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Stone-Age Mentality

The most wonderful day in the very full, topsy-turvy life of Richard Perry Conant occurred in his forty-ninth year, in the summer of 1999. An auspicious start: he awoke without feeling ill. He was camped in a grove on the east bank of the Yellowstone River, whose water he had drunk, untreated, in great quantities the night before. Was it Monday? He wasn’t quite sure. Happily, he was losing track of time. A little more than a week had passed since he’d quit his job, as a janitor at the VA hospital in Boise, declaring himself fed up with the Clinton impeachment indulgence and maybe modernity itself. Before leaving, he’d stashed some frozen fish in the attic of the house he’d been renting, a stink bomb on delayed fuse. Then he’d driven to Yellowstone National Park, where he spied elk, goats, buffalo, and—on the Blacktail Plateau, amid lush meadows—a black bear. Finally, he’d gone to Walmart and bought a canoe, which he launched near the border of Montana and Wyoming. Destination: Gulf of Mexico.

Conant was now downstream of Yankee Jim Canyon, a narrow cleaving of the Absaroka and Gallatin ranges that chokes the river into an angry froth. He had capsized a couple of days earlier while struggling with a rapid known as Boateater, and been fortunate to lose only a machete and a hat in the process. The water was frigid, and he’d briefly reconsidered his options, among them adding outriggers for stability. But he no longer had access to a car, with which to resupply. As he stood on a bridge that morning, gazing nervously ahead, a truck driver stopped and asked, only half joking, if someone had drowned. Not so funny. Conant ate a quick breakfast (hot yams, more river water), and set about rearranging his gear, which included Pepto Bismol and a marble composition book in which he’d jotted a few reminders: “REMEDY FOR BUGS. KEEP SWATTING. How to get through rapids—hold on tight. CLOSE EYES.” Forget the outriggers. He was under way, a lone canoeist amid scattered dories in a seven-knot current, at around 10 a.m.

The canyon walls receded and he shot out into the valley, flanked in the near distance by ten-thousand-foot peaks. Cottonwoods lining the banks yielded summer snow to the flukey breeze. On the water, swirling eddies materialized and vanished inexplicably, while rainbow trout breached in the periphery of his vision. Paradise Valley: a name well deserved. Conant had traveled much of the world, and set foot in all forty-eight contiguous states, and he deemed this the most picturesque river valley he had experienced up close.

Afternoon brought heavy weather and a slalom course, as the straightaways shortened and he coped ably with shoals and rapids. Somehow, in the course of sliding forty-five miles, he scraped just two rocks. And then, half an hour before sunset, he arrived, brimming with adrenaline, in Livingston, a town that seemed composed of equal parts galleries and saloons. Yuppies and cowboys. A man like Conant—an old art major with Falstaffian appetites—could imagine getting used to such a place.

But he was on a mission, of a sort. He had notions of spending Christmas in Mississippi (Natchez or Vicksburg), and of ringing in the millennium in New Orleans. He thought it best not to “tarry,” as he liked to say, thinking of his deceased father, an army colonel with a performative sense of rectitude. He won a little money gambling at a hotel casino on the south end of town, and spent the extra cash on Bernard DeVoto’s abridged Journals of Lewis and Clark, good companionship for a transcontinental river trip.

In a park near some ballfields, while Conant repacked his boat, a young brunette was walking her dog. They got to talking. Her name was Tracy. She seemed intrigued by his plans, maybe even impressed by his derring-do. Conant, who had been dressing more or less exclusively in bib overalls since Woodstock, had grown familiar in recent years with being regarded as a misfit rather than a rugged charmer: a janitor, after all, in spite of a graduate education. A gifted natural athlete, he now carried well over two hundred pounds on his six-foot-one frame. No matter his evocative blue eyes and wispy blond hair. He was highly perceptive, and sometimes sensitive to a fault. Yet here was someone, perhaps, who saw him the way he was still determined to see himself: intelligent, adventurous, charismatic, ambitious.

Tracy asked what he planned to do when he was finished with the journey. It was a natural question, and a heady one. What should a middle-aged man who has quit his job and stink-bombed his home hope for, after conquering more than three thousand miles on one of the earth’s longest unbroken chains of river—Yellowstone to Missouri to Mississippi? He liked university towns and big skies. He liked hospitals: before becoming a janitor, he’d worked as a scrub, prepping for surgery. He said that he was thinking of settling nearby, in Bozeman, with an eye toward studying bacteriology. A little late to resume a medical career, but the vigorous long paddle into town had left him feeling youthful and optimistic. Reflecting on the exchange as he continued downriver, he recalled a bashful glimmer in the woman’s eyes at the prospect of his returning. “I hope I see Tracy again,” he wrote in his composition book.
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After a week afloat, he found himself occasionally unsteady on his feet, the ground seeming to rise and fall beneath him, as though carried by waves. He learned to avoid the gunpowder-gray sand, which was deceptively yielding, and capable of sucking the shoes off his ankles, in favor of gravel bars, the rockier the better. The river shed two thousand feet in elevation in a couple hundred miles, and then, having left the mountains behind, began to slow. The temperature climbed above a hundred. The lush valley turned into prairie badlands, with red streaks and coal in the ochre bluffs. He saw paw prints larger than his own hands, and a bobcat the height of a German shepherd.

The vertigo subsided, but bugs were a persistent problem: black flies so adept at the hit-and-run that Conant found himself unable to distinguish between real bites and phantom bites—a kind of preemptive paranoia; gnats, which he inhaled by the cloudful; and mosquitos, never more annoying than when they dive-bombed the moisture of his eyeballs and got trapped in his defensive lids. While studying the ingredients lists in many of the itch-relief products available in drugstores, he noticed that ammonia kept recurring. So he scoured the cleaning supplies, and bought himself a pint of Parsons’ Household, for a buck-fifty. After a localized experiment produced no skin rashes, he began buying the stuff in bulk and applying it as a comprehensive daily salve. On his hands and feet, and even his face, meanwhile, he used Bag Balm, a lanolin-based livestock disinfectant, to seal cracks and stave off chilblains. When he ran out of shoe grease for his boots, he tried the Bag Balm on them, as well, and found that it repelled moisture just as effectively, and for half the price.

The frames of his glasses were pitted with metal that began to rust after the capsizing at Yankee Jim Canyon, but he was regaining his night vision, a source of pride from his navy days as a ship’s navigator. Approaching Sidney, near the North Dakota border, he saw five shooting stars, and later made his way back to the canoe from town by starlight, through fields of wheat and corn. The air was so clear, and free of dust, that he realized he had gone a couple of weeks without the urge to pick his nose. For reading and writing at camp, he built what he thought of as a Chinese lantern, standing a white plastic dishwashing basin on its side and placing a row of citronella gel candles behind it, shielded from wind. By the end of August, he had regressed to a “stone-age mentality,” as he put it, fashioning acoustic chambers (for his radio) and cooking stoves out of sedimentary rocks, and burning the coal for fuel. He had also acquired a passenger: a mouse, which was nibbling holes in his dry bags in search of food.

Conant’s merger with the Missouri was uneventful, but the addition of the Little Muddy River, outside Williston, produced a labyrinth of delta hedgerows and willow islands in which he got lost. While seeking a place to camp, amid electrical storms, he was chased by a steer. He found a cave with bones littered around the entrance and built himself a sleeping coffin out of driftwood, “a Lincoln Log kind of a deal.”

After the labyrinth, the Missouri was less a river than a chain of elongated lakes, with scalloped shorelines, backed up behind massive dams. In the mornings, he was sometimes greeted by thousands of large-scaled carp at the surface, so plentiful that he had to be careful not to bat them with his paddle. For long stretches he could detect no current, but there were genuine sea swells and surfable breakers. He felt as if he were on the Atlantic. When paddling into headwinds, he learned to time his strokes to coincide with the arrival of cresting waves by his side, thereby shortening his reach by several inches. With following seas, he tried to absorb wave thrusts on his starboard aft quarter and then grab the crests with his paddle as they passed by.

October brought screeching ravens, the smell of fresh wild mint, and, one morning, a thick fog that yielded to slanting sleet that blasted his corneas. A couple of days later, observing great cumulus formations drifting west in a continuous stream over the Lower Brule Sioux Reservation, in South Dakota, he suddenly realized that the eastern half of the sky was entirely blue. Then he saw wisps of moisture rising from the middle of the river: a cloud fountain. 

He enjoyed vivid dreams: porpoises jumping the turnstiles of a flooded subway station. He learned to stow primo driftwood in his cooler, so that he’d have dry kindling even when it rained. He discovered a nice thing about traveling south at a dammed river’s pace through the fall: the elongation of peak foliage, soon to be stretching into a third month.

The trip’s rough midpoint, both by distance and thematically, was Sioux City, Iowa, where the shipping channel begins—or ends, if you’re a tugboat captain traveling upstream from New Orleans. Conant celebrated the conclusion of the wilder half of his journey by checking his blood pressure at a supermarket kiosk. It had plunged from 200/100 to 120/77. No better medicine. A few days later, near Decatur, Nebraska, he was awakened for the first time by the sound of a tug pushing a barge. “I scrutinized the resulting wave action,” he wrote. “It did not swamp my boat as I feared it might. These waves were navigable. Safety will require constant vigilance.” Ahead lay Omaha, Kansas City, St. Louis, Memphis: a buoyant highway.
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Things That Are Real

I met Dick Conant fifteen years later, on Labor Day morning in 2014. My two-year-old son, Ian, and I were down at the west bank of the Hudson River, in Piermont, New York, a small village twenty miles north of midtown Manhattan, when a neighbor of ours appeared and gestured at a filthy vessel lashed to an iron loop in his seawall. It was a plastic red canoe, packed as if for the apocalypse with army-surplus duffels and tarps and trash bags. The neighbor, named Scott, said that the boat’s owner was in the midst of paddling “from Canada to Florida” and was presently enjoying a pit stop inside his house.

We didn’t know Scott especially well at that point. My wife, Leah, and Ian and I had relocated to Piermont the previous year from a waterfront neighborhood in Brooklyn, where a hurricane had deposited a fish in our basement, like a Mafia warning. From one flood zone to another, I joked of the move, though our new house was at least perched on a hillside, whereas Scott’s was nearly flush against the seawall. I admired it mostly from the comfortable remove of a second-story window in my home office, through which I could see Scott emerge, often still dressed in a bathrobe, to … train seagulls? That’s what it looked like, at any rate. He had them eating out of his hand. I’d been told that he sold linoleum flooring for a living and gave out the most desirable candy on Halloween. In our passing interactions, he exuded a kind of laconic charisma, frequently ending conversations with the phrase “Happy day.” Leah called him Lebowski.

It was his fifty-sixth birthday, we learned, and there were several guests seated around a long table in his living room. The man at the head of the table, facing down a kingly spread of caviar and donuts and drinking a vodka cocktail, seemed a stranger not just to Piermont but to the twenty-first century. He wore denim overalls, a faded baseball cap, and muddy brown boots, and had a patchy, rust-colored beard. A summer spent on the water had given him the complexion of a boiled lobster, to go with the build of a manatee. He offered a handshake stronger than any I can recall and spoke his full name proudly, with equal emphasis on every syllable: Dick-Coe-Nant. I asked if it was true that he was headed for Florida. He nodded and specified, “Naples.” Not twenty minutes earlier, I gathered, he had floated into view of the wall of picture windows before us, through which the flexing water, in the glare of morning sunlight, appeared like molten lead.

Conant was sixty-three, and gave only retirement as an explanation for his slo-mo southern migration. (He joked that he was a snowbird, laughing with great heaves of his gut.) But he spoke in a mellifluous high timbre that was almost childlike. Thinking out loud, I mentioned that Naples was not on the Atlantic but the Gulf Coast. It must have come off sounding skeptical. (You do realize you’re traveling by canoe, don’t you? Can you get there from here?) Conant was accustomed to being doubted, and to remaining gracious rather than defensive. He stifled a smirk, cocked his head back, and shook an index finger as if to say, “Don’t get me started.” The short version is that there is a canal extending east and west from Lake Okeechobee, connecting the two sides. The longer version was implied—as he looked to be navigating a map in his mind, lost in a blur of logistics for several seconds—but left unsaid for the sake of polite company. (I later came to understand that he was debating an explanation of the Intracoastal Waterway, a chain of estuaries, rivers, bays, and man-made canals that enables safer shipping along the Eastern Seaboard and over to Mexico.)

One of the other guests slipped upstairs and returned bearing a framed newspaper clipping from 1977, the year I was born. It described the bicycle journey of our host, Scott Rosenberg, then eighteen years old, and a friend, from Rockland County, New York, to Cocoa Beach, Florida, while subsisting on a couple hundred bucks and the kindness of strangers. Were such characters magnetized to one another? They’d met the previous day, I soon learned, at a beach five or six miles north of us, where Scott had arrived by kayak and Conant by canoe, from opposite directions. Scott had made a mental note to keep an eye trained out his window thereafter, realizing that he could have a surprising source of entertainment to beckon ashore for his birthday guests. He said that he viewed his hospitality to the southbound paddler as a form of “paying it forward,” from one adventurous spirit to another.

My son, barely verbal, was not then capable of appreciating the novelty at hand, so we soon bid the traveler good luck and returned to the slippery rocks and sea glass on the river’s shore, while my mind, alight with childhood memories of Treasure Island and Where the Wild Things Are, started composing a bedtime story for future use, about the sudden arrival of a bearded giant from a distant land, with a grip that could kill and a belly laugh as disarming as St. Nick’s.

That evening, after Ian had gone to sleep, I sent an email to a friend in Manhattan. “So we’re down at the water this morning,” it began. “And our neighbor Scott, the guy whose house is right there on the other side of the stone wall, waved me over and invited me in … where he was feeding breakfast to a man who looked like Santa Claus crossed with a lobster, in overalls.” The note went on to mention the coincidence of Scott’s own bicycle journey. The subject line was “river town,” implying archly that such whimsy was par for the course. If only I’d known how true that would prove to be.
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Moving “upriver,” as I liked to say, I had consoled myself with the notion that I wasn’t settling into a normative middle age so much as reconnecting with my youthful escapism, at the dawn of parenthood. (Rivers, Thoreau wrote, “are the constant lure, when they flow by our doors, to distant enterprise and adventure.”) The Hudson at Piermont is two and a half miles wide—the Tappan Zee, a Dutch word for sea. On foggy mornings, and during snowstorms, the distant eastern shore vanishes, and it’s possible, if you have a yearning cast of mind, to imagine that you’ve been marooned—not simply in a bedroom community, but on the edge of something vast and ultimately unknowable, keeping time less according to commuter bus schedules than to the magical permanence of tides. At the closing meeting for our house, one of the sellers—a professional riverboat captain—mentioned that the Hudson, though regarded by millions primarily as a transit obstacle, was, in fact, “as wild as the Serengeti.” It was exactly what I wanted to hear. Not for me Kerouac’s dreamscape of the open road, which had forever seemed proscribed, the dominion of crossing guards and police cruisers, whereas setting oneself afloat felt otherworldly and limitless.

By any reasonable definition, Piermont is now a prosperous suburb of New York City. Yet, like many river towns, the most ancient of human settlements, it is the sort of place that regards as newcomers all whose surnames can’t be found on street signs, while retaining a feeling of being left behind, not simply by the descending current but by the march of history. The name is an amalgam of two defining geographic features: “pier,” for the mile-long spur, jutting out toward the channel, that was built for Erie-bound freight trains that stopped arriving in 1861; and “mont,” for the minor mountain—a glorified hill, really—that tumbles down to the river. At the summit are the graffitied remains of a nuclear missile base, a relic of the Cold War now obscured by forest. And at the base, across the street from Scott’s house, sits a boulder bearing a plaque that identifies the anchorage out yonder as the site of a seventeen-gun salute, in 1783, from Sir Guy Carleton to George Washington: Britain’s first formal recognition of American sovereignty. When my family arrived, the crumbling Dutch Sandstone looming above the boulder was owned by an octogenarian who wore a tricorne.

I’ve mentioned the hurricane, and the fish in the Brooklyn basement. Discovering it—still moist, and cold—was actually a momentary thrill, in that it seemed to lend some primal grandeur to our bourgeois misery. We’d been renting a place a couple of blocks from the docking station for the Queen Mary 2, the world’s last great ocean liner, which had felt to me like a link to a past when people who wanted to travel great distances to exotic places took to what Ishmael, in the incantatory opening of Moby Dick, called “the watery part of the world.” Here, in an overwhelming surge, that world had come right to my (useless) door. I remember, in the storm’s aftermath, commiserating with an artist friend in the neighborhood about our respective experiences and watching his eyes excite at my mention of the fish, which seemed to complement his attempt to paddle a raft through his studio when the harbor breached. He talked about staging an exhibit—nature reclaiming the Bloombergian city!—like the opening scene of an environmental thriller, and asked me to send him a picture. I never did. Nor did I tell him why: because I’d already concluded that the fish, which was toothless and small enough to hold in one’s palm, had traveled no farther than from the koi pond next door.

In my day job as a journalist, I’ve seen more than enough stunts, and had Dick Conant’s peculiar voyage come to my attention by way of a press release, touting yet another attempt at some kind of arbitrary “record” in a postmodern world lacking authentic frontiers, I might have dismissed or ignored it, as emblematic of the koi pond, not the Serengeti. But I googled him that night, after emailing my friend, and was further intrigued by the scant digital traces that he seemed to have left. There was a short article from the Bozeman Daily Chronicle, in 2002, about a “weather watcher” for Montana State University, headlined “Richard Conant keeps an eye on Mother Nature.” It revealed little other than that its subject was “one man in a 107-year lineage of official Bozeman weather readers,” and that he observed the mercury “with a physician’s care”; the accompanying photograph showed a large man with his back turned to the camera. The denim overalls, however, looked familiar.

And there was a thread on a Texas kayak fishermen’s forum, beginning with a post from New Year’s Day, 2008. “I thought your membership would be interested in the adventures of Dick Conant,” it read. “Mr. Conant is paddling a dark green heavily loaded 16’ canoe along our stretch of the intercoastal waterway. He left Buffalo New York in early July, paddling alone down the rivers from New York to the Mississippi and then to the GIWW”—the Gulf Intracoastal Waterway. A few people responded to say that they, too, had met him (“He told me had a real tough time in Matagorda Bay”), while others wished they had (“What a journey! Epic proportions”). And that was about it.

Leah was then eight months pregnant with our second son. Neither of us had been sleeping well for weeks, and late that night, acting on a flight impulse and inspired by our unusual visitor, I gave up trying and slipped out of the house to launch a kayak—also red, also plastic—that I’d bought from a sketchy man on Craigslist.

The ambient illumination from streetlights revealed that Conant’s canoe was no longer tied to Scott’s seawall. I pushed off from shore, alone with my regret over the missed opportunity to gather at least a few more vivid details of his adventures, for the bedtime story, if nothing else: strike one. To my right, or south, were a couple of marinas mostly full of motorboats, and, beyond them, at the foot of the long pier, a small public beach where Lycra-clad rowers launch sculls. On either side of the pier, the water is shallow and often calm, more lagoon than river. I pointed east, parallel to the pier, and glided out, round the end, turning south and into the pull of the current and the outgoing tide just as a pink glow was beginning to emanate from the treetops in Westchester. Ahead and to my right, now, was what Dutch settlers called the Slote, meaning ditch, referring to the marshy inlet that represents the first navigable break in the Palisades cliffs. A wall of green stalks with a hint of autumnal gold frosting the top: my own private wilderness.

Shortnose sturgeon—spiny bottom-feeders, contemporaries of the dinosaurs—shot out of the water like torpedoes, and then belly-flopped. Scientists still aren’t sure why they jump. They have—around here, at least—no natural predators from which to escape. Yet after seventy million years they still haven’t bothered to learn a graceful reentry. One theory holds that the flights and flops are a form of communication: percussive splashdowns as barbaric yawps, a way of marking territory. I prefer to think of it more as a prehistoric cannonball: the age-old wisdom of child’s play. The pink sky turned orange, then yellow, neon shading into pastel, and I finally turned around when I reached a string of small white floats tended by a local character known as Crabman.

On the north side of the pier, behind tufts of marsh grass, I now noticed a red boat not unlike my own. I don’t know if it was my disappointment at the shattered illusion of aloneness or the fact that I was focused more immediately on fighting the current to make it home before breakfast, but somehow it didn’t dawn on me until after I was back on solid ground and ascending the hill that the other red boat must have been Conant’s.

Strike two.
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After breakfast, I caught a bus to Times Square (going underneath the river, through the Lincoln Tunnel), to the offices of The New Yorker, where I worked. The absence of a window near my desk contributed to a feeling of claustrophobia, and I found myself staring at a printout I’d made of the Texas fishermen’s forum. Abruptly, I decided to commute back home, thinking that I might embark on a fool’s errand of trying to find Conant again. This time, instead of taking the tunnel, I rode a bus over the George Washington Bridge, so that I could train my eyes on the water below, looking—in vain—for riparian Santa. It was hard to guess how far south Conant might already have traveled, but I resigned myself to the idea that if I didn’t catch him before he slipped under the bridge, I wasn’t going to be able to. He’d be lost—ostensibly forever—in an urban mess of ferries and barges and bulkheads.

Fortunately, the western shoreline between the bridge and Piermont is almost entirely wooded parkland, and accessible to the public. When I got home, I grabbed a pair of binoculars, and drove south, first, to a marina in Alpine, New Jersey, just across the state line. I asked some men who were smoking in the parking lot if they had seen a hillbilly in a canoe. “You mean the guy going to Florida?” one asked. Apparently Conant had long since come and gone, on an unfulfilled quest for ice. “I think it was around ten this morning,” the man said.

It was now after two. Not promising. But maybe Conant, unlike me, had stopped for lunch. (Was he frying up white perch or tommy cod from the river?) I drove south another five miles, to a boat basin near the bridge, in the town of Englewood Cliffs. Inside an office on the dock, I found a female clerk and repeated my hillbilly-in-a-canoe line. She shot back a blank stare. I tried elaborating on the nature and scope of Conant’s journey, such as I (barely) understood it, and she finally cut me off: “Some people have too much time on their hands.”

I was actually in a bit of a hurry—on the hook for daycare pickup duty in less than two hours. Yet I felt reasonably sure that I had Conant’s position pegged to somewhere between the two marinas, so I began hiking quickly upriver, along a rocky trail. Raising the binoculars after a couple of minutes, I spotted something colorful just beyond the nearest jetty, a few hundred yards ahead. It turned out to be a deflated mylar balloon.

I had the printout of the fishermen’s forum in my bag with me, along with a notebook, a trail map, and a digital recorder. Looking at the printout again, as I dithered, I was beset by a feeling of inadequacy. Conant had evidently made it all the way to Texas once before, from considerably north of where I now stood, sweating uncomfortably in ninety-degree heat. If nothing else, he wasn’t the kind of person who gives up on a crazy idea.

So I trudged on, and, after a mile, looking through the binoculars again, I spied the flash of a yellow paddle blade. There he was, bobbing in the ebb tide, riding so low that he appeared almost to be sitting on water.
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“I’m due for a good break,” Conant said, after noticing my exuberant arm waving and carefully backing his canoe in to a sandy beach beneath the Palisades, near some jet-skiers who had come over from the Bronx side to swim. “It don’t look like much, but these damn swells are coming from the southeast. They’re not hitting me in my face, but they’re reducing my progress tremendously.” He arranged several sticks of driftwood in a kind of ladder formation—a makeshift dry dock on which to slide the boat above the high-water mark. Yesterday’s overalls were draped over a green tarp in the bow, air-drying after a laundry dunking earlier in the morning. He was wearing navy swimming trunks, and, underneath a black life vest, a salt- and sweat-stained T-shirt that read “New Orleans French Quarter.” It looked like it might have been light blue once, before the sun bleached its pigmentation. His bare feet were slightly gnarled, and enormous.

Conant wrapped a long yellow rope around the aluminum shaft of his paddle a few times and then stowed it carefully, seemingly out of habit. The rope was knotted just beneath the paddle’s T-shaped handle. Its other end ran through a loop on a white rubber bumper as well as through the handle of an empty detergent bottle, which appeared to be serving as a buoy. Another cluster of knots tethered the buoy, the bumper, and ultimately the paddle to a cable lock on a bracket built across the canoe’s stern. This guy meant business.

“Do you have something to drink, like a soda pop?” he asked. I mistook it for a request, and stammered a little, while apologizing for arriving empty-handed. “Would you like one?” he said. I declined, not wanting to waste his supplies. “It’s no waste—believe me,” he said, his voice dissolving into warm laughter. “I’m going to get a glass of water myself.” He lifted the green tarp and revealed a large Coleman cooler amidships. Then he unscrewed the cap of an empty Gatorade bottle and dipped it into the melted ice in the cooler. After he’d replaced the cap and given the bottle a few vigorous shakes, the water inside looked only semitranslucent. He pointed in the cooler to a Mt. Olive jar stuffed with kosher franks, and said, “I take hot dogs and I put ’em in pickle juice. If I run out of ice, the brine will keep them from going bad.” Raising a bag of produce, he added, “I got peaches—you want one?”

Conant grabbed a folded brown tarp from behind his seat in the stern and spread it on some nearby grass, unnervingly close to a patch of poison ivy, warning that he was going to seek “as close to a prone position as possible.” He urged me to take a tarp as well, cautioning against deer ticks. I then showed him my printout, with various Texans remarking on his prior travels from Buffalo. He seemed amused—evidently not a self-googler—though he felt compelled to correct it. “That’s pretty close,” he said. “Actually, near Buffalo. Place called Olean”—Oh-lee-ann. “On the headwaters of the Allegheny River. I took the Allegheny down to Pittsburgh, where it joins the Monongahela and forms the Ohio. I took the Ohio down to the Mississippi, as far as the mouth of the old Red River, which has a lock in it now—it’s what they call a flood-control management area. And the Atchafalaya—I got on the Atchafalaya, went through the lock, goes up ten to twelve feet. Took the Atchafalaya down to Morgan City, and there’s a town on the left side of the river whose name I forgot. I got on the Gulf Intracoastal there, in Louisiana. I took the Intracoastal all the way down to South Texas.”

I had scarcely finished connecting the squiggly lines on the imperfect map in my mind before he began describing another voyage (“if you can keep up with me”) that made the previous one sound like a lap around a duck pond. It involved descending the full length of the Mississippi and then ascending several rivers (the Mobile, the Tombigbee, the Tennessee, the Holston) through the Southeast, before hitching a ride over the Appalachians, relaunching on the James River, in Virginia, and making his way down to Hampton Roads (“where the Monitor and the Merrimack had their battle in the Civil War”) and eventually Portsmouth. There was a naval hospital there, where he sought a tune-up. The whole adventure lasted nearly fourteen months. Midway through his recounting, around the time he was extolling the virtues of a “goooood Baptist family” he’d met in Louisiana, he paused to notice a fresh welt on the arm that was propping up his head, and exclaimed, “Gosh, look at these bugs! I hope I didn’t run into a bunch of fire ants. Sometimes I do that.”

His digital watch, I noticed, was set to mountain standard time. “Yeah, I’m from Bozeman, Montana,” he explained. “I met my girl near there. I met my girl in Livingston, which is across the mountain pass.”

“I was an army brat,” he went on, and said that, as a matter of fact, he had spent the greatest portion of his childhood just five miles west of Piermont, right near me. A Rockland County local, after all that. He even had a brother who still lived nearby. “I was going to call him, but I didn’t,” he said, and then his eyes—a piercing blue, accentuated in contrast with his scorched skin—drifted out over the water again.

[image: Image Missing]

By sheer luck, I’d flagged him down at what he deemed an enviable campsite, with a narrow grass strip abutting some stone ruins, and a view of northern Manhattan across the river. He began to settle in, especially after examining a New York State road atlas and concluding that he’d traveled nearly a dozen miles since dawn. “Golly, I did well this afternoon, despite that wind,” he said. “I ain’t going no further. That’s a good day’s work.”

The atlas itself was a marvel, its pages covered in blue ink—tidy block letters, all caps—such that in places you could scarcely make out the underlying map details. It could have passed for the work of an outsider artist. “I started keeping a regular journal, but I found that I was so tired at the end of the day,” he said. “So what I do is, I keep notes as I go, and that way I don’t have to remember things at night.” He had a computer buried deep in a dry bag so that he could type up “a prose account” of the journey when it was complete. “I’ve written three books,” he said. “I’m just not published. Because, by the time I get done writing, I’m so tired of living in the city that I’m ready to go out on another trip!” His notes on the atlas included descriptions of wind and current and waterfowl, as well as of various social interactions, and other stray thoughts. Up by the Indian Point nuclear plant, he’d written “Drowning Mona,” the title of a comedy, set nearby, in which a character played by Bette Midler mysteriously drives off a cliff to her death in the Hudson River.

At night, meanwhile, instead of journaling, he read novels, seeking an escape from his escapism. “Now I’m reading Clive Cussler, something about treasure,” he said. “When I’m home in Montana, I don’t read fiction. I read history and scientific works. Archaeology, physics, astronomy: things that are real. But my life there is, like, sedate. When I get out here, my days are filled with rational thought. It’s constant intellectual and physical interaction with my environment: with the weather, with the river, with the rocks. So I’m totally immersed in reality during my daylight hours, and when I go to camp at night, I do something I don’t do at home: I read these novels. I stop in little towns. At the local library, they have this thing they’ve been doing the past few years—in the front of the library, there’s usually free books. I think they get donated? So I get the authors I like, and when I’m done with ’em, I either throw ’em away or burn ’em in a campfire.” He must have noticed a faint twitch of disapproval on my face, because he quickly added, “What I can’t do is take ’em with me after I’m done.”

We both looked over at his canoe, with its tarped mounds, and Conant smiled. He seemed to suggest that he was strategically, not wantonly, overloaded. He had a half-dozen gallon-size jugs onboard, capable of carrying up to fifty pounds of water weight, and he stowed them around the bottom of the hull in varying arrangements, as ballast to counteract wave action, having learned from some towboat captains down south that they sometimes used more fuel pushing empty barges than full loads, because of the effort required to hold a steady course. When he was anticipating turbulence, he drank deeply without replenishing, to increase his canoe’s buoyancy. He was doing that right now, in fact, because the harbor in the city was likely to present “confused seas—waves coming from one direction and another—and if I’m more buoyant I can rock and roll a lot better.”

It was a delicate calculus—thirst insurance versus maneuverability—especially given that he had long since reached the brackish stage of the river, with salinity increasing by the mile, which ruled out boiling his means of conveyance as a last resort. He said he’d resorted to that option twice while upstate. But an urban environment such as he was now approaching seemed likely to promise ample spigots or grocery stores, he figured. “I don’t expect to hit anyplace that’s really remote until I get to central New Jersey.”

I grew up in New Jersey. Not central New Jersey, but I’ve got a lifetime’s experience with the fact that most people from elsewhere don’t much care to parse the regions. It is, of course, the most densely populated state in the country. There is the New York City part of Jersey and the Philadelphia part of Jersey. And the Shore, but that’s not what he meant; he said the salt concentration in ocean water activated skin allergies, and was best avoided. The idea that you could lose yourself in the middle—that an accomplished Montana outdoorsman, no less, could manage to conceive of sliding inland on inevitably polluted watercourses and anticipate a feeling of remoteness—was, to this product of Sopranos territory, enchanting. Was it even possible to traverse the state by boat? I’d never considered it. The ever-shrinking woods I used to try to disappear in as a boy, while hoping for absolution from travel soccer, abutted a condominium development called Rio Vista, which was a kind of quintessential Jersey joke: there was no view to speak of, and certainly no river.

Looking back at his atlas, and at a tide chart by his side, Conant shifted his focus to the more immediate challenges of an industrial environment: the city and the harbor ahead, where the biggest problem, aside from confused seas, was finding accessible and suitably private campsites. To the extent possible, he preferred not to trespass or to appear “slovenly,” as he put it. “People get offended if you sleep out in the open,” he said. “I can travel at night, if necessary—or, you know what I did once? On the Mississippi, I was coming up to a dam, and these signs that said, ‘Do not go further.’ So I pulled up to this arsenal. You know, ‘Do not enter. U.S. government property.’ I had no
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