a zig-zag pattern that slaloms a few degrees left and right of the ninetieth longitudinal meridian. Over thirteen years, I have paddled around thousands of “next bends,” chasing buoys over 2,500 river miles covering both the Mississippi and Atchafalaya rivers, from northern Minnesota to the southern tip of Louisiana. While it’s not exactly known how many people paddle the length of the Mississippi River each year, there aren’t many of us. Somewhere around fifty is the number bandied about in the paddling world. By comparison, according to Google, about eight hundred people attempt to climb Mt. Everest every year, with a success rate of about 40 percent and a death rate that hovers around 1 percent.

I am not sure what the mortality measure is for Mississippi River paddlers. It may be easier to count the bodies on an icy slope five and a half miles above sea level than it is to track them over a nation-spanning, meandering, muddy river.

It can take anywhere from sixty to one hundred days to paddle from source to sea (S2S) for the typical paddler, if there were such a thing. (I can assure you, there is not.) There was a team of four paddlers that reset the Guinness World Record in 2021 by paddling a canoe down the entire length of the Mississippi in seventeen days and a few hours. Just a few years ago, a group of men paddled up the Mississippi. In my river journey, I encountered only three other paddlers who were on the same S2S paddling pilgrimage. Every year each one of these river paddlers is making their own story. This is mine.

My adventure has included a cast of characters from both the past and present. In addition to Huck and Tom, the Mississippi River currents carry the spirits of earlier travelers with names like Hernando De Soto, Zebulon Pike, Henry Schoolcraft, Jean Lafitte, James Eads, Henry Shreve, Meriwether Lewis, and William Clark.

Can today’s river traveler sense the spiritual presence of these past adventurers? I guess it depends on the individual’s level of romanticism. Too late to meet the early Spanish, French, and English explorers and expansionists, native tribes, pirates, slave traders, and riverboat gamblers, I had the good fortune of meeting with their descendants. They are the carpenters, artists, boat builders, early French furniture restorers, mountain climbers, authors, film makers, music makers, Cajuns, and Canadians who live and work along the river.

Early on in my river explorations I spoke with a Minnesota Department of Natural Resources (DNR) ranger, inquiring about a tricky section of the river given the swift current and challenging portages. He asked me, “Do you know what you’re getting into?” I responded slowly, “No,” adding, “but that’s why I’m doing it.”

This kayaking trip grew in unexpected directions over time, from a simple afternoon outing to years of planning, researching, paddling, and marking off the miles. I did not know what I was getting into. And I was fine with that.

I did it my way. My way was section by section. I never debated the pros and cons of through paddle versus section by section. I was already ten years into my bit-by-bit approach before I decided to do the whole thing. Section by section is different; it’s not one long test of endurance, and the logistics process can be a major challenge! There is gas, money, time, restaurants, and lodging to consider. It’s a lot more expensive to do it my way. When the multiple round trips to New Orleans, Natchez, Memphis, St. Louis, and all the waypoints in Wisconsin and Minnesota are tallied, the miles driven add up to about twenty-eight thousand.

On a road atlas, the Mississippi River is depicted as a thin blue line that divides our country east from west, carving the boundary line between ten states. It’s also a thread that connects our country from the northern post of Minnesota to the southern shores of Louisiana. Traveling the length of this river, both the divider and the connector, I discovered it may be one river, but it offers a never-ending flow of Scheherazade-like tales.

One memory that is a perfect keynote for the pages ahead took place at the Playboy El Cappuccino Lounge in St. Louis, a local standing-room-only hotspot hidden in a not-so-gentrified neighborhood. My river companions and I had to wait forty-five minutes for our catfish fillets and hush puppies to go, but I wished it had been longer. We were under the spell of the bluesy headliner as her band rocked their hits, topping it off with the singer channeling Tina Turner with a raspy rendition of “Proud Mary.” I recall the singer’s sentiment as she soulfully expressed the giving nature of river folks. Yes, John Fogarty’s classic, covered by Tina Turner and subsequently belted out by a rivertown local, served as fitting words for the miles ahead. I would be the benificiary of these river folks’ generosity from Itasca to Louisiana.

The Mississippi River is a wise teacher. On my journey, I not only learned about the river itself but also the people living along its shores. I met scores of individuals—and characters—living or traveling this same path. I tasted their food, heard their music, and experienced their customs. I discovered a rich history, and an even richer present.

The scenes changed. There was the serenity of a northern Minnesota sunrise as a fawn and doe took a drink from the mirror-smooth Mississippi River. There were also moments of sheer terror, like when a towboat bore down on my unseen kayak in a choppy, tree-strewn, crowded St. Louis harbor.

This ordinary trip morphed into a first-class adventure early on. I was privileged to meet each precious, life-affirming moment head on, sandwiched between my anticipation and my memories.

Kayaking has taught me a lot about myself. Prior to this journey, I was rarely alone. On the river, I spent most days and nights alone. I was forced to learn who I was.

There are shelves of books written about being alone—alone at the bottom of the world, alone in the ocean, alone in the desert, alone in the woods—with authors ranging from Richard Evelyn Byrd to Henry David Thoreau. My moments of solitude covered a wide spectrum, too, from the state described in Warren Zevon’s song “Splendid Isolation” to feeling very alone and very afraid.

As I learned to depend on myself, I also became acutely aware of the need for dependency on others. Some help from others, like river-guiding services, was planned and paid for, but there were also countless unexpected gestures of giving from both friends and strangers.

So is this a book about the Mississippi River? Or is it a book about travel, personal reflection, and adventure?

It’s all of the above.

I started paddling in my early sixties and finished this adventure in my mid-seventies. The farther I went, the more I learned. As I realized my moments with the river were a story worth telling, I began adding keystrokes to my paddle strokes.

This is a journey of discovery on the country’s most celebrated waterway, casting light on the Mississippi’s treasures and warning of its dangers. It explores the wonderment, joy, and fear that will invariably grab hold of you when you’re sitting alone in a fourteen-foot plastic boat on America’s greatest river.




AUTHOR’S NOTE

My Mississippi River journey was not linear. Over a stretch of thirteen years, I made numerous paddling trips; some were day trips, others would last weeks, few were sequential. I did not pursue a top-down, Itascato-Mile-Zero track. One trip could be in Louisiana, and the next could jump back up to Wisconsin.

This book has been written to follow my hopscotch travel pattern, following a chronological order from 2005 to 2018, rather than a geographical, north to south journey. I hope you can go with the flow.
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Part I

YEARS: 2005 TO 2009

Otsego, Minnesota, to Genoa, Wisconsin

River Miles: 190

Kayak: Open-cockpit recreation

Dagger Blackwater 11.5 ($350)




1

DIPPING A TOE IN THE WATER

Fall 2005

It’s funny how our passions find us.

Joe was eager to share his news. “I bought a kayak and Earl and I just checked out the Mississippi. We paddled through the locks at the Stone Arch Bridge. It’s the best money I’ve ever spent!”

This was quite a surprise to me because for the first thirty years of my son’s life, he lived the “you’re not gonna be happy unless you’re going Mach 2 with your hair on fire” lifestyle of Maverick in Top Gun. He endured painful scrapes and bruises from tangling his snowmobile with a barbed wire fence and he survived with just broken bones from a highway motorcycle crash at the age of sixteen. After he scrapped his motorcycle, I asked what speed was the fastest he had ever gone. “I’m not sure,” he reflected. “After 120, I didn’t want to take the chance to look at the speedometer.”

Now my son, this adrenalin junkie, was fired up about floating peacefully down a river in a plastic boat.

“You should come with us,” he said. “We’re going again tomorrow.” I was not going to pass on the invitation to spend time on the river with my son and two-year-old grandson.

SEPTEMBER 17, 2005
[UPPER MISSISSIPPI RIVER MILES (UMR1) 855.0]

The next morning, we picked up my REI rental kayak, dropped a car at Hidden Falls Park in St. Paul, and traveled ten miles upriver to our launching site, Boom Island near downtown Minneapolis. After a thirty-second orientation, I was pushed off the concrete boat launch into the Mighty Mississippi. I was surprised how close to the water one is in a kayak—and how tippy they are. The feeling of an imminent capsize dissipated over the next few minutes, and soon I was kayaking! Joe and Earl quickly joined me, and we were headed together downriver. As we passed the Nicollet Island Inn, a corporate hangout of mine, I was fascinated by the new perspective, seeing the inn from twenty-four inches above the water. As I found myself taking in this new liquid experience, I realized I was approaching my first lock and dam.

For the record, I did have a moderate marine résumé. Years ago, I had dabbled with sailing. I had sailed with a couple trying out their new boat in Mobile Bay where we picked up an injured pelican, I spent a week on Lake Michigan out of Traverse City, I served as “rail meat”—scrambling from side to side to balance the boat—in a few regattas on the St. Croix River, and I helmed a catamaran on the Great Barrier Reef out of Cairns, Australia. With these varied experiences, there was still one thing I had always wanted to do but never had—boat through a lock.

Now with thirty minutes of kayaking experience under my skirt (a kayaking term I was not yet familiar with), I was one hundred yards from the Upper St. Anthony Falls lock and dam, the first lock on the Mississippi. My two-year-old grandson was my guide, as he was my senior in experience, having traveled this route just days before.

I learned that the locks have red, yellow, and green traffic lights, a signal cord to pull to announce one’s arrival, and a lock master to drop you a mooring line.

[image: chpt_fig_001]

The first five minutes—framed in steel and stone (Photo by Joe Van Norman)

Our two kayaks were the only ones locking through. The lock and dam complex seemed so big, and our plastic boats so small. We paddled in, grabbed the mooring line, took some pictures, watched the doors close behind us, and waited as the big water elevator took us down. The descent was the equivalent of almost five stories, the deepest descent of all the locks on the Mississippi. Once we reached the lower level, we watched as the massive doors slowly opened and allowed us to paddle out. [This first lock has since been closed by the US Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) for a variety of reasons including creating a prophylactic barrier for the upriver advancement of Asian carp.]

Next, we traveled under the Stone Arch Bridge, a National Engineering Landmark. A quarter mile downriver was the Lower St. Anthony Falls lock and dam. I didn’t need Earl’s help for this one. I had been kayaking less than two miles and I felt ready to successfully navigate through my second lock.

However, managing my kayak was a different story. I was still trying to figure out the most basic moves; things like how to turn the boat, paddle, and look behind me without tipping felt pretty important. And I hadn’t even thought about how to get out of my plastic casket! Like anyone’s first time skiing, golfing, or drinking, I didn’t have a clue what I was doing, but I couldn’t have had more fun. As we yelled across the water and took pictures, we were experiencing a truly novel scope of the downtown Minneapolis cityscape. It was the urban concrete you’d expect, juxtaposed with a surprisingly wild and woodsy shoreline.

[image: chpt_fig_002]

Rush hour in the first lock
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Joe and Earl Van Norman checking out the first lock in Minneapolis, Minnesota

During one wide stretch of the river near the University of Minnesota, we fought some stiff headwinds and significant chop. The crashing water was beating me up every time my bow broke through the whitecaps. I was getting soaked and worn out, doing everything I could to try and keep up. My son, with Earl in his lap, seemed to be doing just fine. He had a lead of fifteen minutes. Or was it thirty years? It was a good challenge for me, but I was nonetheless relieved when we got to a calmer and more protected stretch.

We then paddled between the wooded, steep riverbanks through Mississippi Gorge Regional Park. Making sure we missed the massive pilings, we paddled beneath the Lake Street-Marshall Bridge, an arch bridge connecting Minneapolis and St. Paul. There’s an old line, “How do you get from Minneapolis to St. Paul? Cross the Lake Street Bridge and turn . . . your watch back twenty years.”

Two river miles later, we approached our third lock and dam, referred to as Ford Dam. This one’s official name, surprisingly, is Lock and Dam 1. I will later discover the USACE lock and dam numbering system is not as easy as 1, 2, 3. There are twenty-nine Mississippi locks and dams numbered 1 through 27. There is a 5 and a 5A. There is no number 23, as the numbers skip from 22 to 24. There is also no number 26 because that is named Mel Pierce. Number 27 is on a canal, skirting the Mississippi’s Chain of Rocks above St. Louis.

Locks and dams are complex, massive physical marvels. They are also complex, massive political entities. Their stakeholders can be found, and heard, at the city, county, state, regional, national, and international levels. As long as the river flows, the diverse river interests will grate against each other. These competing pursuits include the agricultural, environmental, recreational, navigational, geographical, political, health, ecological, artistic, hunting, fishing, and commercial.

The border wars are the bloodiest, even on the Mighty Mississippi.

We passed beneath the Ford Bridge and locked through Ford Dam. This dam opened in 1917, and in the 1920s, a hydroelectric plant was added to power the Ford Motor Plant, which sat atop the St. Paul riverbank in Highland Park from 1925 to 2011. At its peak, Ford pushed nearly three hundred thousand Ford Ranger trucks onto our streets per year.

A mile downriver, we came ashore at our exit point, Hidden Falls Park (UMR 846.5). Our car was still there. I didn’t realize it then, but this would be the first of many, many times that I would feel the relief of seeing the car still there, intact, at the downriver takeout.

Joe and Earl pulled me ashore and helped me up and out of my orange plastic cell. I still didn’t know how to get in or out of my boat. That would come later.

We headed back to REI with the rental. An hour later we left the outfitter with the orange kayak still strapped to the top of my car. It was no longer a rental. I was now the owner of this end-of-season, closeout recreational kayak. The Dagger Blackwater 11.5 was mine for $350.

It was Saturday night, and I was already making plans for my next adventure. Sunday was a few hours away. It seemed like a good day to get my boat back on the Father of Waters.

Eight river miles on an autumn afternoon. Three boys. Three generations. Huck Finning down a timeless river. Locking through and locking in some timeless memories. I believe another passion just discovered me.




	1. For navigational purposes, the US Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) has divided the Mississippi River into two distinct sections: the Upper Mississippi River and the Lower Mississippi River. The Upper Mississippi begins at the headwaters at Lake Itasca in Minnesota, which is measured as Upper Mississippi River mile 1347.0, and it flows to Cairo, Illinois, at Upper Mississippi River mile 0. The Lower Mississippi River begins at Cairo, Illinois, and starts at mile 953.0 and flows to its mouth in Louisiana, in the Gulf of Mexico, at Lower Mississippi River mile 0. The convention adopted in this book for designating a location on the river is: Upper Mississippi River miles are depicted as UMR with the USACE mile number, for example UMR 404.0. Lower Mississippi River Miles are depicted with the prefix LMR and then the mile number, for example, LMR 379.2.






2

MY BOAT

Fall 2005

SEPTEMBER 18, 2005 (UMR 846.5)

The next day I was back at Hidden Falls Park in St. Paul with my newly purchased kayak. There was no one to push me on or pull me off the river this time. I was by myself, and I was planning my first solo adventure, a six-mile downriver paddle to Harriet Island, just across from downtown St. Paul.

I managed to get in the boat and launched from shore without too much trouble, but I was glad there were no witnesses to my awkward maneuverings. Even though the river runs through urban St. Paul, the landscape, when viewed from the river, is woodsy and rural. It’s just the river, the shoreline, and trees. Oh, and people. It was a perfect fall afternoon, so the river and its shores offered a variety of recreational options. People were picnicking, swimming, fishing, boating, hiking, and biking along the riverside trail. I took pleasure in watching a man throw a stick into the water for his river-soaked dogs to fetch. Norman Rockwell could have filled yards of canvas from my vantage.

Just two miles into my trip, I paddled past the confluence with the Minnesota River. It’s worth noting that from an elevated bike trail, one can see the larger, newly merged river with two distinct colors flowing side by side. The Minnesota, a dirty agricultural river, is the brown muddy one, and the Mississippi the much cleaner of the two. It’s at least a mile before the two rivers lose their individuality and mix.

Past the confluence, I floated by a paddlewheeler heading upriver with a boatload of tourists enjoying the fall colors river cruise from Harriet Island. The travelers took my picture. With my orange kayak and yellow vest, I like to think I blended in with the autumn splendor. We shared a few waves back and forth, and a cool moment hung in the air as the two boats went their separate ways.

After a couple of hours on the river, my destination, Harriet Island, came into view along with other familiar St. Paul landmarks. The 1st National Bank building loomed high, and the Ramsey County jail sat just above the waterfront. The jail, decommissioned two years earlier, was built feet above the river, tucked into St. Paul’s trademark limestone bluffs. The cells were known for their spectacular floor-to-ceiling views of the river and all its traffic. I made note of the irony of locking through on my first day of kayaking and checking out a local lockup on my second.

I paddled up to some steps leading from the river to my exit point and gingerly climbed out of my kayak. I was standing on Harriet Island! Mission accomplished.

I didn’t know it at the time, but I would later go back to Harriet Island to watch a one-man play of Mark Twain with readings from his book Life on the Mississippi. The play was performed on the Centennial Showboat by Don Shelby, a popular Twin Cities TV anchorman and renowned Mark Twain impersonator. It was followed by a special river cruise on the Jonathan Padelford, a Twain-era sternwheeler. The play was great, but the river cruise was most memorable as I got to spend a few moments trading river stories with Don Shelby. He had doffed his Mark Twain disguise and was talking of his river passions, including his firsthand experience of rivers around the world and his extensive book collection about them. There I was, still a rookie paddler, trading river stories with “Mark Twain,” aka a big TV news celebrity.

I mentioned to Don that I had been kayaking the Mississippi over a series of day trips and hoped one day to paddle all 670 Mississippi River miles in Minnesota. Don was most encouraging and generous with his own river stories. As he bid me farewell, he strongly recommended I jump into Life on the Mississippi.

I did—both the book and the river.
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DAY TRIPPER

Fall 2005 to 2009

Over the next few years, I continued to take my one-day paddle trips, trading in my time usually reserved for golf for journeys on the river that spanned anywhere from five to thirty-five miles. These were typically solo paddles, working my way north or south of the Twin Cities, each time stretching farther and farther from my home base. Some trips were planned, some were spontaneous, and a few were truly memorable.

OTSEGO (UMR 885.0)

Near Otsego, Minnesota, just forty-five miles upriver from St. Paul, my son and I were enjoying our day of paddling. We had no cares. It was just the river and us, until it wasn’t. One moment we were paddling down the middle of the river, and the next we had run aground. The river had abandoned us! In water that was barely ankle deep, we were forced to pull our boats along the sandy river bottom for several lengthy stretches of un-navigable, not-so-Mighty Mississippi. We were surprised that we could run out of river after it had been building up for 460 miles from its headwaters! Who knew?

HISTORIC RIVER TOWNS

I claim, along with many others, that Minnesota enjoys the best section of the entire Mississippi River. Its 670 miles (one-fourth of the entire river) include the headwaters and the miles below where the Mississippi transforms from a step-across stream with reed-filled wetlands to a waterway that runs through many lakes. It flows commerce free for almost five hundred miles until it hits the Twin Cities. From there to the Iowa border, the river serves the interests of everyone from industry’s captains to recreationists and adventure seekers. From my own learning-on-the-fly yakker’s perspective, Minnesota’s Mississippi River offered the best proving ground for honing my skills. It allowed me to start in a paddler’s kindergarten and matriculate through postgraduate sessions. Minnesota, not without its own dangers and challenges, is probably the safest paddling state on the way to the Gulf. The tows are small, with a max of fifteen barges, and the waters are clean. Below St. Paul, the river is graced with a string of charming, historic river towns.

On the Lower Mississippi River, one can paddle for days without seeing a town. They are off the river, hidden behind the thousand-mile-long levy system. In Minnesota, there are 160 river miles from St. Paul to the Iowa border, and there are towns strung along the river’s shoreline like diamonds on a necklace. My early day trips included visiting these jewels, one day at a time. In descending order my waypoints included St. Paul, Hastings, Red Wing, Lake City, Wabasha, Winona, La Crosse (Wisconsin), Genoa (Wisconsin), and finally the river photo op of the iconic sign designating the three borders: Minnesota, Wisconsin, and Iowa.

The geography below St. Paul fit both my recreational and educational interests. The paddling distance from one town to the next was perfect for a day tripper, and the longest drive was two and a half hours, from Genoa to St. Paul. I could get down and back in the same day.

HASTINGS (UMR 814.0)

It was a wonderfully sunny summer day, and I was on the river with a variety of folks, all out enjoying the Sunday afternoon. Paddling toward Hastings, I had to lock through Lock and Dam 2, the first one downriver from the Twin Cities. Locks were still a new thing for me, so I cautiously paddled in and pulled forward as instructed. Entering with me was a high-powered waterskiing boat, converted for this day to a party boat and packed with a crew of well-oiled revelers. The skipper brought his five hundred horses to an idle right next to me. It was an odd match, one guy cautiously working his way down the river, and a group of sunbaked parrot heads partying Margaritaville style. As we acknowledged each other, the skipper smiled and hollered a friendly reminder to me: “Remember, when we leave here this is a no wake zone.”

It was a timely reminder, not about the no wake zone, but about our purpose. This whole deal is about having fun. The big doors opened, and the big boat pulled out slowly, and then, in an instant, it was gone. But I was still smiling.

RED WING (UMR 792.0)

It was late afternoon, and I was heading from Hastings to Red Wing. The weather was wearing me down as the wind picked up under the darkening sky. The waves had turned into a chop accompanied by whitecaps, and I was in the wrong type of boat. My small, open-cockpit, recreational Dagger Blackwater was not feeling very recreational. As I approached Lock and Dam 3, I was getting soaked working through the peaks and valleys of the river. There were no other boats around, so I would be the only one locking through.

I would learn later that each lock and dam has its own phone number, and a boat can call to announce its arrival. At the time all I knew was that I had to pull on a rope hanging alongside a concrete wall at the lock’s entrance to announce my intentions. That was the tricky part. With the rough seas, it was not just a challenge, it was scary trying to approach the wall to reach the rope. As the river crashed into the concrete wall, the waves bounced off the wall and into the next set of incoming waves. My over-matched boat, commanded by an underprepared pilot, was careening about in the violent river as I made several attempts to reach the elusive rope. Finally, with rope in hand, I announced my arrival. But there was no response to my signal. I started to panic. Was I stranded in the entry way? Did the lock master know I was there? And then, mercifully, the lock’s stoplight changed from red to yellow to green. I was on my way.

I would subsequently learn more about the watery dynamics I had encountered. According to the laws of physics, my angst at the entryway was caused by a phenomenon called “reflection.” A wave reflection is a wave that’s characterized as a disturbance or variation that propagates energy between two points. The direction that the wave is traveling between the two points is called the direction of propagation. When any kind of wave meets a barrier or boundary between two materials, it may bounce off and begin moving in another direction.

Before my episode at the entry, I had always associated the term “reflection” with a quiet, peaceful time of self-discovery. As I paddled into Red Wing, I was glad to have this moment of self-discovery safely behind me.

LAKE CITY (UMR 774.0) TO WABASHA (UMR 759.5)

Downriver from Red Wing is Lake City, nestled on the shore of Lake Pepin, which is the longest lake on the Mississippi. The city lays claim to the title “birthplace of water skiing,” but today it’s known more for its sailboat traffic. There are more sailboats on Lake Pepin than any other place on the Mississippi, a fact affirmed by the T-shirts for sale at a local bar that say: Lake City—A Drinking Town with a Sailing Problem.

Due to my fledgling status as a paddler, I decided to skip Lake Pepin for the time being and instead launched my kayak downriver at Camp Lacupolis (UMR 764.9). This would be a short, five-mile paddle to Wabasha (UMR 759.5), where I could visit the National Eagle Center. Two miles into the trip, Wisconsin’s Chippewa River flowed into the Mississippi, which I later learned dumps up to sixty thousand cubic yards of sand and silt each year into the main channel of the Mississippi River. That’s six thousand dump trucks worth of sand and silt annually.2 Just downriver from the tributary’s entrance, I encountered the USACE’s massive dredging equipment. The huge floating vacuum cleaner and its crew had a full-time job maintaining the river’s nine-foot navigational channel. This particularly sandy section of the river is marked by the never-ending, Sahara-like sand dunes piled high on Wisconsin’s dairy land.

I discovered the river’s sand is a hot topic in the area. US Congress members, the city of Wabasha, state legislators, and the Minnesota Farm Bureau were all embroiled in opposition to the USACE’s plan to deposit fifteen feet of dredged sand on the property of a nearby fourth-generation farm, thereby burying it. Lawyers, engineers, and US senators were involved. Warren Zevon’s song title fit the occasion: “Lawyers, Guns and Money.”

After five miles of paddling through a political hotbed, I arrived at the peaceful town of Wabasha, and the National Eagle Center. It’s a nonprofit center that focuses on educating the public about eagles and provides close-up encounters with eagles they have rehabilitated. The eagles were interesting, but the staff’s preoccupation with the upriver dredging was the center of attention. “Do you know how many of our tax dollars are going to that dredging project?” No one in Wabasha, even at the National Eagle Center, was

WINONA, MINNESOTA (UMR 725.0), TO LA CROSSE, WISCONSIN (UMR 697.0)




LA CROSSE, WISCONSIN (UMR 697.0), TO GENOA, WISCONSIN (UMR 680.0)








	2. Brian Todd, “Crews Dredge Mississippi River After Late Snow, Spring Rain,” U.S. News and World Report, June 15, 2019, https://www.usnews.com/news/best-states/minnesota/articles/2019-06-15/crews-dredge-mississippi-river-after-late-snow-spring-rain?context=amp.
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