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THE MISSOURI RIVER
By Dennis Stewart

     In 2004 my wife, Geri, and I decided to do a transcontinental crossing of the U.S. on our own power by backpacking, canoeing and bicycling.  Naturally, we called our expedition Packs, Paddles and Pedals.  We started with our feet in the Pacific Ocean at Cape Disappointment and hiked west 812 miles following the return route of the Lewis and Clark Expedition.  We reached Dillion, Montana after 74 days where we had our canoe stored just 200 yards from the Beaverhead River.  From there we switched to water travel and paddled down the Beaverhead River to the Jefferson River, the Jefferson River to the headwaters of the Missouri River, the Missouri River to the Mississippi River and then the Mississippi River to the Gateway Arch in St. Louis, Missouri.  It took us 109 days to paddle over 2300 miles.  It would seem like the easiest part of this trip should be the paddle portion since all our gear would be easily transported for us by the river’s current.  We wouldn’t have to carry all our supplies on our backs and we wouldn’t have to pedal a bicycle along with the weight of all our gear.  Surprisingly, we discovered the paddles portion of our expedition was the most difficult and dangerous for us.
     The Missouri River is not a river for nearly 1000 miles of its length.  There are six dams along the course of the river which creates six large lakes.  One of these lakes, Lake Sacajawea, is nearly 180 miles long and eight miles wide in places.  We were near the beginning of Lake Sacajawea on Day 115 of our expedition when we encountered a densely packed graveyard of tree stumps ahead of us.  These obstacles are a hazard by themselves, but with a strong cross wind and an equally strong river current, which pulled us perpendicular to the wind, it made an extremely difficult navigational challenge for us.
     Fortunately, at this same spot, the lake forked with a southern channel only 100 yards wide.  Normally I would have proceeded through the trees, but it was obvious that the smaller channel maintained its own extremely good current.  Actually, the water’s velocity was faster in the smaller channel than the passage through the dangerous stumps so the decision was an easy one.  I figured any waterway with such a strong current must eventually lead to the river’s main channel, plus it was so much safer than passing through the tree stump minefield.  Little did we know this choice was the beginning of an epic afternoon for us.
     We were extremely delighted with our channel selection.  We flew at 5 miles/hour to the south side of the lake and then at the same speed we traveled along the south shoreline.  We passed beautiful bluffs with brilliant red colors which contrasted with jet black seams of coal and white sandstone.  We were very happy with our safe, scenic and speedy water route.

     The problems began for us in late afternoon when we reentered the main body of Lake Sakakawea.  We had scooted one mile across the lake in a northeastern direction as we followed the current when our paddles began striking the lake bed.  It got shallower and shallower.  There was no evidence on the water’s surface for the best path to follow.  It all looked the same.  It was a sea of shallow, fast moving water and the depth of the water continued to decrease.
     Suddenly the bottom of the canoe began to drag and moments later we bottomed out and stopped.  I took my paddle and stuck it straight down into the lake.  Even though the water was less than six inches deep, my paddle sunk completely to the end of the handle.  We were sitting on top of a thin layer of water which was hiding a death trap of mud as soft as butter at a July picnic.
     I looked ahead.  We were three miles from the north shoreline and, although the south shoreline was only a mile behind us, going back was not an option since the current was too strong to paddle against.  We were sitting on a gigantic mud puddle a few inches deep and 4 miles wide.  I knew we were in serious trouble.

     We tried to paddle through this gray muck, but it only piled up in huge globs on each side of the canoe and stuck to our paddles making them weigh three times as much.  Our only hope was to proceed forward, but that could not be done with both of us in the canoe.

     I unzipped my pants’ legs and jumped in.  I immediately sank into the warm ooze above my knees before I caught myself on the side of the canoe.  I could hardly move my legs.  I pulled one of my legs from the mud and tried to gain some type of leverage to move our canoe.  With all my strength I could not even move our canoe one inch.  It was grounded in the sticky mud and attached like a suction cup.
     I worked for a while until Geri said, “I need to get out.”  I did not want her to join me in the dangerous mud, but I knew it was our only hope of moving the canoe.  After a stern warning of the importance of holding onto the side of the canoe, Geri joined me in the 4 mile mud puddle.  With both of us working together we were able to move the canoe a few feet then we would drag ourselves through the mud back to the front of the boat and repeat the same routine over and over again.  We did this for three hours!  During this time we waddled with our canoe for about one mile.  We left a trail of two lineal piles of parallel mud; one pile for each side of the canoe.
     When we finally reached deeper water we cleaned ourselves as best we could and crawled back into the canoe which was splattered with mud from our long ordeal.  We wanted to get to shore as quickly as possible, but we were worried about getting stuck again.  It was a tense time of paddling after our terrifying experience, but we finally reached the north shoreline just as the sun was setting.  We had enough adventure for today!
     Just nine days later on Day 124, we experienced the worst weather on our entire trip.  Fortunately, we were not on the water or it would have been disastrous for us.  We had taken a rest stop in mid-afternoon beside strange rock formations that looked like ruins from an ancient civilization complete with a needle eye looking natural monument several stories high notched in a nearby bluff.  We had battled a strong headwind most of the day.  As we were recovering from fighting the wind earlier, dark clouds appeared to the southwest.  We sat and watched the sky turn from stormy to sinister.  The atmospheric change we observed in front of us did not even look real.  It looked like we were watching some high tech computer generated Hollywood movie with special effects for weather on another planet.  The ominous weather strangely complimented the weird rock formations we had explored earlier.

     A horizontal swirling, cylindrical cloud grew like a giant expanding worm below the black overcast sky above.  The menacing disturbance stretched rapidly from one horizon to the other.  In the next few minutes it began racing toward us.  Wedge shaped downdrafts began to escape from the frightening cloud until the atmospheric worm looked like it had two sets of three-toed talons that were reaching for us.  We were completely trapped.
     I got our ponchos from the canoe and we braced ourselves for the punishing weather.  We covered ourselves beside a large dead tree and the storm hit.  I watched the waves grow until they were much higher than our docked canoe and the breakers filled it with water in less than one minute.  I tried to keep observing our sole means of transportation, but the intensity of the wind became so great I could no longer look in the direction of the canoe because the rain stung my face so badly.  I tucked my head under our limited protection and felt the violent wind trying to lift us away.  The wind was so strong it turned Geri’s poncho hood around 180 degrees until she could only stare into a sheet of plastic.  For ten minutes the storm was too violent to move.  I could feel the spears of raindrops trying to dig through our thin ponchos.

     Eventually the wind’s velocity reduced.  It was still raining heavily, but I was able to take a peek at our canoe.  Most of our storage containers were floating and bouncing around in our boat as huge breakers continued to cover our gear with more water every five seconds.  The rest of our belongings were floating into the small bay beside the canoe.
     I left our limited protection and ran down the shoreline collecting all our gear as they washed up on shore.  I returned to the canoe and unloaded the other containers that looked in danger of abandoning ship also.  It was still raining heavily with large cold drops so I got soaking wet before I was able to climb back under the refuge of my poncho.

     Geri and I remained under our ponchos for a total of one hour.  It probably rained several inches during this time.  It was late evening before we were able to survey the damage.  The storm had moved to the east and the huge waves that had attacked us from the southwest were now back to their usual direction of travel from the east.  We had an incredible mess.  The canoe was filled not only with water but mud as well.  Nearly every watertight container had leaked from the high pressure of the violent wind’s velocity.  We worked until dark, but it was an impossible task keeping things from blowing away as we tried to dry as many items as we could.  The rain had stopped but the sun never returned and the wind was so strong that it was difficult to stand up let alone walk on the rocky ground.
     We managed to drain the canoe and pull it onshore, sort our wet and dry belongings and secure them into separate containers.  We had to search for 30 minutes to find a place to pitch our tent on the boulder covered area, but we finally had a home and a warm bed.  It was still too windy to cook dinner, so we just ate oatmeal fudge bars before we were able to get some real rest at our supposed to be brief afternoon rest stop.

     Another epic experience occurred on Day 135 of our expedition.  We had been paddling on Lake Oahe, the largest lake along the Missouri River, for three days, when a strong wind suddenly began to blow against us.  Soon we were no longer in control of the canoe.  The unpredictable wind was so strong it forced our canoe sideways to the waves which were becoming enormous.  It took both of us paddling as hard as we could on the same side in order to correct our position.  It required all our effort to keep the canoe perpendicular to the waves, but even that was not sufficient.  Without warning we would be knocked sideways again forcing us into another struggle to save our ship and maybe ourselves.

     Each time we lost our straight line of travel with the waves, water would spill over the sides of the canoe.  There was not a lot of water at first, but soon one gallon flowed in, then two, until many gallons poured in with each large wave.  Geri gave up paddling and began bailing water.  I wanted her to continue to paddle because I did not feel I could turn the canoe back on course next time we were thrown sideways, but we were sinking lower.  The water was now ankle deep.  I knew we had to get rid of as much water as we could quickly.  A few more waves from the side and paddling would no longer be an option.

     The water remained violent.  We were thrown sideways again and Geri had to stop bailing water to help straighten us out.  She realized that removing the huge volume of water we now had in the canoe was hopeless.  I knew we were going to capsize at any moment.  I yelled at Geri to prepare for the inevitable cold bath we were going to be forced into, but we did not give up.  With the river water temperature in the 40’s, we would probably have had less than one hour to survive and it would have been impossible to right the canoe and crawl back in with waves now nearly four feet high.  We continued to battle paddling as hard as possible to keep our sluggish canoe from making my prediction a reality, but reaching land was our only hope.

     It seemed like we struggled for much longer than we really did, but eventually in the distance a new obstacle appeared.  A dense area of dead trees and stumps were sticking out of the water directly ahead of us.  We had no control over our direction.  We had to keep the canoe perpendicular to the waves as long as possible or it would fill completely with water.

     The ominous jungle of dead wood grew closer.  We had no choice but to crash through.  “Maybe the lake would be shallow there,” I thought, “But what if there was mud?”  I knew this would be the end of our expedition.  As soon as we ran into the tangle of dead trees, we would certainly hit a stump, capsize and lose all our gear.  Hopefully we would be able to swim to shore.

     When we were only a few dozen yards from our uncertain fate, I saw that the forest of dead wood was actually located on a huge mud flat.  I was extremely relieved, but after our experience with mud on Lake Sakakawea, I wasn’t sure this piece of land was going to be any better than being thrown into the water.
     We slammed into the muddy shoreline smashing over several small branches that were sticking out of the water in our path.  Large breakers immediately crashed into the canoe behind me.  In less than a minute, the canoe was full of muddy water and all our gear was floating.  A few containers were knocked into the water.  We tested the ground.  It was very soft, but it could support our weight.

     We jumped out to collect the things that were floating away and unload the canoe.  We had no choice but to carry our gear a few yards on shore and drop them in the mud in order to keep them from being washed out into the lake.  We could not pull the canoe on shore any farther since it was completely filled with water and mud.  With difficulty we turned it over and spilled out enough water so we could drag it away from the breakers.  What a muddy mess we had!

     Geri and I hugged each other and said a prayer of thanks for our safe landing.  After I settled down emotionally from our ordeal, I scouted the mud flat to see if there was anyplace better than ankle deep mud where we were standing.  I found a sandy area 200 yards to the north.  It was soft but mud free.  We spent the next four hours hauling all our gear to that area and cleaning up the mess as the wind increased to 40 miles/hour.  Walking against the wind in the mud was extremely difficult.  It was even more difficult keeping things from blowing away.  I tied the canoe down and left the mud in it to help hold it down so it was less likely to blow away.

     It was obvious the wind was not going to allow us to leave, plus we didn’t want to leave.  We were emotionally, mentally and physically worn out.  We setup the tent, which took 30 minutes in the strong wind, crawled inside and recovered from our harrowing experience.  We had survived another epic ordeal.
     There is one more incidence I experienced that is worth mentioning.  Along the upper Missouri River there are sometimes several days that can pass by without seeing another town, house or even another person.  Most campsites are just primitive spots along the river where hopefully you can find a flat place to setup camp without any mud or other unpleasant obstacles.

     Geri and I were well along in our float of the Missouri River and were selecting many primitive campsites night after night.  On one evening we found a nice level spot with easy access from the river.  We enjoyed our evening meal and got inside the tent just after sunset as usual.
     In the middle of the night I woke up and had to leave the tent to relieve myself.  I quietly and slowly unzipped the tent so I wouldn’t disturb Geri.  I left the tent and approached the edge of the vegetation that surrounded our tent.  Just before I reached the spot I had planned to pee, a large animal rose up on its hind legs until it was as tall as I was.
     I had envisioned wild animal encounters many times during my life as I thought about ways to act that could increase my chances for survival if I ever met an aggressive animal.  Most literature suggests making yourself as big as possible, waving your arms, yelling loudly and throwing rocks if available.  If you are attacked it is best to fight back, but if the situation is hopeless it is best to curl up into a fetal position and try to protect the back of your neck.  I always felt like I would be able to follow these lifesaving suggestions with no problem.

     As I watched the silhouette of this large beast rise up in front of me, I forgot about all the scenarios I had imagined and played out in my head.  I completely froze and couldn’t even open my mouth to yell.  I can’t say I was in a panic state because I had no sense of “fight or flight.”  I just completely froze.

     Before I could even think about my precarious situation the large animal in front of me spoke, “Hi Honey.”  It was my wife!  She had left the tent before me while I was probably still asleep and she was just standing up from squatting after relieving herself just as I approached.  I guess it is a good thing I wasn’t carrying any bear spray, but it might not have made any difference anyway.  I would have probably just stood there frozen with the can of bear spray in my hand!   
