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         When Jonathan Raban was seven, and the nearest water was a slip of a stream at the bottom of the street, he read Huckleberry Finn and dreamed of a Norfolk transformed into the Mississippi in a 16-foot aluminium skiff with an outboard motor and cruised down the river for most of its length. He set out, I suspect, to tell us about Americans on the pretext of checking Huck’s patch, and he succeeds in this better than anyone I’ve read for a long time.

         The Times

         
             

         

         A combination of keen reportorial observation and a bitter wit and the writing felicity to exploit them both … shrewd, keen, malicious, touching and funny.

         Spectator

         
             

         

         An extraordinary picture of the American nation at a particular junction of its history. He writes with insight, clarity and precision. You are a good man to ride the river with, Jonathan Raban.

         Listener

         
             

         

         Raban is a wonderful writer, with great powers of description, and above all the ability to interpret with elegant tact and lightness, in the sort of tone one might use to criticize someone else’s child without giving offence.

         New York Review of Books

         
             

         

         Mr Raban has a keen ear, but for the river itself, he has to evince not only a keen eye but a capacity to use a painter’s palette. He gives us the strong brown god in all its rage, sullenness and beauty.

         Observer
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            I do not know much about gods; but I think that the river

            Is a strong brown god – sullen, untamed and intractable,

            Patient to some degree, at first recognised as a frontier;

            Useful, untrustworthy, as a conveyor of commerce;

            Then only a problem confronting the builder of bridges.

            The problem once solved, the brown god is almost forgotten

            By the dwellers in cities – ever, however, implacable,

            Keeping his seasons and rages, destroyer, reminder

            Of what men choose to forget.

            T. S. Eliot, The Dry Salvages

            One man may paint a picture from a careful drawing made on the spot, and another may paint the same scene from memory, from a brief but strong impression; and the last may succeed better in giving the character, the physiognomy of the place, though all the details may be inexact.

            J. F. Millet, on landscape painting from memory

            True and sincere travelling is no pastime but it is as serious as the grave, or any part of the human journey, and it requires a long probation to be broken into it.

            H. D. Thoreau, A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers
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             One

            THE RIVER

         

         IT IS AS BIG AND DEPTHLESS AS THE SKY ITSELF. You can see the curve of the earth on its surface as it stretches away for miles to the far shore. Sunset has turned the water to the colour of unripe peaches. There’s no wind. Sandbars and wooded islands stand on their exact reflections. The only signs of movement on the water are the lightly-scratched lines which run in parallel across it like the scores of a diamond on a windowpane. In the middle distance, the river smokes with toppling pillars of mist which soften the light so that one can almost reach out and take in handfuls of that thickened air.

         A fish jumps. The river shatters for a moment, then glazes over. The forest which rims it is a long, looping smudge of charcoal. You could make it by running your thumb along the top edge of the water, smearing in the black pines and bog oaks, breaking briefly to leave a pale little town of painted clapboard houses tumbling from the side of a hill. Somewhere in the picture there is the scissored silhouette of a fisherman from the town, afloat between the islands in his wooden pirogue, a perfectly solitary figure casting into what is left of the sun.

         It is called the Mississippi, but it is more an imaginary river than a real one. I had first read Huckleberry Finn when I was seven. The picture on its cover, crudely drawn and coloured, supplied me with the raw material for an exquisite and recurrent daydream. It showed a boy alone, his face prematurely wizened with experience. (The artist hadn’t risked his hand with the difficulties of bringing off a lifelike Nigger Jim.) The sheet of water on which he drifted was immense, an enamelled pool of lapis lazuli. Smoke from a half-hidden steamboat hung over an island of gothic conifers. Cut loose from the world, chewing on his corncob pipe, the boy was blissfully lost in this stillwater paradise.

         For days I lay stretched out on the floor of my attic room, trying to bring the river to life from its code of print. It was tough going. Often I found Huck’s American dialect as impenetrable as Latin, but even in the most difficult bits I was kept at it by the persistent wink and glimmer of the river. I was living inside the book. Because I was more timid and less sociable than Huck, his and my adventures on the Mississippi tended to diverge. He would sneak off in disguise to forage in a riverside town, or raid a wrecked steamboat; I would stay back on the raft. I laid trot lines for catfish. I floated alone on that unreal blue, watching for ‘towheads’ and ‘sawyers’ as the forest unrolled, a mile or more across the water.

         I found the Mississippi in the family atlas. It was a great inkstained Victorian book, almost as big as I was. ‘North Africa’ and ‘Italy’ had come loose from its binding, from my mother’s attempts to keep up with my father’s campaigns in the Eighth Army. North America, though, was virgin territory: no one in the family had ever thought the place was worth a moment of their curiosity. I looked at the Mississippi, wriggling down the middle of the page, and liked the funny names of the places that it passed through. Just the sounds of Minneapolis … Dubuque … Hannibal … St Louis … Cairo … Memphis … Natchez … Baton Rouge … struck a legendary and heroic note to my ear. Our part of England was culpably short of Roman generals, Indians and Egyptian ruins, and these splendid names added even more lustre to the marvellous river in my head.

         The only real river I knew was hardly more than a brook. It spilled through a tumbledown mill at the bottom of our road, opened into a little trouty pool, then ran on through watermeadows over gravelled shallows into Fakenham, where it slowed and deepened, gathering strength for the long drift across muddy flatlands to Norwich and the North Sea. All through my Huckleberry Finn summer, I came down to the mill to fish for roach and dace, and if I concentrated really hard, I could see the Mississippi there. First I had to think it twice as wide, then multiply by two, then two again … The rooftops of Fakenham went under. I sank roads, farms, church spires, the old German prisoner-of-war camp, Mr Banham’s flour mill. I flooded Norfolk; silvering the landscape like a mirror, leaving just an island here, a dead tree there, to break this lonely, enchanted monotony of water. It was a heady, intensely private vision. I hugged the idea of the huge river to myself. I exulted in the freedom and solitude of being afloat on it in my imagination.

         Year by year I added new scraps of detail to the picture. I came across some photographs of the Mississippi in a dog-eared copy of the National Geographic in a doctor’s waiting room. Like inefficient pornography, they were unsatisfying because they were too meanly explicit. ‘Towboat Herman Briggs at Greenville’ and ‘Madrid Bend, Missouri’ gave the river a set of measurements that I didn’t at all care for. I didn’t want to know that it was a mile and a quarter wide, or that its ruffled water wasn’t blue at all but dirty tan. The lovely, immeasurable river in my head was traduced by these artless images, and when the doctor called me in to listen to the noises in my asthmatic chest I felt saved by the bell.

         Then I saw a painting by George Caleb Bingham. It showed the Missouri, not the Mississippi, but I recognised it immediately as my river. Its water had a crystalline solidity and smoothness, as if it had been carved from rosy quartz. The river and the sky were one, with cliffs and forest hanging in suspension between them. In the foreground, a ruffianly trapper and his son drifted in a dugout canoe, their pet fox chained to its prow. The water captured their reflections as faithfully as a film. Alone, self-contained, they moved with the river, an integral part of the powerful current of things, afloat on it in exactly the way I had been daydreaming for myself. The French fur trader and his half-caste child joined Huck Finn – the three persons of the trinity which presided over my river.

         Crouched under the willow below the mill, I lobbed my baited hook into the pool and watched the water spread. The Mississippi was my best invention; a dream which was always there, like a big friendly room with an open door into which I could wander at will. Once inside it, I was at home. I let the river grow around me until the world consisted of nothing except me and that great comforting gulf of water where catfish rootled and wild fruit hung from the trees on the towhead-islands. The river was completely still as the distant shore went inching by. I felt my skin burn in the sun. I smelled sawn timber and blackberries and persimmons. I didn’t dare to move a muscle for fear of waking from the dream.

         
             

         

         Now, thirty years later, the river was just a hundred miles ahead.

         The road was empty – not a truck or a car in miles. If it hadn’t been for the bodies of the dead racoons, I might have taken my rented mustard Ford for the only thing on the move in the whole of Wisconsin. The coons had the dissolute repose of sleeping tramps, their splayed limbs hidden under rumpled coverlets of greasy fur. Poor coons. Supremely talented, in a schoolboy way, at night exercises, at noisy raids on garbage cans, at climbing trees, they had no gift at all for crossing roads. Bright lights mesmerised them, and they died careless hobos’ deaths on the wooded edges of tiny unincorporated towns. 

         Hunting for company, I twiddled my way through the burble on the radio.

         ‘Good afternoon to all you Labor Day weekenders out there in Northern Wisconsin …’ The announcer sounded like a naval captain in a 1950s movie, a honey-bass throbbing with authority and inner calm. ‘This is WWID, Ladysmith. Your Good News station.’

         The road sliced through a broken, hilly landscape of forest, corn and cattle. It had been like this for hours: the white-painted farms set back behind good fences, each one with its grain store topped by an aluminium cone like a witch’s hat, the long sweep of freshly harvested valleys reduced to hog’s bristle, the slaughtered coons. No one about. In Goodrich and Antigo, Ruby, Bloomer and Cornell, there’d been the same Sunday somnolence in the standing heat.

         At Goodrich I’d stopped for gas, and had had to wake the station’s owner who was asleep under the funnies-section, framed between his ice box and his Coke machine. ‘Shit,’ he’d said; then ‘Where you going?’ as if my presence on the highway was a violation of some Sunday blue law.

         From the hillbilly fiddles, electric harmoniums and tabernacle choirs on the radio, a girl’s voice broke through with manic brightness and clarity.

         
            
               
                  A song of peace, a song of joy,

                  A song for every little girl and boy,

                  A song that says, ‘God loves you!’

               

            

         

         She dropped to a bedtime whisper. ‘God loves you,’ she crooned, while the strings and triangles went hushabye, hushabye in the background. ‘He really loves you.’ Stroking and snuggling her way into the hearts of the Labor Day weekenders, she said, ‘This isn’t just a song for children, darling. Adults need love just as much, too.’ I squirmed in my car seat while she went on murmuring He loves you, He really loves you, He loves you, and faded out, leaving the airwaves full of breathed kisses.

         ‘Carol Lawrence,’ the announcer said. ‘Born-again Christian lady. “Tell All the World About Love.” The love of God. That’s what we’re here to share on WWID, twenty-four hours a day, except for Monday mornings. Telling the good news. And we tell everybody because faith comes by hearing it. We have to get it out. It’s twenty-two before six.’

         Swaddled and babied by the Good News station, I drove on west. I was full of that receptive good humour which marks the beginnings of journeys – a time when everything is coated with the bloom of newness, and one’s eyes and ears skitter like minnows, seizing excitedly on every humdrum scrap. A sleeping dog! They have sleeping dogs in Wisconsin! A pile of cut wood! They cut wood here! Look, cows! Look, a water tower! Look, a gas station! Everything shapes up to the same astonishing size. The Falcons had beaten the Saints, the Bears had beaten the Packers, a hurricane called David was making its way up the Florida coast. Key Biscayne had been evacuated. In Dominica, four hundred people sheltering in a church had been swept to death when a river changed its course. And a group called the Longstroms were singing:

         
            
               
                  Well, I’ve found something that money can’t buy,

                  I’ve found a goldmine beyond the blue sky,

                  I’ve found the land where I’ll live when I die,

                  I’ve found the Lord – a rich man am I.

               

            

         

         The cows were casting longer shadows now, and when the trees met over the road they formed a dark church nave. In the farmhouses, lights were coming on one by one and their white barns were turning black against the sun. Connorsville. Forest. Somerset. New Richmond. Then the steep climb down into the valley of the St Croix River.

         ‘Christian witness …’ said the announcer. ‘Here’s Len Mink.’ Len Mink was a sobbing tenor backed by a choir of lady angels.

         
            
               
                  I have returned to the God of my childhood,

                  To the same simple things as the child I once knew;

                  Like the Prodigal Son, I long for my loved ones,

                  For the comforts of home and the God I outgrew.

               

            

         

         He returned and returned and returned. He went back to the God of his father. He went back to the God of his mother. After half a dozen stanzas he was returning to ‘the Yahweh of Judah’, his voice breaking down in the effort to recapture that lost Eden of the spirit. Finally he was shouting, ‘I have returned! I have returned! I have returned!’ in an exultant, if implausible, carol from the womb.

         
             

         

         Well, I was returning too. I had never quite given up dreaming of the river and still found comfort in the idea of that lovely, glassy sweep of open water. The rivers I fished, on weekend escapes from the city, were always shadowed by another, bigger river, broad and long enough to lose oneself on. Once, I’d actually seen the Mississippi, but it was from the window of a jet thirty thousand feet up, and the river looked as remote and theoretical as the twisty thread on the family atlas. It glinted like a piece of ravelled fusewire. One sip of a Pan-American highball, and it was gone.

         Its after-image lodged obstinately at the back of my head. In London, I had gone stale and dry. I felt that I’d run out of whatever peculiar reserves of moral capital are needed for city life. I couldn’t write. For days on end I woke at five, confused and panicky, as the tranquillisers that I’d taken lost their grip. I listened to the jabbering sparrows in the yard and to the restless surf of overnight traffic on the road beyond. I lay clenched, struggling to get to sleep, and found myself thinking of the river, the great good place of my childhood. It was still just visitable. The dream was heavily overgrown now and there were prohibitive notices and stretches of barbed wire to pass before one could get back to the old spot where the water spread away for miles then dissolved into sky. Here, already half-asleep, I let myself drift out into the current and watched the rising sun loom like a gigantic grapefruit through the mist.

         Going down the river turned into an obsessive ritual. I had to relearn the child’s trick of switching instantly into an imagined world. Soon I could work the magic with a few bare talismanic symbols – a curling eddy, a reed bed, an island, and a canister of photographer’s smoke. It wasn’t long before these daily dawn voyages began to suggest a real journey and a book.

         The book and the journey would be all of a piece. The plot would be written by the current of the river itself. It would carry one into long deep pools of solitude, and into brushes with society on the shore. Where the river meandered, so would the book, and when the current speeded up into a narrow chute, the book would follow it. Everything would be left to chance. There’d be no advance reservations, no letters of introduction. One would try to be as much like a piece of human driftwood as one could manage. Cast off, let the Mississippi take hold, and trust to whatever adventures or longueurs the river might throw one’s way. It was a journey that would be haphazard and full of randomness, but it would also have the insistent purpose of the river current as it drove southward and seaward to the Gulf of Mexico.

         It’s hard to make travel arrangements to visit a dream. The voyage I was planning was on a river which existed only in my head. The real Mississippi was an abstraction. I studied it with impatience, feeling that the facts were just so many bits of grit in my vision of a halcyon river. I learned, without enthusiasm, about the construction of the lock and dam system. Figures began to swim in my head where the dream ought to be. In 1890, thirty million tons of freight had been carried downriver; in 1979, after a long and catastrophic decline in river trade, business was up again to forty million tons. The Civil War and the coming of the railroads had almost smashed the river as a commercial highway, but the oil crisis of the 1970s had brought the Mississippi back to life. A river barge, I read, ‘can move four hundred tons of grain a mile on a gallon of fuel, compared with only two hundred tons for a locomotive’; and a lot of people were now wanting to move a lot of tons of grain because the United States had raised its quota of grain exports to Russia. So the port of New Orleans was busy with ships carting Midwestern wheat and corn and soybeans off to Murmansk and Archangel. To someone somewhere, I suppose, this kind of information has the ring of industrial poetry; it didn’t to me. It was reassuring to find that the river was important again, a central artery linking north and south in a drifting procession of towboats and barge fleets, but I found the details of its renaissance grindingly dull. They threatened to contaminate that great, wide, open stretch of level water which was far more actual for me than these tawdry scraps of intelligence from the real world.

         I went for long walks by the Thames, following the ebb tide as it ran out through Kew, Chiswick, Barnes, Putney, watching the way that it piled against the bridges and came to the boil over deep muddy holes in the river bottom. It was the simple movement of the water that I liked, and its capacity to make the city which surrounded it look precarious and makeshift. The pastel cottages on the bank, with their bookshelves, net curtains, standing lamps and potted plants, stood on the lip of a real and dangerous wilderness. A freak tide, a careless shift in the current, and they could be swept away. The river, as it sluiced past their doorsteps, carried plenty of evidence of its deadliness. There were dead dogs in it, and stoved-in boats, and the occasional bloated human corpse. Once I found the body of a drowned woman. She was spreadeagled on the shore; her coat, of sodden leopardskin, had ridden up over her torso and covered her head. Her tights were laddered. Her boots were very new. At the coroner’s inquest on her death, I heard that she’d left a note. It was rambling, disjointed, full of resentment and depression, but it didn’t actually say that she intended to kill herself. It seemed rather that she had come to the river without knowing what she was going to do. Perhaps she believed that the mess and tangle of her life would somehow resolve itself if she could put it in perspective beside the bleak placidity of all that drifting water. It was probable, said the coroner, that she’d thrown herself into the river without premeditation; not really meaning to commit suicide, merely trying to assuage her misery and confusion in the comforting void of the Thames. He announced his verdict: death by misadventure.

         I felt I understood what had drawn the woman to the river. I wanted to lose myself too. I had no intention of landing up in some small Midwestern city morgue, but I ached to run away from the world for a while, to put myself in the grip of a powerful current which would make my choices for me, to be literally adrift. The woman had gone to the river for solace, and had ended up drowning in it; I was going for much the same motive, but meant to stay afloat.

         I hardly gave a thought to the mechanics of the voyage. It was, after all, a dream journey, and like a dream it was supposed to unfold spontaneously without effort on my part. Obviously I would need a craft of some kind, but I knew almost nothing at all about boats. A raft would turn the trip into a piece of quaint play-acting; canoes capsized. I vaguely assumed that somewhere at the top end of the river I’d come across a leaky tub with a pair of oars, and cast off in that.

         To make the voyage come true, I began to talk about it. At a party in London I met a man who had seen the Mississippi at St Louis and had gone on a half-day tourist cruise up the river.

         ‘It was amazingly depressing,’ he said. ‘Totally featureless. An awful lot of mud. You couldn’t see anything over the top of the banks except dead trees. The only bearable thing about the entire afternoon was the ship’s bar. It was full of people getting dead drunk so that they didn’t have to look at the sheer bloody boredom of the Mississippi.’

         ‘That was just round St Louis, though.’

         ‘Oh, it’s all like that, I gather. That’s what it’s famous for, being very long and very boring. The only reason people ever go on the Mississippi at all is because after you’ve spent a couple of hours looking at the horrendous bloody river, even a dump like St Louis starts to look moderately interesting. I think God made the Mississippi as a sort of warning, to prove that things really can be worse than you think.’

         He had an air of mighty self-satisfaction, having delivered me at a stroke from the lunatic fantasy with which I’d been possessed. Actually, I’d been rather excited by his description of the river. It had given it something of the melodramatic awfulness of a landscape by John Martin, a touch of Sadek in Search of the Waters of Oblivion with its dwarfish hominid scrambling into a world of treeless crags and dead seas.

         ‘I suppose you thought you were going to do it in a rowing boat,’ the man said, snuffling with amusement at the notion. I didn’t like the way he had consigned my trip to the past subjunctive tense.

         ‘No, no. I’ll have a … an outboard motor.’ I had had one experience with an outboard motor. I had driven myself from one end of a small Scottish loch to the other, where it had coughed and died. It had taken three hours to row back through a rainstorm.

         ‘You’d get swamped. Or be run down by one of those tow-things. When we were in St Louis, people were always getting drowned in the river. Went out fishing, never came back, bodies recovered weeks later, or never recovered at all. So bloody common that it hardly ever made the local news.’

         Some days afterwards, I ran into the man again.

         ‘You’re not still thinking of going down that river, are you?’

         ‘I’ve written off about getting a motor.’

         ‘It’d cost you a hell of a lot less if you just swallowed a packet of razor blades. According to the Euthanasia Society, putting a plastic bag over your head is pretty much the best way to go.’ He introduced me to the woman he was with. ‘He’s going to go down the Mississippi in a dinghy,’ he said.

         ‘What a lovely thing to do,’ she said. ‘Just like Tom Sawyer – or was that Huckleberry Finn?’

         The man smiled with exaggerated patience. It was the smile of a lonely realist stranded in the society of cloud cuckoos. That smile. I’d got used to it over the last few weeks. It said I was a jackanapes. Now, studying my route in the pale glow of the car maplight, a scramble of lower-case names, otisville, houlton, lakeland, hudson‚ I imagined the smile broadening. In Minneapolis a boat was waiting for me. I was going to ride the river for as long and far as I could go, and see whether it was possible to stitch together the imaginary place where I had spent too much of my time daydreaming and that other, real, muddy American waterway.

         I was being interviewed by the radio pastor of WWID, Ladysmith.

         ‘Have you said yes to Jesus yet?’

         No.

         ‘It’s by his grace you’re saved through faith. Exercise your faith and say, “Lord, I’m receiving you as my lord and saviour.”’ 

         My headlights picked out the twin marmalade eyes of a racoon in the road. I swerved just in time.

         ‘Henry Slotter tells the news at nine, straight up, and then Sunday Hymnsing to follow, on this second of September, Labor Day Weekend. Now hear this. The Oklahoma Baptist Festival Choir. It is Well with My Soul. That says just about all that needs to be said, folks. It is Well with My Soul.’ The opening chords on the electric organ quivered with pious tremolo; then came the voices, the sopranos sounding as if they were crying for joy, the baritones and basses adding a counterpoint of moderation and commonsense, as if getting on the right side of the Lord was just good business practice. I turned up the volume and joined the Interstate Highway, singing my way into Minnesota along with the Oklahoma Baptist Festival Choir. After all, I was in no position to jeer at other people’s dreams of personal salvation. I had my own hopes of becoming a born-again something, even if it wasn’t a Christian. It is well with my soul, pom, pom … well with my soul.

         I was jolted back into an America I recognised without affection. The bald glare of the sodium lights over the highway had flattened the landscape and robbed it of shadow and colour. The exurban fringe of the twin cities of Minneapolis and St Paul was the usual mess of neon doodles. Curlicues of mustard. Trails of ketchup. The motels, taco houses, radio shacks and pizza huts stretched away in a bilious blaze of American mock-alpine. I remembered poring over the Victorian atlas, playing with the exotic syllables of Minneapolis as if they spelled Samarkand. Even now I wasn’t quite prepared for the thoroughgoing charmlessness of this five-mile strip of junk food, porno-movies, and the kind of motels where you expect to find blood running down your shower-curtain. There was a brief, merciful break of darkness. Then the illuminated crap began again.

         It was only after I had gone on another mile or so that I realised that I’d crossed the Mississippi. I had crossed the Mississippi. It had dropped through a crack in the lights of Minneapolis, and I hadn’t even seen it go. The smile on the face of my London acquaintance would have been so superior that it would have joined up with his eyebrows in a perfect oval. It was a jackanapes’s way of ending a pilgrimage and starting an odyssey.

         
             

         

         I pushed on deeper into Minneapolis until I found myself driving up a street that felt like the heart of something. Hennepin Avenue. Louis Hennepin had been a seventeenth-century Franciscan friar who had been chaplain to the La Salle expedition which had charted the upper Mississippi in 1680. I’d just been reading about him in Francis Parkman’s La Salle and the Discovery of the Great West‚ and was interested to see how his name had been commemorated here. Hennepin Avenue was blocked solid with gay bars, massage parlours, bright little boutiques with vibrators and dildos displayed in their windows, and the offices of pawnbrokers and bail-bondsmen, now shuttered and padlocked for the night. Perhaps Father Hennepin had been an altogether merrier priest than Parkman had made him sound. Or perhaps the ruderies of Hennepin Avenue were intended to convey what Protestant Minnesota thought of foreign papists.

         I stopped at a bar which looked and sounded rather more butch than its neighbours: ‘Moby Dick’s – For a Whale-Sized Drink’. Having just missed out on one American epic by oversight, I had better catch up with whatever classics I could find. A few doors down the street, no doubt, there’d be a sex shop called ‘The Scarlet Letter’.

         In the three-quarters dark, the walls of Moby Dick’s were bright with sweat. It was the kind of place where all the loose ends of a city tend to shake down together. A glazed-looking Indian in a booth had a pitcher of beer for company. Two blacks, wearing enviably sharp hats and suits with lapels as narrow as switchblades, were feeding the jukebox with quarters. At the bar, a drunk was getting nowhere with the barmaid as he tried to sweet-talk her into betting on the outcome of the New England–Pittsburgh football game.

         ‘Come on, honey. Just a little bet … A gennelman’s bet … Whaddaya say?’

         On the TV screen above his head, someone dressed up in medieval armour was running for a line.

         ‘A dollar.’

         The barmaid squirted whisky from a tube into my glass.

         ‘I said gennelman’s bet. One dollar. What’s a dollar between friends?’ He sprawled across the bar towards the girl in a sudden excess of inspiration. ‘Hey, honey … you can take Pittsburgh.’

         ‘Straight up or soda?’ said the girl to me.

         ‘Go on, what’s a dollar?’

         ‘Food, clothing and a place to sleep,’ I said. Bob Hope had said that in a movie once.

         The girl faced the drunk for the first time in minutes. ‘It’s too early in the season, I ain’t into the teams yet.’

         Defeated, he settled on me, grabbing at my sleeve as I started to leave the bar. ‘Where you from, fella? Where you from? I can tell you ain’t from round here,’ he said with the triumphant cunning of a man who has got the better of half a bottle and can still pull off feats of amazing detection.

         I headed for the empty booth next to the pickled Indian’s.

         ‘Hey, where you going? Where you going, fella?’

         Far away, I hoped. South with the Monarch butterflies. Downstream.

      

   


   
      
         

             Two

            CASTING OFF

         

         ON LABOR DAY, NO ONE WAS TAKING CALLS. The phone pealed unanswered in the boatyard. I pulled aside the heavy drapes of my hotel room window and looked down on the emptied streets of Minneapolis, already beginning to fry in the early sun. I wondered where the Mississippi was. Its course must be a well-kept secret, hidden somewhere in the crevices between the city’s squat little skyscrapers of smoked glass and steel.

         In this high room, with the expensive air-conditioner breathing hardly louder than a sleeping child, I felt I was as far from my river as I’d ever been. My morning orange juice stood islanded in a silver tureen of crushed ice. I propped Parkman up against it and went back to my favourite bit, where La Salle, Tonto and Father Hennepin see the Mississippi for the first time.

         
            The travellers resumed their journey … and soon reached the dark and inexorable river, so long the object of their search, rolling, like a destiny, through its realms of solitude and shade.

         

         Here it rolled obscurely through realms of insurance companies, cattlefeed factors, television stations and chain hotels. I put an admiring pencil line under the phrase ‘through all the perilous monotony of its interminable windings’, and tried it out loud. It sounded terrific.

         I went to the window to stare at the city, trying to find a gap or a shadow, a sign of a winding, but the man-madeness of it all looked seamless. I had spent a lot of time dreaming of losing myself on the river; it had never once occurred to me that it might be possible simply to lose the river. There must be a reason for the way in which Minneapolis behaved towards the Mississippi as if the river were the skeleton in the city’s family closet. That was something else that I would have to find out.

         There was no clue on the streets outside as to the whereabouts of my river. Lost by a series of forced right-turns, I took a long boulevard where the shadows fell towards me and hoped that that meant East. Mine was the only car about. The traffic-control system of Minneapolis had been switched on specially for my benefit. ‘Walk’ signs flashed ‘Walk!’ and ‘Don’t Walk!’ to whatever ghosts haunt deserted cities. Blinking filter-arrows sped imaginary columns of automobiles down empty avenues. Somewhere, many streets away, a police car went whooping just for the sake of whooping, like a lonely kid whistling to keep himself company. The sweet stink of a brewery lay leaden in the heat. No people. No river.

         Then, suddenly, I was part of the crowd. The street had merged into an expressway, and the expressway was jammed solid. We were elbow to elbow in the crush, a grumbling herd of dusty pick-up trucks, all windows down, all radios turned full up. I spoke to my nearest neighbour, a colossal jellyfish in a plaid shirt and a cowboy hat with a wide curly brim.

         ‘Where’s everybody going?’

         ‘You goin’ to the Fair, man. Hey, Butch – guy here don’t know where nobody’s goin’.’

         ‘He’s goin’ right to the Fair,’ Butch said from the driver’s seat.

         ‘I just told him that. Hey, where you from? You ain’t a Norwegian, are you?’

         ‘I’m from England.’

         ‘England. Shit. Guy’s from England. Reason I asked if you was a Norwegian fella is because I’m a Norwegian myself. Got a Norwegian name. Olen. That’s Norwegian, Olen, ain’t that right?’

         ‘Sounds right to me.’

         ‘Hey, you talk just like one of them Norwegians. That kills me. Yeah, I come from those parts. From way back. Wanna beer?’

         He passed me a can of cold Budweiser clad in a sheath of polystyrene foam.

         ‘That’s Bud-weiser‚ that beer.’ Remembering that he was talking to a foreigner, he carefully separated every syllable for me, and started shouting.

         ‘That’s a German name. Don’t come from Germany, though. Comes from the Yew-nighted States.’

         We rolled forward in consort for a few feet, and stopped.

         ‘I’m looking for the river,’ I said.

         Olen’s jellyfish face squinched up then expanded again.

         ‘Lookin’ for the river.’

         ‘The Mississippi.’

         ‘The river’s back,’ said Butch. ‘He just come over it.’ 

         ‘The river’s back,’ Olen said. ‘Ain’t no exits now, not till the Fairgrounds.’

         ‘Shit,’ I said.

         ‘You gonna have a real good time at the Fair, man. They got all kinds of things there. They got freaks. You know what we all call the Fair? It’s the great Minnesota get-together.’

         ‘That’s right,’ Butch said. ‘The great Minnesota get-together.’

         ‘I wanted to find the Mississippi.’

         ‘Mississippi? That ain’t nothin’ much. Any road, you gone past it. It’s way back.’

         With the sole exception of Olen’s ten-gallon affair, everyone in our crowd was wearing a plastic forage-cap with a long shovel-brim. The hats gave the cavalcade a vaguely military air, as if we were off to sack a city. The fronts of the hats were decorated with insignia and slogans. Oh Boy! Oh Beef! advertised a kind of cake which cows ate. Others peddled farm machinery, Holsum Bread, chemical fertilisers, pesticides, corn oil, cement and root beer. Under these corporation colours, the owners of the hats looked queerly like feudal retainers riding round wearing the arms of their barons. A few self-conscious individualists wore personalised beanies announcing ‘I’m from the boondocks’ and ‘You can kiss my …’ followed by a picture of an ass in a straw bonnet. Butch’s beanie said ‘John Deere’. I took this for his own name, and only gradually noticed that several hundred men at the fair were also called John Deere, which turned out to be a famous brand of agricultural tractor.

         The state fair sprawled across a hillside and a valley, and at first glance it did indeed look like a city under occupation by an army of rampaging Goths. I’d never seen so many enormous people assembled in one place. These farming families from Minnesota and Wisconsin were the descendants of hungry immigrants from Germany and Scandinavia. Their ancestors must have been lean and anxious men with the famines of Europe bitten into their faces. Generation by generation, their families had eaten themselves into Americans. Now they all had the same figure: same broad bottom, same buddha belly, same neckless join between turkey-wattle chin and sperm whale torso. The women had poured themselves into pink elasticated pantsuits; the men swelled against every seam and button of their plaid shirts and dacron slacks. Beneath the brims of the forage-caps, their food projected from their mouths. Foot-long hot dogs. Bratwurst sausages, dripping with hot grease. Hamburgers. Pizzas. Scoops of psychedelic ice cream. Wieners-dun-in-buns. 

         Stumbling, half-suffocated, through this abundance of food and flesh, I felt like a brittle matchstick-man. Every time I tried to turn my head I found someone else’s hot dog, bloody with catsup, sticking into my own mouth.

         On either side of us the voices of the freak-show barkers quacked through tinny loudspeakers.

         ‘Ronny and Donny. The only living Siamese twins on exhibit in the world today. Now grown men, Ronny and Donny are joined at the breastbone and the abdomen, facing each other for every second of their lives.’

         ‘We carry the most deadly and dangerous of any in the world. Don’t miss it. All alive!’

         ‘Can you imagine being permanently fastened to another person for your entire life?’

         ‘You see the deadly Monocle Cobra from Asia, the Chinese Cobra and the Black-Necked Spitting Cobra. All alive.’

         ‘Ronny and Donny, the Siamese twins, are fascinating to see, interesting to visit, and completely unforgettable. The Siamese twins are alive, real and living.’

         ‘You’ll see the giant, one-hundred-pound pythons. They’re alive, and they’re inside. Don’t miss it. Everything’s alive.’

         ‘You will remember your visit with the Siamese twins for the rest of your life –’

         Crushed between the bust of the woman behind and the immense behind of the man in front, I did not find it hard to imagine what it might be like to be Ronny or Donny. There was no chance of visiting with them, though. As the sluggish current of the crowd passed them by, I was carried with it, deep into the heart of the state fair.

         I was going down fast. The air I was breathing wasn’t air: it was a compound of smells, of meat, sweat, popcorn, cooking fat and passed gas. Wriggling and butting my way out of the crowd, I found myself in the sudden blessed cool of a vaulted cathedral full of cows. They stood silently in their stalls with the resigned eyes of long-term mental patients. The straw with which the stadium was carpeted gave the whole place a ceremonious quiet. Grave men, whom I took for bulk buyers from the burger industry, padded from stall to stall. The cattle stared back at them with profound incuriosity. I wondered what they made of the smell of charred beef. Soon they’d be minced, ground up with cereal and soybeans, and turned into Whoppers and Kingburgers. For now, though, the animals had a lugubrious dignity which put the people at the fair to shame. They were the real heroes of the day. Washed sleek as seals, they were the scions of the finest stock of Minnesota, aristocrats in their world. They looked temperamentally unsuited to the garish democracy of the fast food business.

         I was trying to make contact with some kind of pedigree shorthorn whose face had reminded me of the late Zero Mostel when I noticed the man standing at the next stall along. He was wearing a stripey one-piece pyjama suit which hung on him in loose folds. Once, perhaps, he too had had a Minnesotan figure, but he had shrunk inside his peculiar garment until his pyjamas flapped like rags on a stick.

         He also was attempting to strike up a relationship with a cow. He was dabbing at her ears with a liver-spotted hand as if he’d shortsightedly mistaken her for a dog.

         ‘Lady … Lady … Lady …’ he pleaded. The cow regarded him with steady scepticism. ‘Hey, Lady –’

         He turned towards me. His forage-cap said, ‘Happiness Is Being A Grandparent’.

         ‘Know about stock?’

         ‘Nothing at all,’ I said.

         ‘Me neither. That’s you and me both. You and me both.’ His twiggy fingers went dandling away in the fur of the cow’s neck. ‘You ain’t from round these parts.’

         ‘No – I’m just passing through.’

         ‘I could tell. You from the East? From New York? You from New York?’

         ‘No, England.’

         ‘England. Oh, yeah. England.’ His tone was forgiving. He was letting me off the incriminating hook of coming from New York. ‘I was there once. In the days of wrath. I went all up Italy in the days of wrath.’

         ‘In the war –’

         ‘The days of wrath.’ He looked at the cow and spoke to it in a cracked, erratically remembered parody of a British accent. ‘Wot yer! Yer bloomin’ bloody bloke!’ He wheezed with pleasure at this performance. ‘We had English out there with us. Days of wrath. Yeah. I was there. You ever hear of Monte Cassino?’ He made the place sound like a Chicago gang leader.

         ‘Yes. My father was there.’

         ‘I was there. Him and me both.’ He gave his cow another friendly scratch. ‘Englishman, eh, what? What ho, old bloke!’

         I couldn’t find more than a feeble snicker to answer him with, but my silence seemed to please him more than any words could have done. He left his cow, pulled excitedly at the folds of his pyjamas, and launched himself into speech like a parachutist hurtling out of a plane.

         ‘Know somethin’‚ old bloke? You come out here in the summer, huh? Hot enough, ain’t it? Hot enough to boil your brains. Boil your brains. That’s Labor Day for you. Up in Minnesota here, Labor Day she really means something, you better believe it. Last day of summer. Know what folks are at all over this state right now?’

         He allowed himself a thunderous dramatic pause. His dried crabapple face was about six inches away from mine. His eyes were wet.

         ‘Eating and drinking and pig roasts and partying! Every kind of partying you can think of! They got barbecues like you never seen … and pool parties … and euchre … Hell, every sonofabitch is having himself the finest goddam time he can. And you know why, sir? The Minnesota Winter! Now that is something else. That is really something else. You come here Thanksgiving, old bloke, that’s when you ought to be up here in Minnesota. Cold? I’m telling you. It’d freeze your nuts off. Freeze your nuts off. Snow? There’s whole cities underneath the snow there. Ain’t nothing that ain’t froze right over. You go out there in that air, that is cold, I’m telling you. Twenty below, thirty below – that ain’t nothing in Minnesota. Hell, we got it worse than the Eskimos here. And that’s why when folks in this state go partying on Labor Day, we put on the best goddam show in the whole United States. You hear what I’m saying? I been to state fairs, and there ain’t none like the Minnesota state fair, because there ain’t nobody who knows how to party like the Minnesota people do. And it’s all because of them goddam freezing winters –’

         This breathless oration was accompanied by a frantic series of clockwork nods and jerks. The brim of the old man’s cap wagged an independent emphasis at the end of each sentence. Happiness, it kept on announcing, was being a grandparent. The whole performance came to a sudden stop when a woman’s voice called ‘Hatfield!’ across the cattle stadium.

         ‘Hatfield!’ It was a blow-torch of a voice, and the old man was being roasted in it. He shrank even further back inside his pyjamas.

         ‘Hatfield! I been looking all over!’

         The man gestured, flutteringly, at me. I clearly was not much of an alibi.

         ‘I had to leave Doug and Mo. They’re eating popcorn and Wieners. You know Jo-Ann hates to have the kids left any place!’ Hatfield’s spouse was wearing Bermuda shorts. The varicose veins on her thighs were so intricately blue that they looked like the willow pattern on a Chinese plate.

         ‘Beatrice … this gentleman is from England –’

         I got a brief once-over from behind a pair of clip-on dark glasses. Beatrice could tell a rotten tomato when she saw one.

         ‘Well,’ she said. ‘Is. That. So.’

         ‘Hullo –’ I said.

         ‘We, uh, kind of got talking …’ said Hatfield, but I could see that the story sounded improbable even in his ears. Talking was not an area of life for which Hatfield carried a licence. He plucked at the knees of his pyjamas. Beatrice studied the rows of cows in their stalls. ‘Cattle,’ she said, identifying them as if they were a species hitherto unknown to her.

         ‘Been nice talking to you,’ said Hatfield sadly. I hoped that he was going to muster up one of his cracky tags of wartime-British, but he glanced across at Beatrice, thought better of it, and let the brim of his cap sink down over his face, forestalling further communication. He was led off, silent, rainbow pyjamas flapping, to join his grandchildren in the Wiener-and-popcorn corral.

         
             

         

         I’d never been much good at being one of the crowd. Now, feeding myself back into the flow, I tried to settle in, to feel part of the blood being pumped through the fair. Be a corpuscle. Let go. We oozed down a long sickly tunnel of cotton candy, came up against some invisible obstruction, and were channelled into a mass of separate thread-veins and arteries. The going was hot and smelly, the pace jerky, as if the whole coronary system was clogged and subject to frequent breakdown. All nerve-ends and elbows, I kept on getting stuck.

         I was shown a selection of snow-blowers. A lady dog-handler demonstrated the latest psychological technique for dissuading Ajax and Hercules from leaving piles of poopie on the rug. I found her frank, instructive, but a bit too academic for me. I nearly bought some vitamin pills. I looked at a display of swimming pools, custom-designed to suit my yard; I did my best to covet a threshing machine; I moved fairly swiftly through the extensive exhibit of chemicals which promised to enhance the nutrient-values of my poor soil. I did pause, in mute assent, in front of a placard which asked me: ‘Do you suffer from the little pains usually associated with arthritis?’ The handsome orthopaedic vibrator, on which I might have massaged all my little pains away, was both expensive and rather too large to carry on a small boat. The demonstration-model was being put to heavy use by a line of sweating agribusinessmen. I came upon a stack of illustrated encyclopaedias. Their grained plastic bindings were a deep episcopal purple, the colour of seriousness. Their salesman had been got up to look like everyone’s idea of a proper scholar. Close cropped, in chunky tortoiseshell spectacles, he was the only man in Minnesota who wore a necktie on Labor Day.

         ‘If I may ask, sir, would you have children of school age?’

         ‘Oh yes,’ I said. I like purely hypothetical questions, and have always found it a treat to be singled out by Gallup pollsters.

         ‘Would they have ready access to encyclopaedia sources in the home?’

         ‘I very much doubt it.’

         The salesman brightened up no end. I began to ferret through the volumes. They stank unpleasantly of gasoline and lavender.

         ‘… outstanding aids to education … indispensable in the home, school or college situation … no article longer than 700 words …’ His voice ran on like a leaky tap. The language of encyclopaedia selling is an Esperanto; I imagine that every phrase is duplicated word for word in China, Persia or Peru.

         I found Lincoln-Pacific.

         ‘… world’s foremost scholars in their fields … expert communicators … selected vocabulary … uniquely commissioned from leading illustrators and artists …’

         Mississippi. I skimmed the entry. Nothing new.

         
            … principal waterway in the U.S., draining all or parts of thirty-one states in the heartland of the nation. Its name derives from Chippewa, mici zibi‚ or ‘large river’ …

         

         I copied out those two sentences and returned the book to its rank.

         ‘Thanks. I was just looking something up.’

         ‘May I ask the ages of your children, sir?’

         ‘I haven’t got any.’

         The salesman stopped looking like a scholar. Jerk. Smartass. But there were other, real parents about, trailing visible children of genuine school age, and I watched the salesman reminding himself that his own imposture was of more immediate importance than mine. He gave me a cold, waxy, very scholarly smile. The lenses of his spectacles were plain glass.

         Ebbing and swirling, we drifted from tent to tent. At every bend there was another pagoda selling brats or franks or dogs or burgers. Church flags flew from their tops. The Lutherans specialised in bratwurst sausages, the Methodists in hot dogs, the Catholics in hamburgers. At each stall, there was a stack of giveaway devotional reading placed handily beside the ketchup squirt. Did all this eating have some sacramental significance? Could munching on an Adventist Wiener be the first step on the ladder of conversion?

         The crowd was wedged solid from horizon to horizon. There were no signs of an exit from this colossal roman holiday. In a brief gap in the stream of over-amplified country-and-western I heard a faint familiar voice, and almost thought of it as a friend.

         ‘We offer a reward of a thousand dollars if they’re not real and alive, exactly as advertised. We could make it a million dollars, or a billion dollars, it doesn’t make any difference, because we won’t have to reward anyone a penny. Because the Siamese twins are real, human and alive.’

         Lucky Siamese twins. As each sticky, claustrophobic minute went by, I felt less real, less human, less alive. I thought how curious it was, this crowd. No nation in the world had ever put quite such a high value on privacy and space as the United States, and nowhere in the country did people live so far apart, in houses islanded in acres of sequestered green, as here in the Midwest. When Minnesotans got together on Labour Day they did so with the fervour of people for whom being part of a crowd is a rare holiday luxury. The fairgoers were like children playing sardines.

         We rolled slowly on past an amphitheatre. They might have been feeding born-again Christians to the lions there, but no – it was just a late-model stock car race. On the public address system, the commentator’s voice was bawling over the top of the growling animal bass of the auto engines. He was getting the Amzoil Three Hundred under way. Well, we certainly had a beautiful day here today in Minnesota, he said. Plus, we had some real beautiful cars and a lot of real super people.

         ‘They’re turning those engines at over seven thousand r.p.m.,’ he shouted. ‘So, gentlemen! Let’s go racing!’

         Please, I thought, please don’t let’s go racing. The thought was instantly smashed from my head by the noise of what sounded like an intercontinental bronchial haemorrhage, as the stock cars took off from their starting positions and went roaring round the stadium. Christians and lions must at least have been a great deal quieter.

         I didn’t want to go racing. I didn’t want to stuff my face with meat, corn and cotton candy. I didn’t feel like rolling dimes for the National Heart Foundation. I wasn’t going to buy a snow-blower. I didn’t care to ride the Big Wheel or goggle at the Black-Necked Spitting Cobra. I wanted out. I wanted to find my river.

         
             

         

         I had crossed and recrossed the Mississippi. There were eighteen bridges over it in as many miles, and it seemed that already I had been on most of them. Yet I was having almost as much trouble as De Soto or La Salle in actually reaching the riverbank. Once, the Mississippi had provided Minneapolis and St Paul with the reason for their existence. Later, it turned into an impediment to their joint commercial life, to be spanned at every possible point. Now it wasn’t even an impediment. The twin cities went about their business as if the river didn’t exist. No road that I could see led down to it. From a gloomy little bar on First Street, I could smell the Mississippi, but didn’t know how to reach it. Feeling foolish, I called the bartender over.

         ‘How exactly do I get down to the Mississippi?’

         ‘The river? She’s on the far side of the tracks.’ The wrong side of the tracks. The river had been consigned to the part of town classically set aside for the American poor. It belonged to the same category as vandalised public housing projects, junked automobiles and dead cats. I was appalled. No one would have dared to do such a thing to the river in my head.

         I left my beer untouched. Across the street, there was a potter’s field of ancient railroads. Most had died. Others were in that geriatric state where death is just a whisker away. It was a sorry strip, half a mile wide, of dingy grass, cracked ties and crumbling lines. The rolling stock looked as if it had rusted solid on its tracks. I couldn’t see any locomotives, only the names of the surviving railroad companies, painted in flaky lettering on the sides of the cars. Burlington Northern. Chicago Northwestern. Minnesota Transfer. The Soo Line. Chicago, Milwaukee, St Paul and Pacific. Crickets wheezed and scraped at my feet as I crossed from track to track. The soggy holiday air smelled of diesel oil, rotting wood and river.

         I clambered between two standing chains of freight cars, slid down a culvert of cinders, and there was the Mississippi. All that I could see at first was what it was not. It was not a great glassy sweep of water, big enough to make the civilisation on its banks look small. It wasn’t the amazing blue of the cover of my old copy of Huckleberry Finn. Nor was it the terrible chocolate flood of Charles Dickens and Frances Trollope.

         It was just a river. From where I stood, the far bank was no more than a couple of hundred yards away. Its colour was much the same as that of my domestic Thames: a pale dun, like iced tea with a lot of mosquito larvae wriggling in the glass. I squatted moodily on a bleached rock, looking across at the dead smokestacks of a Victorian mill and listening to the rumble of a weir upstream. I lit a cigarette to frighten off the gnats buzzing in a thick cloud round my head, and flipped the empty pack into the river. The surface of the water was scrolled with slowly moving eddies. My cigarette pack drifted for a moment, slipped into the crease of an eddy, and was taken crabwise off across the stream. How long, I wondered, would it take to reach the Gulf of Mexico? Two thousand miles at … what, four, five miles an hour? A month? six weeks? At any rate, it would arrive long before I did. I watched its red flip-top lid slowly circling in the tepid water until it was carried out of sight.

         I realised that I’d seen this bit of river before, in a dozen or so bad nineteenth-century engravings, most of them by untalented but adventurous Germans who had travelled up and down the Mississippi with sketchbooks. The rock on which I sat was exactly where they must have set up their equipment to draw the Falls of St Anthony. Then the river spilled over a succession of steep limestone steps. It was famously picturesque. The Germans represented the waterfalls by taking a pen and a ruler and making a hatchwork of vertical parallel lines. It must have been a very orderly way of passing an afternoon. They then coloured them in with a fierce matt white. The general impression was that at this point the Mississippi was a cascade of toothpaste; one could almost see the army of hired hands squeezing the giant tubes behind the falls. The kindest thing that one could say about the engravings was that they were a vivid illustration of the sheer bewilderment of the European imagination when it tried to confront the raw wilderness of the American West.

         For even in 1800, this place had been utterly wild – far wilder than the Alps, or the Upper Rhine, or the English Lake District, or any of the other places to which romantic pilgrims went in search of wilderness. Fort Snelling, just downstream, was the last outpost of white America against the Sioux. In 1805 Colonel Zebulon Montgomery Pike led an expedition to the headwaters of the Mississippi and camped beside the Falls of St Anthony. A Sioux warrior stole the colonel’s American flag while Pike was out hunting for geese, swans, ducks and deer. In his notebook, he was very hard on the local savages and wrote that he had shot ‘a remarkably large racoon’ on the riverbank.

         Then the falls had been harnessed to turn millwheels. The remains of the mills still lined the far shore, their brickwork fallen in, their paddles long gone. They’d ground corn and sawn up forestsful of timber. The falls had blocked any further navigation of the river to steamboats, and Minneapolis had been the natural place to join the railroad system to the waterway.

         In 1861, Anthony Trollope came to Minneapolis by train, but couldn’t make up his mind about whether the place, whose name he found delightfully ridiculous, ought properly to be called a village or a town. Mark Twain came here in 1880 and found a city which had swollen to the size of St Paul’s ‘Siamese twin’. The two cities were the Ronny and Donny of the Northwest, joined at the breastbone and the abdomen, facing each other for every second of their lives, interesting to visit, alive, real and living. By then, sixteen different railroads met up in the desolate sidings at my back, and they were knocking the heart out of the commercial life of the river. In 1904 the Baedeker guide to the United States, rather at a loss to find nice remarks to make about Minneapolis, was at least able to describe it as ‘the flour-milling capital of the world’.

         And the river … poor, schooled, shrivelled river. All this piling up of one technology on top of another – railroad on steamboat, Interstate Highway on railroad, hydroelectric dam on watermill – had reduced the Mississippi from a wonder of nature to this sluggish canal on the wrong side of the tracks. Bridged, dammed, locked, piered, she was safe now. Minneapolis had no need to bother with her. It had turned its back on the water, and only odd foreigners like me with dreams in their heads came here to brood over what had happened to her.

         Out in the stream, the grubby current humped against the giant steel mooring-bitts to which no barges were tethered. I thought I saw a dead fish, but it turned out to be a condom. I remembered the old spelling-bee, the voices of little girls chanting in a primary school classroom:

         
            
               
                  Mrs M., Mrs I., Mrs S.S.I.

                  Mrs P., Mrs P., Mrs Ippi, ippi, aye!

               

            

         

         The condom went off in pursuit of my cigarette pack – a ‘french tickler’ with a nasty semblance of swimming life. I supposed that some indigent peasant in Yucatan might find a use for it when it finally landed up on his beach.

         It was a forlorn walk upriver, through the chunky, honeycoloured arches of the old Burlington & Northern railroad bridge. I had not expected to feel so elegiac about the Mississippi quite so soon. That was supposed to happen later on in the plot.

         Beyond the bridge, I came on the last of the fetters which Minneapolis had built round the river in order to cramp its style: the new lock and dam at the top end of what had once been the Falls of St Anthony. It had been finished only seventeen years before, in 1963, and it had turned what remained of the rapids into a watery equivalent of a split-level putting green.

         It wasn’t picturesque at all. No romantic German would have wanted to set up his sketchbook in front of it. Yet one had to admit that the thing was a wonder of sorts in its own right. I was used to the tiny, pretty wooden locks on England’s eighteenth-century canals, dripping little chambers seven feet wide and sixty or seventy feet long. This was a monster. Two city blocks could have been comfortably sunk in its basin. Its fifty-foot drop looked more, a dizzying black pit in the river. The lockmen were talking to each other over walkie-talkie radios. With a hundred yards or more of bald concrete between each man, the place felt more like an international airport than a device for ordering a river. Why, too, on this empty afternoon when the only things stirring were the crickets in the overgrown railroad tracks, was all this Oscar-Lima-Charlie-ing going on over the short waves? The lock was a gigantic toy. The lockmen were playing at being lockmen; gates and valves and sluices were being opened and shut for the simple boyish pleasure of watching that staggering quantity of rancid Mississippi water boil up in the basin.

         I found the lockmaster, captaining this pointless operation from an upper deck, his handset squawking incomprehensibly. He had the contentedly abstracted look of a man listening to a favourite piece of music. I felt I had a useful hold over him, having caught him out tinkering with several million gallons of river just for the hell of it.

         ‘Just fillin’ her up,’ he said, gazing happily down into his private maelstrom. It didn’t sound much of an explanation to me. If I’d come along fifteen minutes later, I suppose he would have said that he was ‘just emptying her out’ in exactly the same tone of voice.

         ‘She’s real quiet today, real quiet …’ The entire building thrummed under my feet as water from the river raced through the tunnels to fill the chamber. ‘Feel it?’ the lockmaster said. ‘That’s twenty-three thousand gallons a second coming in down there.’ He stood at the window, alternately shouting into his radio and waving his arms at the men below: Bernstein conjuring the Dies Irae through its fortissimo climax. There were the giant bass drums, there the massed choir, there the trumpets, there the trombones. He was a maestro of water. I found the performance splendidly exciting, but from a practical point of view, I didn’t like the look of it at all. A sixteen-foot boat would be … I tried to measure sixteen feet against the lock wall. Hardly more significant than an empty Budweiser can or a fallen leaf.

         ‘I’m going to take a sixteen-foot boat down the river to New Orleans and the Gulf of Mexico,’ I said. ‘At least, that’s what I was going to do.’

         ‘Sixteen feet? That’s a pretty good size of boat. You won’t have too much trouble at all. I seen guys go down the Mississippi in all kinds of things. Twelve-foot jonboats … canoes … why, just a month or two back, we had two crazies go through here in a pedal boat like they have in parks. They thought they was going to New Orleans.’

         The thought of the two men in the pedal boat took the glory out of my own trip at a stroke.

         ‘Did they make it?’

         ‘I never heard nothing of them since.’

         I had, after all, dreamed of disappearing from the world. ‘Went down the Mississippi, never heard of since,’ would at least make a tantalising line on a modest memorial slab somewhere.

         ‘Oh, you’ll have problems. You get down in some of the big pools, like the Dubuque pool – that’s one of the worst pools, is the Dubuque pool. She’s wide open: four, five miles, as far as you can see. There’s stump lines … When you’re out there … boy, when it gets rough it can really get rough in a hurry. Then you’ll get wakes. When some of them big tows get down in the flats, they’re pushing along at ten, twelve miles an hour, and they’ll turn the whole river to a rooster tail.’

         ‘What do I do then?’

         ‘You stay right inshore and ride those waves out. If you’re in the channel, you’ll be running into waves that are seven feet tall. Even up here, we’ve had boats tipped over, just from wakes. We get drownings every day. You going to ride the Mississippi, you better respect her or she’ll do you in.’

         His lock basin had filled. It had the absolute stillness of the moment after the last note of the finale before the applause begins. He ran his eye along the brimming surface. I felt that the lockmaster was a kindred spirit, a man who simply loved water. He softened every time that he looked at his pet element, his long, chipped, hatchet-face taking on a moony other-worldliness.

         ‘But you’ve got to watch that sky. You ever see anything queer about it, if the clouds look wrong somehow, you get off the river. Oh, you’ll see thunder and lightning. Hell, you could run into a hurricane. There’s storms on the Mississippi so bad even the big tows get lost sometimes. There’s tows gone down there, just sucked under in a storm on the river. She can be meaner than the ocean. But you’ll be okay. Just remember, if there’s something in the air that don’t feel right, get off the river. You’ll get to know her. You’ll learn the signs. The time you got to start worrying is when she goes dead quiet. That’s when she means to get up to something, and that’s when you get off that river.’

         He had put me back in touch with the dream. The lockmaster’s river and mine were, thank God, the same beautiful, treacherous place. He had grown up right beside it in the little river town of Lansing, Iowa. When he left school, he had become a commercial fisherman and trapper. Then he’d got a job as a construction worker, building levees to contain the floodwater of the Mississippi. From there he had gone on to work as a bargeman and had graduated to being a fully-fledged river pilot, ferrying barge fleets between Minneapolis and St Louis.

         ‘In 1960, I got married. Hell, I wanted to stay on the river, but my wife was mad. You know the way women change you? My wife … she don’t care for the Mississippi too much.’

         So he had settled on his lock. I asked him how much he still missed being a pilot.

         ‘Every time a tow goes through here, I think I’m up there in that wheelhouse.’

         Upstream of us, a tow was swinging round the bend of Nicollet Island. It looked as if someone had turned several tall apartment blocks on their faces and set them afloat. It was not a ‘tow’ at all, in fact: it was a push. Somewhere far at the back of the fleet of barges, now lost behind the island, now printing blots of smoke on the sky, was a boat which wasn’t a boat, but a blunt, white, four-storey house, all balconies and verandahs, mounted over the top of an enormous engine. This displaced housing project filled the river. Its wake shook the trees on the banks and sent a curling wave far into the shore.

         ‘Three by three,’ the lockmaster said. ‘A little one. A single. You should see a double come through here.’

         ‘Unh-hunh,’ I said, as noncommittally as possible. I didn’t want to be too soft a touch for Minnesota comedians. ‘So what’s a double, and what do you do with it?’

         ‘A double, she could be fifteen barges, three wide, five long. You push nine of ’em in. Lock ’em. Break the couplings. Boat backs out with six barges. Then they lock ’em, raise ’em up, drag a cable on ’em, snake ’em up the wall. Drop back. Pick up the second half. Then they make up the fleet and away they go.’

         ‘I think I lost about six barges somewhere.’

         ‘You’ll see how they lock-through. There’s twenty-nine locks between here and St Louis. After that it’s open river. Then you’ll see the real big tows. Fifty, sixty barges. That’d be around eight acres. And that’s something else.’

         Looking at the wake of the baby tow ahead of us, I felt an apprehensive surge in my guts, seeing waves as high as houses breaking on my cockleshell.

         ‘That trip you’re making … now that’s something I’d like to do. You a married man?’

         ‘Not exactly.’

         ‘If you was married … Boy, if I told my wife I was going to ride the river down through New Orleans … Reckon she’d be round at her attorney’s, filing for divorce.’

         The huge gates at the head of the lock swung open on hydraulic winches.

         ‘All those river towns … They’re different than the inland towns – looser, more wild. A few years back, they were really wild, those river towns.’ He seemed to be thinking of his own past and his present compromises. ‘Yeah,’ he said a little sadly, ‘they were wild.’

         He locked the tow through. Thirteen thousand tons of grain bound for Baton Rouge, Louisiana. When the pilot’s voice came through on the radio, he spoke in the sing-song whiffle of the very deep South.

         ‘Well, Cap; wish I was goin’ with you,’ said the lockmaster into his handset. I supposed that he said that to everyone.

         
             

         

         On Tuesday I drove out to see my boat. I had firm ideas about what a boat should be. One of the river-books over which I’d pored during the summer had been Henry Thoreau’s A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers. Thoreau had made his inland voyage in a green and blue dory, ‘a creature of two elements, related by one half of its structure to some swift and shapely fish, and by the other to some strong and graceful bird’. I had been tempted to send this lovely specification on an airmail postcard to Crystal Marine.

         The boatyard lay far out of town, away from the river, at the end of a dismal suburban boulevard. In the lot at the back, a hundred boats were tipped up on trailers, identifiable only by their numbers. Mine was WS 1368 DD. It was just a mustard-coloured shell of aluminium. Blunt backed, broad in the beam, this bare piece of riveted alloy did not look like a craft in which one might float at all easily into an idyll. It was related to neither fish nor bird, but to some new, efficient brand of non-stick saucepan.

         Herb Heichert, the joint owner of the yard, stood by while I walked in a slow circle round this unalluring object, trying to think of something polite to say about it.

         ‘How do you like it?’ His voice had the rusty remains of German in it.

         ‘It looks … strong,’ I said. ‘Would it be easy to sink?’

         ‘No, you got plenty of flotation there. See those seats? That’s where you got your flotation.’

         I was glad that I had flotation. I thought of it more as a moral quality than as a physical property. I’d always wanted to have flotation.

         ‘Now we got to fix you up with the right rig for the river.’ He leaned on the transom. The boat boomed like a dull gong. Mr Heichert pointed at the blank metallic space.

         ‘All these hulls, they come in the same, and every one she goes out different. You got to build it round the customer, right? No one’s the same. Everybody’s different. That’s America. That’s the American Way. We’re in the customisation business here. You take a plain old hull and you build a guy’s whole identity into it. Look, I’ll show you –’

         He led me to his showroom. Boats hung on ropes from the ceiling, stood on trailers and were rooted by their keels to the sides of the walls. My mind boggled at the identities of the guys for whom they had been customised. One was carpeted from bow to stern in blood-red polystyrene fur, another in the kind of artificial grass which undertakers spread over fresh graves.

         ‘When a fella gets a boat he gets real sore if he sees some other fella riding round the lake in a boat just like the one he’s got himself. Round here, everyone’s an individualist.’

         So it appeared. I tried to focus my eyes on a boat on which every last inch had been covered with swirling rainbows of acrylic paint. The effect was roughly comparable to taking a heavy overdose of Lysergic Acid. A little dinghy had a ship’s wheel which might have been salvaged from the wreck of the Golden Hind. I peered into cocktail cabinets and freezers and rang the great brass bell which was mounted over a chubby dayboat.

         ‘Know what this is?’ Herb was playing with a bit of fun-technology which had been screwed to the thwart of a red-and-white striped skiff. Fifty stars were painted on its stern. ‘Electronic fish-locator. Like radar. See here … switch it on, it finds your fish for you, shows you what size it is, what the depth of water is there … all you got to do is put your pole over the side and catch it.’

         It struck me as immoral.

         ‘We like our gizmos here.’

         ‘Will the fish-locator tell you what bait to use as well?’

         ‘They must be working on that, I guess.’

         When we returned to the lot, I saw WS 1368 DD through rather different eyes, as an empty canvas on which Herb Heichert was going to paint a gaudy extravaganza. I had certainly come to the right person: he was the works manager of a dream factory. I was bothered, though, by the fact that the dreams he dealt in bore no resemblance at all to mine.

         ‘So. What do you think?’

         ‘I’ll need somewhere to put my charts. A chartstand.’

         Oddly, a chartstand turned out to be the only gizmo that Herb had never been asked to fit to a boat. We set about designing one: a foldaway wooden frame with a button-down front of transparent plastic.

         ‘The guys here stick to the lakes mostly. They don’t use charts.’

         We settled on navigation lights, a steering wheel, an electric pump and a swivel seat. Herb seemed disappointed with my parsimony.

         ‘Fish-locator?’

         ‘No, thanks.’

         ‘We could run you up a paint job.’

         ‘No, it’s fine as it is.’

         With oars, anchor, and the engine which was now running in a tank at the workshop, I would have the vessel I needed to sail into my Cockaigne. Aesthetically, it might not be a patch on Thoreau’s dory or Huck’s raft, but it would be fast enough to run from trouble and I had plenty of flotation.

         
             

         

         I needed to lay in some provisions. Thoreau had taken a supply of melons and potatoes on his trip. Huck and Jim had loaded up with traps, setlines for catfish, a lantern, a gun and a Barlow knife. I went shopping in the city, hoping that if I acquired a few symbols of pioneer self-sufficiency it would bring about a transformation of my character and turn me into a proper outdoor adventurer.

         Minneapolis itself, though, had gone indoors. When it had done all it could to tinker with the Mississippi; when the bridges, mills, power plants, locks and dams had been finished; then the city turned its back on the river and focused inwards on itself. Now it was engaged in yet another exercise in utopian gadgetry; building a city within a city, a perfumed maze of artificial streets and piazzas set in midair, four storeys above the ground.

         No wonder the streets had seemed so empty. The city had gone somewhere else and cunningly hidden itself inside its own façade. To go shopping, one had to take the elevator up to this other Minneapolis. It was a completely synthetic urban space. Glassed-in ‘skyways’ vaulted from block to block, and the shopping piazzas had been quarried out of the middles of existing buildings like so many chambers, grottoes and tunnels in a mountain of rock.

         Here fountains trickled in carpeted parks. The conditioned air smelled of cologne and was thickened with a faint, colourless spray of muzak. The stores were open-fronted, like the stalls of a covered Arab souk. Like all the best utopias, this one was only half-built. It was the nucleus of a dream city designed to stretch out and further out until Minneapolis-in-the-air would be suspended like an aureola over the deserted ruins of Minneapolis-on-the-ground. If one put one’s ear to the walls, one might hear the distant reverberation of workmen with pneumatic drills tunnelling out more corridors and piazzas in the wider reaches of the city.

         The skyway system was as vividly expressive of the peculiar genius of Minneapolis as the rollercoasting freeways of Los Angeles or the glass and cement cliffs of New York. Only a city with really horrible weather could have arrived at such a thing. Here people had left their local nature behind altogether. It was something nasty down below, and the skyways floated serenely over the top of it. ‘Nature’ here was of the chic and expensive kind that comes only from the most superior of florists: ornamental palms and ferns, rooted not in soil but in coppery chips of synthetic petroleum-extract.

         Voices melted into the musical syrup of André Kostelanetz which trickled from hidden speakers in the palm fronds. Footsteps expired on the carpeted halls. At a mock-Parisian street café, the shoppers sat out at gingham tables, drinking Sanka with non-saccharine sugar substitutes. Skyway-city turned one into an escapee. It was a place where everyone was on the run – from the brutish climate, from carcinogens, from muggers, rapists, motor horns. Even one’s own body was being discreetly disinfected and homogenised by the deodorant air. Up here, everything was real nice: we were nice people who smelled nice, looked nice and did nice things in nice places. 

         Four floors below, we could see the nasty world we’d left behind. Hennepin Avenue was stretched out in front of us, famous for the Original Sin in which it wallowed. Beneath the skyway, a crumby little store sold rubberwear and shackles. Posters for the blue movie houses showed nipples and pudenda so imaginatively coloured and airbrushed that they’d ceased to look human in origin. A wino pissed in a doorway, watched by his dog. It was a pregnant bitch, and looked vaguely ashamed of its owner.

         Looking down on that fallen world from the standpoint of this temporary synthetic Eden, I thought that perhaps Minneapolis and I were really on much the same track, travelling hopefully, never arriving. I loved the audacity of that American principle which says, when life gets tainted or goes stale, junk it! leave it behind! Go West Go up. Move on. Minneapolis had lit out from its river. Now it was trying to wave goodbye to its own streets. The skyways were just the latest stage in its long voyage out and away. ‘Where ya goin’?’ said the truckdriver to the hitch-hiker at the end of Manhattan Transfer. ‘I dunno. Purdy far.’ It was the same answer that I’d given to the drunk in Moby Dick’s, and on the skyways the whole city seemed to be echoing that classic traveller’s statement of intent.

         Our voyages, though, led in separate directions, and I seemed to have made yet another knight’s move away from the river; so I was cheered to see a rack of corncob pipes in a cigar store. They weren’t called corncob pipes – that would have been too straightforward for this realm of artifice and invention. They were advertised as ‘Missouri Meerschaum’, and I bought two of them, along with a tin of Captain Black Smoking Tobacco, which sounded suitably swarthy, and a Zippo storm lighter. Drifting idly through more chambers of glass and ferns and teagarden rumbas, I picked up a corkscrew, a thermos flask and a khaki waterproof hat. I reached my hotel room half a mile away without ever touching ground.

         I sat in front of the looking-glass and tried to construct the man who was going to ride the river. I packed a corncob with Captain Black, lit it with my Zippo, jammed my new hat over my ears and looked in the glass, hoping to see the beginnings of a true voyager. The effect was not good. The face reflected there belonged to a grinning scoutmaster.

         
             

         

         Half the luggage in my room was books. For months I’d been collecting them in London. I had found more in New York. They were the stuff out of which I had been making my imagined river and, as the Mississippi grew more real, I would have to start dumping them overboard.

         The one I liked best was called The Navigator. Set in cheap, jerky type, it had been published in Pittsburgh in 1814, and it had been written by Zadok Cramer as a pocket guide for immigrants and traders who wanted to travel on the western rivers. It had detailed maps of the Ohio and the Mississippi and it was full of notes about where one could find lodgings, where the best places were to tie up one’s boat, which were the most dangerous bits of the river, what to do in storms and how to test sandbars for safety. When I had first looked at it, I had thought it a charming curio; now its cracked pages were beginning to take on a riveting up-to-dateness. Cramer’s first remarks about the Mississippi were standard pietistic twaddle:

         
            This noble and celebrated stream, this Nile of North America, commands the wonder of the old world, while it attracts the admiration of the new …

         

         Within a paragraph, though, Cramer was scoring direct hits.

         
            To a stranger, the first view of the Mississippi conveys not that idea of grandeur which he may have pictured to himself: his first judgement will rest upon the appearance of its breadth, in which respect it is inferior to many rivers of much less note.

         

         Exactly. Cramer only knew the lower river, below its junction with the Ohio at Cairo, Illinois; I wished he’d been able to see it from the railroad tracks at Minneapolis. Flicking through, I went back to his section of general hints for intending voyagers.

         
            The first thing to be attended to by emigrants or traders wanting to descend the river, is to procure a boat, to be ready so as to take advantage of the times of flood, and to be careful that the boat be a good one.

         

         Well, I had attended to that all right. Right now, Herb Heichert should be fixing the steering gear to the motor and putting in the circuitry for my navigation lights. Cramer’s tone grew sharply monitory. This business of going down the river must not be done impetuously. There were, he said, too many ‘young and inexperienced’ navigators who,

         
            Being flushed with the idea of a fortune before them, hastily buy a boat, load, jump into it themselves, fly to the steering oar, and halloo to the hands to pull out. Now swimming in good water, and unapprehensive of the bad, they think themselves safe, until alarmed by the rumbling of the boat on a ripple, or shoving herself into the mud on a sandbar.

         

         In Cramer’s day, no one thought of going down the river without a copy of The Navigator. It was a much-reprinted bestseller and, ironically enough, it became a hazard to navigation in its own right.

         At least, that is what it was for Timothy Flint, a Presbyterian minister from Boston who went west with his family, taking the river route, intending to do some evangelising among the rednecks on the shores. He had a dreadful time of it. His book, Recollections of the Last Ten Years Passed in Occasional Residences and Journeyings in the Valley of the Mississippi (1826), is a wonderful inventory of terrors and disasters. The Flint family had innumerable brushes with death on the river, and The Navigator was directly responsible for the first of these catastrophes.

         
            On a sudden the roar of the river admonished us that we were near a ripple. We had with us that famous book ‘The Navigator’ as it is called. The boat began to exchange its gentle and imperceptible advance for a furious progress. Soon after, it gave a violent bounce against a rock on one side, which threatened to capsize it. On recovering her level, she immediately bounced on the opposite side, and that in its turn was keeled up. Instead of running to the oar, we ran to look in ‘The Navigator’. The owner was pale. The children shrieked. The hardware came tumbling upon us from the shelves, and Mrs Flint was almost literally buried amidst locks, latches, knives and pieces of domestic cotton.

         

         There was a moral for me here somewhere. Like the Reverend Timothy Flint I was an incorrigibly bookish man. The river in my books was one thing; that sludgy beast beyond the tracks was quite another, and I had better start getting the distinction between the two clear in my head. If I didn’t, I was going to run dangerously, perhaps finally, aground.

         
             

         

         Herb Heichert was too much of an artist to take much notice of my dull and utilitarian specifications. When I arrived at the boatyard next day, everything was fixed: the wheel, the lights, the pump which would drain the boat at the flick of a switch, a swivel seat of imitation pigskin and a neatly carpentered chartstand. What I had not bargained for was the canopy which now fluttered over it, a candy-striped sheet rigged up on a folding aluminium frame. Nor was I prepared for the fact that the boat was no longer just called WS 1368 DD. The words RABAN’S NEST had been painted in enormous black letters on both sides.

         ‘Like your canopy?’ Herb said. ‘Now you got a surrey with a fringe on the top.’

         ‘The canopy looks fine, but what’s this Raban’s Nest stuff?’

         ‘Couldn’t resist it. Thought it up in the night. Just came to me. Don’t you like it?’

         We trailed it down to the river at Camden to try it out. The afternoon was rank and sweaty, and the Mississippi here drifted in a listless sweep between two bridges, a mile north of the end of commercial navigation. It looked as tame as a fishpond in a civic park. Root-beer cans bobbed in the scum at its edge and more condoms dangled from the branches of the trees in a freak show of spring blossom.

         We pushed the boat out from a concrete slip overhung by willows. In the water, it looked suddenly tiny, its canopy riffling in the feeble wind, its broken reflection a scatter of chips of yellow, white and scarlet.

         ‘Floats, anyhow,’ Herb said.

         Swinging there on the current, it abruptly changed sex. It switched from an it to a her. She looked just right, and I felt a new rush of excitement at the prospect of my voyage.

         I sat up in the bow while Herb started the motor and aimed the boat at the bridge downstream. She was alarmingly fast. As Herb pushed the throttle forward, she lifted her sharp nose clean out of the water and settled on her rump, her wake fanning in a wide vee to both shores. Herb sent her into a careening series of figures-of-eight, with the boat heeling over until the river sluiced by the top of her gunwales. As she cut into her own wake, the aluminium hull clanged as if it had hit rock. Clinging on up front, I was high over Herb’s head down in the stern.

         ‘You got to see the limits of what she can do!’ Herb called over the yakking chatter of the outboard. He spun the wheel and the boat flipped its head, jumped violently on its wake, and headed off on another diagonal.

         ‘Floating log! You got to watch for floating logs! You hit a log, it’ll rip the lower unit out!’ Not knowing what a lower unit was, I searched the river for floating logs and saw that we were in the middle of an archipelago of the things. Herb was zigzagging at speed between sodden tree trunks whose only indications were a few innocent-looking twigs sticking out above the greasy water.

         He turned the boat round on the current, where it slowed, pointing upstream, the motor just ticking over. My turn. I joined Herb in the stern and started off by muddling up the throttle-lever and the gear change stick. Gingerly I set it in forward gear and gave it a cautious dribble of gas.

         For me, the boat would hardly steer at all. Its nose wobbled this way and that, and we corkscrewed slowly in the vague direction of the bank from which we’d come.

         ‘Keep to the main channel!’ Herb reached for the wheel. ‘Watch for the buoys! You get out of the channel, you’ll run on a wing-dam!’

         ‘Wing-dam?’

         ‘Yeah. The wing-dams, they run out twenty, thirty yards into the river. You can’t see them when she’s high as this, but they’re there. Maybe six inches underwater. Maybe a couple of feet. They’re real rascals. They built them out of rip-rap … rocks and stuff. You run into a wing-dam, you’ll be real lucky if your motor’s the only thing you lose – it can take the bottom clean out of the boat. Hey, don’t get too close to them buoys, now! See that log? Watch the piles of the bridge!’

         This was probably the safest little stretch on the whole river. Even here, though, there seemed to be more snags and hazards than I would ever be able to comfortably keep in my head at once.

         ‘Those moored barges over there? You keep well clear of them. When the current runs up against them it makes for one hell of a big undertow. Not so much up here, but lower on down the river when the current gets to be stronger, it can suck you right under if your motor stalls ahead of a line of barges. You don’t often hear of guys going in at one end of a barge fleet and coming up alive at the other.’

         ‘And people do go under?’

         ‘Happens every year.’ Herb looked pleased with this piece of information. ‘I don’t know nothing much about the river. The only times I go boating is on the lakes. I wouldn’t mess with the Mississippi. I guess I’m kind of sweet on the idea of staying alive.’

         The boat maundered downstream, going hardly quicker than the current. Every time I touched the wheel, its head whipped sideways and threatened to take us straight into a wing-dam, a log, a buoy or the pile of a bridge. I found it impossible to keep a steady course. 

         ‘You’ll get used to it. After three, four days of riding the river it’ll be no different than driving a car. You’ll be okay. Watch your charts, keep in the channel, look out for them towboats … Remember you don’t have to do nothing fast. Think about it. Do it slow. You run into any kind of trouble, think slow and you’ll make out okay. Hey! Remember what I said about logs?’

         I thought fast, panicked, and we smashed into the log broadside-on. The hull shuddered and clanged.

         ‘You have to do that a few times. It’s the only way you’ll learn.’

         ‘I’m just frightened that the next mistake I make will be the fatal one.’

         ‘We’ll rig you out with a life-vest.’

         We were getting into the start of the commercial river. There were more lines of moored barge fleets parked in front of wharves and grain stores. A shovel-fronted tug was crossing the stream ahead of us, throwing up a wake which looked too high for me to handle. I turned the boat round and headed back for the bridge.

         ‘You know how to take a wake? Never get caught sideways to it. Steer into the wave. If they’re big and close together, you’ll have to ride them out on a diagonal.’

         He took over the wheel from me and steered for the tug. Close-to, its stern waves were running in steep ridges, four feet high and less than twenty feet apart. Herb drove squarely into them and the boat see-sawed from crest to crest, plunging down then tilting sharply upwards to the oily sky. As each new wave hit the bow, the metal rang out in a melancholy boom.

         ‘Never take it too fast. You don’t want to pop a rivet.’

         My stomach was leading a private yo-yo life of its own.

         ‘See? She ain’t taken on a spoonful. You take a wake right, you won’t have no problem at all. You let her swing you round broadside, though, she’ll roll you right over. Then you’ll have to swim down to New Orleans. Guy even tried that once. He made, oh, I guess a coupla hundred miles. Then had to climb out. His skin was all boils and sores … looked like he had leprosy, they said.’

         Driving the boat on further downstream, I went very quiet indeed. Scared by the wake, I’d forgotten my difficulties in steering the boat and was surprised to notice that she was now keeping to a reasonably steady path. I dodged a floating log. I kept to the main channel, watching the twin unfolding lines of red and black buoys. Red to port and black to starboard. This had nothing to do with daydreams and boyhood memories; it was the serious business of learning to ride the river. For the next two hours I crammed myself with everything that Herb could teach me. I rode out the wake of two small tows. I practised holding the prow into the face of a wave while the wave itself took hold of the boat’s nose and tried to swing it round and lay it in its trough. I began to read the surface of the river, hunting for the telltale riffs in the current where the submerged wing-dams ran out from the shore. I got accustomed to spinning the boat round, throttling it back and putting it hard into reverse gear. As the traffic on the river thickened, with tugs swinging whole fleets of barges round on the current, I did my best to think slow, feeling childishly dependent on Herb who stood at my side saying very little except easy and okay and watch it, as if he was gentling a nervous horse. I thought a lot about the warning that I’d been given by the lockmaster. You better respect her, or she’ll do you in.

         
             

         

         Back in the evening inside Minneapolis-in-the-air, I was the one lone diner in a restaurant full of families and couples. I picked at an omelette which had been cooked to the texture of chamois leather and drank, rather more enthusiastically, a bottle of Californian Chablis, feeling my solitude as a conspicuous caste-mark.

         Most travel involves the reassuring presence of other travellers: one joins that easygoing society of professional solitaries who are themselves just passing through – the salesmen, homesick U.N. peacekeepers, drifters in search of jobs, political scientists pretending to be agricultural advisers, anthropologists who haven’t had a bath for weeks, and the rest of that roving crew who prop up bars in foreign places and make for poker schools and conversation. On this trip, though, I was travelling through someone’s domestic interior; a stranger in the American living room. Here, if one didn’t have a family one was at least supposed to be a delegate to a visiting convention, with a lapel badge and a light hound’s-tooth suit to prove it. Lacking both, I felt that Minneapolis was condemning me to the grim demi-monde of Hennepin Avenue.

         Trying to look, at least, like an occupied man, I spread out my navigation charts conspicuously on the restaurant table and set to studying them. I had only the volume of charts for the ‘upper river’, the eight hundred and sixty mile stretch from Minneapolis down to the junction with the Ohio at Cairo. It was a huge ringbound book, broad and thick enough to stun a sheep with, handsomely produced by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. By an act of Congress in 1917, the management of the river had been put into the hands of the Secretary of War, and it was still military territory. In a country where really good maps are curiously hard to find, these charts were a cartographer’s masterpiece. Brilliantly particular in their details, severe in their exclusion of irrelevant bits of landscape, they gave a practical soldier’s-eye-view of the Mississippi, breaking it down to a clean summary of all the logistical problems involved in its mile by mile navigation. Weeks later, when I got hold of the charts for the ‘lower river’, from Cairo down to the Mexican Gulf, I was disappointed to find that they were hopelessly inferior, so small in scale, so careless in their inclusion of a distracting mass of surrounding countryside, that the Mississippi wasn’t the hero of the book at all, but a minor character following its wriggly career somewhere out on the obscure edge of things.

         These, though, were everything that charts should be. At a scale of two inches to the mile, they gave the river a decently heroic size. Turning the sheets, I watched it growing from less than half an inch wide in Minneapolis to sweeps of four and five inches as it suddenly swelled out just a few miles south of the city. Here it became a pale blue tessellation of lakes, islands, ‘sloughs’, chutes, ‘towheads’, ‘stump fields’, bars and creeks. The red vein of the main channel tacked from shore to shore, hedged in by the dotted outlines of ‘submerged features’ that I was going to have to learn to steer clear of – the wing-dams, hidden bank supports, pipes, cables, wrecks and stumps.

         I was enjoyably lost in the difficulties of getting from Mile 818 to Mile 816 (all distances were numbered from Mile 0 at Cairo). Running close to the Minnesota shore past Boulanger Slough, I’d pass the light and the government daymark on the bank, then begin a long eastward swing out across the river to Wisconsin, keeping on a narrow track between a stump field to my left and a serrated line of wing-dams on my right. Buck Island wasn’t an island at all, but a miniature Caribbean, backed by another stump field. Past the head of Nininger Slough, I’d graze the Wisconsin shore, following the railroad tracks as they ran along the water’s edge, then swing out again, to position-up to enter Lock Number 2 at Hastings.

         ‘Excuse me, sir, but are you the gentleman from England that’s going down the river?’

         In the electric-candle dusk of the restaurant, all I could see was a stooping business suit. It was pearl grey and filled to capacity.

         ‘That’s right. I’m just looking at where I hope I’ll be tomorrow on the charts.’ I pointed to the bloody hairline.

         ‘Lois?’ the business suit called to a table somewhere behind him. ‘Yeah, I was right. It’s him. It’s the guy I said it was. He’s got maps.’ In an afterthought he said to me, ‘Read about you in the paper. I was telling Lois – that’s my wife – I was saying, “There’s that guy, at that table.” Recognised you from your picture in the paper.’

         I took this as a prelude to a relationship of some kind, but when I started to reply, his back was already turned to me and he was on his way to finish his dinner across the restaurant. I would have been glad to talk to anybody at that moment, and I found this abrupt departure unsettling. What was he doing? I supposed that he must have been settling a bet. I found it saddening that the business suit might have won a dollar by establishing my identity. I would not have risked a bet on it myself.

         The charts had lost their vividness. After Lock 2 the river narrowed sharply between Lake Isabelle and Lake Conley. There was a marina on the Minnesota bank, just south of Hastings. After that, I couldn’t be bothered to follow it further. The Chablis bottle was empty. The waiting check looked rapacious. I saw the face of the business suit turned momentarily towards my table. It was meaty and it was laughing.

         
             

         

         I slept thinly. High wakes from towboats came rolling at me through my dreams. There were floating logs, and the propeller screamed on the rocks of a wing-dam, and the boat pitched and clanged, and I tried to remember why on earth I was here, out of character in a boy scout hat. Later, with the curtains drawn against the sun, jittery and unshaven, I ordered up breakfast on room-service and packed my case.

         The waiter who brought my eggs and coffee looked as if he had already done some growing that morning since he had put on his tuxedo. His forearms stuck out of his cuffs and his collar was popping round his adam’s apple.

         ‘I saw the article about you in the paper. The trip you’re making … I really envy you.’

         ‘Really?’

         ‘That’s something I’d like to do, go down the river. St Louis. New Orleans.’ He named them as I used to name them to myself.

         ‘Why don’t you go?’

         ‘I’m buying time. Working through the summer. Most days, when I can, I go down to the lock and dam and look at the river. You’re taking a boat, right? I want to build a raft.’

         ‘I thought of that too. I think it could be hellishly dangerous.’

         ‘People nowadays, nobody does nothing. Everyone plays safe and stays home. I’m going to save myself some bread and get out of this city. I’d like to work on the towboats … get a start as a barge-hand … but that river … shit! I love it, you know?’

         I showed him my charts. He pored over them, saying, ‘Hey! … Hey! … Hey!’ and clicking his tongue noisily against his front teeth. ‘Just looking at these, man … I am going to build that raft. There’s a place up above the lock, a friend and me, we were talking about putting it together up there.’

         ‘On a raft you’re going to have a lot of trouble keeping out of the way of the tows, aren’t you?’

         ‘Yeah … I guess so …’

         I had intruded a ponderous detail which had no place in the waiter’s vision. He shook out his quiff of Swedish-coloured hair.

         ‘I better get back. Hey, have a fantastic ride, will you?’

         ‘You too,’ I said.

         ‘Yeah … well,’ he laughed. ‘Wouldn’t that be something else?’

         It had faded into the subjunctive. Every time the waiter looked at the river he thought of lighting out, and the thought was sufficient in itself – more sustaining, even, than any real journey could be.

         
             

         

         I found it harder to leave the city than I’d planned. Herb’s partner had been doing some heavy public relations, and by the time I reached the river a crowd was waiting. Two television crews had turned out, and a gang of passers-by had thickened round the television crews. No one seemed to know why anyone was here. But whatever it was, it was going to be on TV. There were rumours of a drowning, a rare bird, the arrival of the Delta Queen steamboat, and various other wonders. I was introduced to a spruce old man with an Instamatic camera and a basset hound. He was announced as the King of Camden, and very kindly took my picture. As he put his camera away he said, ‘I got an album of photos of people who’ve been on TV’.

         The boat went growling from its trailer into the water. I sprinkled a few drops of five-dollar champagne over her bow and shared the rest of the bottle with Herb, the King and the basset hound. I heaved my case into the front of the boat and was about to take off when the TV crews intervened.

         I’ve always enjoyed slow-motion action-replays on television. I now found myself living in one. Acting under instructions, I held the neck of the champagne bottle over the bow of the boat. I shook hands with Herb. I climbed into the boat. I pushed off with an oar. I started the motor with a jerk of the cord. I waved to the King (who was by this time happily engaged in photographing the cameramen). I steered for the railroad bridge downstream. As soon as I had passed under its arches and was out of sight, I returned to the slip, got out of the boat, picked up the empty bottle, held it over the bow, shook hands with Herb, got into the boat, and went through the rest of the mime until I reached the bridge and turned back to repeat the whole sequence one more time. With each new performance, these movements stiffened until they took on the ritual grotesquerie of a scene from kabuki theatre. I became a star at taking my leave from Minneapolis: now christening my boat, now waving, now setting my face southwards with, I thought, a becoming expression of jowly determination. The twin violet eyes of the cameras followed me with the same indifferent gaze that I’d noticed in the cow at the state fair. My head rattled with a conundrum: if my going away didn’t happen on TV it wouldn’t be real; if it did happen on TV, it couldn’t be real.

         There were two hairs in the gate, one problem with a sound-boom, one time when my motor wouldn’t start and a hitch involving a small boy and a basset hound. After the sixth rerun, I got back to find the crowd dissolving and the TV crews packing their equipment back into their vans. I turned around. No one remarked my last departure. I slipped into the main channel and let the boat take root in the river.

         At last I had the Mississippi to myself, and it seemed that Minneapolis had conspired to make a gift of it to me for the afternoon. Nothing was moving. Barges and towboats were moored to the wharves, but no one was about on them. Cranes and derricks were frozen on the sky, caught at odd angles, as if their operators had been suddenly called away. The air was inert and the surface of the river was as finely patterned as a fingerprint. Every twist and eddy of the current showed up as a black-pencil curlicue on the water. One day, I’d learn to interpret every squiggle – at least I’d try to. For now, it was enough to be moving just for moving’s sake, like Baudelaire’s lost balloon.

         A factory went by, an empty dock, a lone man with a paintbrush on the deck of a tug, who looked up for a moment from his work and waved, then summer-dusty trees, massed and entangled on a shore of powdery sand. Rising fish left circles on the water here, and the current squeezed them into narrow ovals before they faded into the scratched wax polish of the top of the river. It was lovely to be afloat at last, part of the drift of things. All I needed was a pet fox from a Bingham painting to throw his black reflection on the water. 

         Beyond the riverbank, the city blocks wobbled and tapered in the afternoon haze. They looked so insubstantial that a cooling wind might have wiped them away altogether. Pity the typists, doormen, cleaners, clerks, executive vice-presidents, locked in those trembling columns of gas! I had the natural superiority of the truant; out of it all, on my own limb, at a happy angle to the rest of society. The motor chirruped smoothly behind me, the boat kept up an unwavering line between the buoys, and in this still water I could see the floating logs fifty yards ahead and swing casually around them.

         The upper lock at St Anthony’s Falls was already open for me when I rounded Nicollet Island. Up on the platform, Herb, the lockmaster and the King were leaning over the railing. I crashed into the chamber wall, overshot the ropes which had been lowered for me to hang on to, reversed furiously, crashed again, and just managed to grab one of the lines before the steel gates at the back of the lock closed with a hiss and a clunk.

         ‘Okay,’ said Herb. ‘You’ll learn.’

         ‘Wish I was going with you,’ said the lockmaster.

         The lock had seemed huge when I’d stood above it four days ago. Inside the chamber, it felt twice as big. I clung to my pair of ropes. The water began to bubble and boil as the lock emptied. The boat edged down the slimy wall, and the faces above my head grew smaller and vaguer. As I dropped to thirty, then forty, then fifty feet down, it was like entering a new element in which the air was dank and cellarlike, and one was far out of earshot of the people one had left back up there in the city daylight, their voices lost in the gurgling and sluicing of Mississippi water. The boat tugged and swung on the ropes, and even in a sweater I was shivering. Looking up at the pale pink blotches of Herb, the King and the lockmaster, I felt that this descent was a kind of symbolic induction, a rite of passage into my new state as a river traveller.

         I couldn’t hear what they were calling. The front gates of the lock opened on a blinding rectangle of day, and I was out, past the railroad sidings, into another chamber, another drop, more clammy half-darkness, and another wide-open afternoon.

         In that sudden alarm which sets in an hour or so after one has started any journey, I ran through the inventory of what I’d packed. My Hostmaster soda siphon with its box of bulbs for putting bubbles into tapwater … chapstick … aerogrammes … the ineffective electrical gadget which was supposed to put instant creases in my trousers … surely I had left my hotel room quite bare. Then I remembered. On the lower shelf of the bedside table, a fatal place to put anything, I had left my copy of Huckleberry Finn face open at the bit where Huck plays the mean trick on Jim with the sloughed rattlesnake skin. Damn, damn, damn. Slowing on the current, I thought that perhaps my loss wasn’t such a bad augury after all. This was a voyage I was going to have to make alone.
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