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To my parents—Ann and Bill Gaechter. To my sister, Lacey, and to Don.


Thanks for always believing in me no matter how crazy my ideas or plans are.










A NOTE ON RIVERS



In this book, I call the Amazon River the world’s “largest” river rather than the world’s “longest” river. This is because there is strong debate among geographers about which river is longer—the Amazon or the Nile—and I didn’t want to produce a book that gets passed by because of potentially inaccurate information in the title. Measurements vary widely depending on which route is measured (river runners or map tracers can choose from literally hundreds of channels to make their way down these leviathan rivers), and which part one exits from each river’s massive delta. Many geographers believe that the Nile is longer, though not all agree, and there is much ambiguity around the subject. At the time of this writing, the History Channel had published an article claiming the Amazon was longer, while Guinness World Records tells us the Nile is longer.* A Google search will turn up all kinds of conflicting articles from reputable sources such as National Geographic (voting for the Amazon)† to the United States Geological Survey (voting for the Nile).‡ I like to believe the Amazon is longer, but I don’t have definitive proof. The entire scientific world does, however, agree that the Amazon is the world’s largest river by volume, holding up to 20 percent of the earth’s fresh water, so I chose that wording.





____________


*Nate Barksdale, “What Is the Longest River in the World?” History Channel.com, updated August 22, 2018, https://www.history.com/news/what-is-the-longest-river-in-the-world and “Longest River,” GuinnessWorldRecords.com, https://www.guinnessworldrecords.com/world-records/longest-river/, both accessed October 17, 2019.


†John Roach, “Amazon Longer than Nile River, Scientists Say,” NationalGeographic.com, June 18, 2007, https://www.nationalgeographic.com/science/2007/06/amazon-longer-than-nile-river/, accessed October 17, 2019.


‡“Rivers of the World: World’s Longest Rivers,” US Geological Survey, updated 1990, https://www.usgs.gov/special-topic/water-science-school/science/rivers-world-worlds-longest-rivers?qt-science_center_objects=0#qt-science_center_objects, accessed October 17, 2019.







GLOSSARY OF KAYAKING TERMS



Eddy: A calm spot in the river where water flows around an obstacle, such as a rock, and then reverses course to fill in the space behind it. The water in an eddy is moving upriver, but is usually relatively calm and offers a haven from the downriver moving current. Eddies are used for resting, getting out of the current, getting out of the river, and scouting. Eddies are typically the only way to stop when you are on a river.


Hydraulic/Hole: A feature in the river caused by water pouring over the top of a submerged object such as a boulder or a ledge (as opposed to around but not over the top of a rock, which would create an eddy). The water on the surface of the river reverses back on itself and flows violently back upriver. Only deep under the surface can you find water that is still flowing down the river. Holes can keep a kayaker trapped in their backwash. If you don’t have the skills to escape this backwash—to work your way out the edges of the hole—you will have to swim free of your kayak and let the river push you to the bottom of the river where there is downriver traveling current so you can escape. Kayakers are taught to curl up into a ball if they are swimming free of their kayak and are still caught in a hydraulic (instead of trying to swim toward the surface). “Balling up” will allow the river to push you down toward the bottom where you have a better chance of escaping the backwash of a hole.


Wave: A wave in the river is much like a non-breaking ocean wave. It is formed when there is an increase in gradient, when the riverbed constricts, or when the current flows over deeply submerged rocks. While waves in the ocean are moving features that eventually dissipate, river waves are stationary. The water in a river moves downstream, but the wave stays in the same spot, creating an obstacle that a kayaker can paddle around or paddle through.


Breaking wave: A wave in a river where the top is breaking and creating whitewater and backwash. This can sometimes be strong enough to surf a kayaker.


Sieve/Siphon: A place in the river where the water flows underneath a pile of rocks or logs (think of a large-scale spaghetti strainer that water can fit through but a kayaker cannot). These are very dangerous for kayakers and are to be avoided at all costs.


River right: Directions on the river are always given as though you are traveling (and facing) down the river. River right will always be the right side of the river for a downriver-traveling person.


River left: River left will always be the left side of the river for a downriver-traveling person.


Upstream: The opposite direction that the current is flowing.


Downstream: The same direction that the current is flowing.


Ferry: A maneuver used to cross a current with little or no downstream travel.


Peel out: To leave an eddy you have to paddle into the current—which can sometimes be a violent transition—and you “peel out” into the river and head downstream.


Roll: The process to right an upside-down kayak. This maneuver is tricky to learn and involves concurrent movements of the knees, hips, torso, head, and paddle.


Combat roll: The ability to roll in whitewater once you’ve capsized by accident. Most people learn to roll in a swimming pool or in an eddy. Translating these skills from calm water to the middle of the rapid is quite difficult and usually takes a lot of mental and physical training.


Portage: To walk around a rapid.


Boof: To launch your kayak up and over an obstacle; kind of like jumping on skis. Boofing is a good skill to have to get over holes—if you can jump your kayak over a hydraulic, there is a smaller chance of getting stuck in its backwash.


Seal launch: To drop into the river (in your kayak) from a height above the water. This is most commonly used while portaging when you cannot climb back down to water level. If you can find a ledge that is not too high, you can set your boat on that ledge, get in your kayak, and free-fall into the river.


Brace: A kayaking stroke used to keep from tipping over.


CFS: Cubic feet per second. A standard measure of river volume in the United States.


CMS: Cubic meters per second. A standard measure of river volume in most of the rest of the world.


Cockpit: The opening in the deck of a kayak where the paddler enters the boat.


Spray skirt: A neoprene skirt that kayakers wear around their waist and then seal over the cockpit of their kayak to keep water out.


Swim: When a kayaker is unable to perform a combat roll, they must swim free of their kayak in order to reach the surface to get air. The term “swim” in general means to get out of your kayak while you are in the river. In order to swim, the kayaker must first pull off the neoprene spray skirt that is keeping them in the kayak. It’s not a good thing to do, as swimming in the river is much more dangerous than kayaking down the river. Swimming might also be necessary when a kayaker is stuck in a hole they can’t get out of, or if they are pinned to rocks on the bottom of the river and can’t free their kayak.


River difficulty: People running whitewater typically use a scale of Class one (I) through Class six (VI) to describe the difficulty of a river or rapid, and the skills necessary to safely navigate it. The rating also takes into consideration the consequences of mistakes. A plus (+) or a minus (-) after a rating means slightly harder or easier than the designated class. Class III+ means a river is a little harder than Class III, but not hard enough to warrant a Class IV rating.


Class I: This means moving water, but it can hardly be called whitewater. No real hazards or obstacles to avoid and self-rescue is easy.


Class II: There will be small waves, and perhaps rocks to avoid but all obstacles are obvious and easy to miss. Paddlers with few technical skills can navigate Class II whitewater. The consequences of a swim are minimal and self-rescue is easy.


Class III: Intermediate paddlers can usually handle Class III. More maneuvering is necessary, and there will be rocks and holes to avoid, but penalties for screwing up are still minimal. You can make multiple mistakes and/or you can swim free of your kayak, and you are still likely to come out of the river with little more than bumps and bruises. Scouting may be necessary for beginner paddlers, but not for most intermediate or advanced paddlers.


Class IV: Kayakers with more experience and a solid set of skills come to enjoy the challenges and complexities of Class IV whitewater. There may be multiple moves to make in a single rapid—dodging rocks, moving around or through hydraulics, and paddling through big waves. Paddlers need a solid set of skills to execute these moves. Technical kayaking skills are necessary, and paddlers should have good boat control, know how to use the edges of their kayak, and be able to brace and have a combat roll. The stakes are higher in Class IV, but mistakes are still usually survivable.


Class V: Class V is different. It is more committing, more dangerous, and much more consequential. Class V rapids are long, complex, and demanding. Kayakers must have a high level of skill, physical fitness, and mental fortitude. A paddler can get away with small mistakes in Class V. You can bobble, brace, or tip over as long as you recover quickly; but a series of small mistakes, or a single big mistake, is going to have serious, potentially fatal, consequences.


Class VI: Class VI rapids are usually considered to be unrunnable, and most kayakers must walk their boats around these sections. But as kayakers continue to push the limits of what is possible, Class VI rapids do occasionally get run.










INTRODUCTION



July 24, 2013


Dear Mom, Dad, and Lacey,


If you are reading this, it’s because something went wrong and I am not coming home from the Amazon.


I realize that anything I say here probably won’t lessen your grief, but please know that I very much loved my life! I thank you all for supporting my “unusual” lifestyle choices and for never pressuring me to do all the things that families often pressure their daughters/sisters to do. (Parents, I haven’t forgotten that you forced me to go to college, but I forgive you for that.)


I’m sad it ended this early, but there are a lot worse ways I could have gone.


What I am most worried about as I type this, is the three of you. Don`t forget about me, of course, but please remember that you still have a lot of life left to live. So live it.


Know that I was happy while I was on this earth, and take whatever solace you can out of knowing that I won’t have to suffer when I am old.


I love you all very much. Thank you for everything you gave me.


Now put down this letter, and go out and do something you enjoy. Do it for me, because that is what I want you all to do.


Love, d.


[image: images]


While my friends were busying themselves with the tasks of adulthood—buying homes, starting families, saving for their retirements—I was sinking deeper into a hopeless obsession with running progressively more life-threatening whitewater in increasingly more remote places on our planet. What few ties I had left with mainstream American society were slipping from my hands and I couldn’t find a reason to tighten my grip.


I was living in a strange sort of purgatory where I no longer fit in with the young kayakers I was sharing daily life with, or with my own age group. In my mid-thirties, I was considered old in the whitewater world and it was weird (in a way that also provoked awe and admiration) to the twentysomethings that I was still kayaking the world’s hardest rivers with them. To my peers in age, I was also an anomaly. From their more fixed positions, they couldn’t keep track of me. I was not centered. I had no kids. I had no house. International kayaking guide was my career and, I’d learned time and time again, most people don’t consider that a real job.


I loved my job and my life. I had, until recently, found it fulfilling. But there was an underlying guilt, or fear, about it all that had begun surfacing more often. After being asked so many times when I was going to change my life and settle down, I started to wonder what was wrong with me for not desiring this change that the rest of the world felt so certain was inevitable. Had my addiction to adrenaline taken over my brain to the point of delaying or permanently derailing my maturation into true adulthood? Or was I just being brainwashed by society into thinking that I was the problem for not fitting the mold? I’d always been taught to follow my own path, that being different was okay. But now it seemed I’d been too different for too long.


The more people questioned my life choices, the more I began to worry. The more I worried, the more I retreated to the rivers to hide. I didn’t have time to contemplate any of this when I was kayaking down a Class V river—the hardest runnable classification of whitewater. In the midst of hard rapids, I had to give one hundred percent of my focus to survival. More and more, I found this the preferable state of mind. I began to withdraw so much that it got to the point where I couldn’t tell if my lack of real life connections was driving me to rivers or if my relationship with rivers was stopping me from engaging in any human community. It had become what felt like an inescapable cycle.


In my late twenties and early thirties, I felt confident and happy that I had followed my passion to a life of kayaking and travel. I watched others muddle their way through life taking one job after another that they hated—there was no passion behind their decision-making. They wanted a house, a nice car, a big television, and a family, so they put up with unfulfilling jobs to have money for these other things. I wondered at them. How could they trade happiness for material things? I underestimated the powerful fact that my parents encouraged me to chase my dreams and live the life I wanted to live. Only later did I realize that maybe others weren’t so lucky.


A decade ago, I didn’t understand any of this and I was proud of myself for having it all figured out. I had only a tiny fraction of the money most American adults my age did, but that didn’t matter. I had enough to eat and I was free. No corporation owned me, I wasn’t a slave to a 401(k), a mortgage, or a health insurance plan.


I had pushed back against the American ideal that one’s net worth is intrinsically tied to one’s self worth. Still, this dogma haunted the recesses of my mind and a faint voice told me that if this is the true metric, I’m not worth a damn. It was becoming painfully apparent that my freedom had a cost and no amount of emotional support from my family could make up for how my life decisions had affected my financial stability. As the years ticked by and friends’ conversations turned toward their diverse and strategic investments, my savings remained minimal and my stress level about this grew exponentially.


As I stood on a figurative precipice staring into the abyss of my future, I decided I would try to kayak the Amazon River from source to sea. Free as I had been, I worried that I might soon become a slave to my own poverty—in terms of a lack of money, lack of connection, and lack of skills for the next step in life. I realized I’d spent so much time kayaking that I hadn’t developed many talents for a second career. I’d earned a master’s degree in environmental history, but what could I do with that? There would be a day when I was too old to be a kayak guide, or got injured, or just decided that I was tired of being homeless. I was beginning to understand that being unattached might not be all it’s cracked up to be in later life, and that terrified me.


And so, on July 20, 2013, I found myself on a plane heading to South America to kayak the world’s largest river. Maybe getting on that plane was an easy way to escape grappling with my fate; but whatever my reasons, I was happy to be flying away. I was with David Midgley, an eccentric computer programmer from London, and Don Beveridge, my boyfriend of ten years. Don and I had recently sold our adventure travel company, and then I’d gotten both of us fired after a string of disagreements with the new owner. Our income, our identities, and our happiness were all tied to that business much more than we had ever realized, and Don was not pleased with me.


Thanks to our newly imposed life situation—namely, starting over from nothing—I viewed paddling the Amazon as our transitioning point. It would serve as the perfect capstone project to our adventuresome life, the final crazy exploit that would set us free to embark on the next chapter of our lives. Don, however, thought of the Amazon as the final insult to the already low point in his life—not only did he just lose his career, his home, and his identity as a whitewater kayak guide, but now I was also making him paddle months of flatwater. Don hates flatwater.


The plan was to kayak the Amazon River from its source in the Peruvian Andes all the way to the Atlantic Ocean in Brazil. It would be a journey of more than 4,000 miles. Nine other people had done some sort of source-to-sea descent of the Amazon, compared to twelve people who have walked on the moon. None of those people had kayaked the entire river, and none of them were women.


I would be the first.


When I signed on, I expected one month of kayaking on some of the most challenging whitewater in the world, through the depths of one of the most formidable and inescapable canyons on earth. I was okay with this. I’d spent the previous sixteen years of my life intensely focused on whitewater kayaking adventures, so this sort of thing was normal for me. The whitewater would be followed by the longest and flattest paddle of my life. I estimated that the roughly 3,900 miles of flatwater would take us three to four months to paddle. We’d be camping; there would be bugs; we’d be hot, tired, hungry, and bored. But who can’t deal with that stuff? Suffering is a given on any expedition, and we’d be doing it all for the sake of adventure, in the interest of being first at something in a world where most of the firsts have already been taken.


I also harbored faint hopes that this big adventure would be my last hurrah; that it would validate my worth as an expedition kayaker and set me free from my wandering life. Afterward, I might finally settle down and get around to all the things I was supposed to have done years ago.


It was, after all, inappropriate for a thirty-five-year-old woman to still be traipsing around the world on kayaking adventures—wasn’t it? I’d shirked my duties long enough as a responsible member of American society. While my natural reaction is to shy away from people and hide in the wilderness as often as possible, something told me that I needed to start contributing in some meaningful way. Was I finally bowing to the outside pressure I’d successfully fended off for more than a decade? Or was I growing up—albeit much later than I should have? I had no clue. Either way, the Amazon project seemed like a worthwhile endeavor.


This was until we got to Peru where I bought a copy of El Comercio from a street vendor just outside of Lima’s international airport and read that eight Peruvians had been murdered by the indigenous Asháninka people in what they call the Red Zone—a remote and unpoliced area of the upper Amazon River that has become synonymous with danger and violence. The Asháninka feared the outsiders were there to set up an illegal logging operation. We would be paddling through Peru’s Red Zone in just over a month. The human factor we’d have to contend with suddenly seemed much more dangerous and unpredictable than the whitewater.


In Lima, we were in contact with Ruth Buendía, president of the Central Asháninka del Río Ene (C.A.R.E.), in the hopes of securing permission letters from the Asháninka people whose lands we would travel through and who we hoped would refrain from killing us as they had done to the eight Peruvians and the two Polish kayakers a couple of years earlier. C.A.R.E. represents seventeen Asháninka communities along the Rio Ene—the start of the flatwater and the Red Zone—and their cooperation with our expedition would be crucial to our survival. Ruth, whose father had been murdered by Shining Path terrorists in this region twenty years ago, issued us these permission letters along with plenty of dire warnings.


The Asháninka represented only one of our mounting problems. We met with the head engineer of a huge hydroelectric project being built in the deepest canyon in the Amazon’s headwaters. He advised us not to paddle through his construction zone. It was simply too dangerous due to the dynamite work. “I am too busy,” he told us, “to deal with any fatalities.”


Guillermo Castro Escudero, who was once a river runner and has boyhood ties to people high up in the Peruvian navy, was next in the succession of people we met who were certain that our undertaking was a bad idea. He was adamant that we arrange a navy escort to protect us from the Asháninka, the Shining Path rebels, the narco-traffickers, the illegal loggers, and the river pirates. He kept saying, “Remember Sir Blake, remember the Polish couple, remember Davey,” naming off all the people who had been killed, or nearly killed, on the Amazon in recent years.


People opposing my choices was nothing new. I’ve spent my entire life hearing all about why I can’t, or shouldn’t, do things. This is because I love doing things that aren’t normal for women to do. It felt different this time, though. I’d never tried to do something as big as this, or as dangerous. For the first time in my life, I thought that the people laying out all the reasons I was going to fail might actually be right.


My motivations for wanting to do this trip quickly came under scrutiny. With violent death looking like a probable outcome, I started to wonder why I’d gotten on that plane without thinking things through a little better.


It was one o’clock in the morning, and we were supposed to start our drive to the source of the Amazon River in five hours. I was exhausted from the previous days of running around Lima taking care of last-minute preparations; logistics for an expedition this long are truly mind-boggling. More troubling than my fatigue were all these images of how we were likely to die on this expedition, each subsequent danger certain to kill us provided we survived the ones before. If river pirates didn’t rob and murder us, then narco-traffickers or Shining Path insurgents would. If we somehow avoided being crushed by dynamited rock in the dam construction zone, then the scared and insular Asháninka people would kill us. Or we might stumble upon an illegal logging camp and get murdered by rogue loggers afraid of being reported. And if we escaped all those fates, we were sure to meet our end in the fierce winds, tides, and monstrous waves of the lower river.


This wasn’t what I had imagined five months ago when I casually said, “Sure, what the hell, I’d like to kayak the Amazon from source to sea.”


I wanted nothing more than to just collapse into bed. I was drained from dealing with the monumental orchestration of the expedition. The last four days had been filled from sunrise to nearly midnight dealing with tasks as trivial as running out to the hardware store to buy two-by-fours to build a makeshift roof rack on the rental van, to bigger challenges like tracking the progress of our sea kayaks that were on a container ship leaving Mexico, and trying to figure out if they’d make it to Peru by the time we hit the flatwater. I forced myself to sit down at the hostel’s lone computer and, in a pathetic attempt to assuage my guilt for going forward despite the myriad dangers, I wrote my goodbye note.


I emailed the letter to my friend Larry with strict instructions to deliver it to my family if I died.* Then I crawled into bed, hoping to get a little rest—but mostly I lay there wondering if I would succeed in becoming the first woman to kayak the entire Amazon River, or if, as so many people had predicted, I would die trying.


It was my thirty-fifth birthday.


____________


*Hey Larry,


Sorry to ask this of you . . .but if I happen to die on this trip, can you give this letter to my parents?


You can read it too if I don’t make it back.


Let’s just hope it doesn’t come to that! But I thought I should write something for my family because I know my mom will not do too well if this is the outcome.


And, rest assured, I will do everything in my power to come back. But you just never know when there are people with guns involved . . . Thanks LV.


We are heading toward the put-in tomorrow and will supposedly start paddling Saturday.


Love you man!









AMAZON WOMAN










Chapter 1



LOSING MIDGE IN THE DAM SITE


“It was written I should be loyal to the nightmare of my choice.”


—Joseph Conrad




AUGUST 16, 2013
DAY 20 OF THE EXPEDITION


I was having a hard time forcing myself to care whether or not Midge made it out of the construction zone alive. What I wanted to do was ditch him and thus, I believed, vastly improve my own chances of staying alive. The adrenaline surging through my body told me to get moving—but I was caught between my own instinct to survive and my feelings of responsibility to Midge. We were a team after all. He was completely beaten down after so many days of difficult whitewater, not to mention the energy-sapping stress of the last three hours. I understood. Still, my patience was drained, and I wasn’t in the mood for compassion.


It was our twentieth consecutive day of kayaking. We were paddling at the bottom of the deepest and most committing canyon I had ever been in. We were all tired, but Midge especially so. The stress of just barely making it through one rapid after another, pushing his whitewater skills to their absolute limit, was taking its toll. Maintaining high levels of adrenaline requires a lot of energy, and with our limited food intake, we didn’t have energy to spare.


Our introduction to the Cerro del Aguila dam construction site a few hours earlier had been a cascading rapid where most of the water flowed underneath school bus–sized boulders—pieces of the cliff dynamited from high above. When water flows under and through piles of boulders, instead of over them, it creates what kayakers call a sieve, or siphon (think of a giant spaghetti strainer that lets water through, but not kayakers). These features can be deadly for paddlers because of the risk of getting trapped under a boulder. On both sides of this unrunnable rapid, tall cliff walls rose straight out of the river. It was more frightening than anything I had ever seen on a river.


Paddling upriver a short distance in the pool above the rapid, we found a small egress in the cliff. It was still a nearly vertical rock face, and Don had to climb up the cliff and secure a rope at the top. I climbed up after Don and we used the rope to haul the three heavy kayaks seventy feet up the embankment. There we found a narrow bench where we could perch, put the boats down, and assess the situation.


Walking along the bench to its downstream end, Don found a steep gully leading back down to the river below the rapid. Looking further downstream, we saw more colossal rapids that defied the natural riverbed; these, too, had obviously been created by dynamite. Downstream, though, the river left cliff wall was slightly less sheer and the rubble from the construction work had created precarious piles of debris. The left shore was a scree and slag pile that, while visibly unstable, did offer a place to walk if necessary.


We hadn’t yet spotted a single worker, but we’d witnessed some troubling results of their efforts. The sheer cliff walls and inaccessible river bottom restricted construction activity to between five hundred and two thousand feet above our heads. Blasting activity had sent everything from fine sand to house-sized boulders tumbling down the cliff walls. Some of the debris now cluttered the riverbed, while here and there it had caught on natural benches in the cliff face, resting so precariously that we felt even a sneeze from down below might set it in motion again.


It took us another thirty minutes of careful work to lower each kayak down to the water with our ropes, but finally all three of us sat at the river’s edge with our boats and paddles. Getting around the first rapid had taken us over an hour. We spent the next two hours running what rapids we could and devising creative ways to walk around those we couldn’t. Paddling up to one horizon line, we discovered the most awesomely powerful—and unrunnable—rapid any of us had ever seen. It was a maelstrom of powerful hydraulics all leading into one monstrous, fifteen-foot-tall cascade into a river-wide ledge hole (think low head dam) with such strong backwash that it was pulling water back into itself from thirty feet downstream. We felt certain that no kayaker would ever get out of that hole alive.


There was a way to walk around the rapid (a portage route) on river left, but it required a delicate dash across a loose debris pile. Clambering around on what little shore there was seemed dangerous, yet infinitely safer than kayaking down the rapid. We decided we would go one at a time, but that we needed to move as quickly as possible across the scree slope and get into the pool at the bottom of the rapid—we feared that lingering too long on the unstable slope would cause a landslide, sweeping us into the rapid we were trying to walk around.


We were all exhausted, but I knew we could not stop moving under any circumstance. We had only negotiated two and a half hours of dynamite stoppage with the Cerro del Aguila hydroelectric dam project manager. Three hours had already passed, and we had no idea how much further we still had to go. I was certain they would resume their blasting work any minute. Time is money, so why wouldn’t they? Even if they didn’t start working again, we were standing at the base of a thousand-foot-tall rock and sand avalanche that had not yet found its angle of repose. It was active and shifting and we needed to get out of there before it moved in a significant way.


Just as I picked up my kayak to start the portage, I heard Midge’s plea: “I’m knackered, can we please have a snack break?”


“No!” I shouted, surprised at the anger I heard in my voice. Calming down a little, I added, “Midge, can’t you make it just a little bit farther? We’ve got to get out of here before they start blasting again.”


“Don’t be ridiculous, Darcy,” he retorted. “There is no way they will start blasting again with us still down here.”


“They can’t even see us to know where we are, Midge! Maybe they think we’re already through! Plus, our allotted dynamite-free time frame has come and gone.”


I felt certain that, despite the construction boss's claims that it was “mandatory they have no fatalities,” three kayaking tourists were insignificant compared to their $910-million dam project.


Midge kept repeating his belief that there was no way the workers would start blasting with us still in the canyon. He couldn’t seem to bring himself to imagine the possibility of our group getting blown to pieces. I sensed he felt too important to die in such an impersonal manner. Or maybe he was simply too tired and scared to allow himself to consider this outcome.


The reality was that it didn’t matter whether or not the blasting recommenced—there were so many other ways we could die in the construction zone. A big rainstorm might destabilize the slopes. One of us might take a fatal slip or blunder into an unrunnable rapid. But Midge was too stubborn and too tired to consider this. It was easier for him to just believe he would be okay. Plus, he was hungry. It’s hard to argue against the fact that calories are useful in these sorts of situations, but his timing was impeccably bad.


The heart of the problem was that I was convinced all three of us were going to die in this canyon. I was scared—strong feelings of imminent death definitely had me on edge. Making matters worse, it seemed to me that Midge refused to acknowledge the real danger we faced. Scenes from those cheesy horror films flooded my mind where the audience knows damn well that everyone is about to get murdered, but one foolish kid keeps repeating, “everything is going to be okay,” while the group keeps walking right toward whatever it is that is going to kill them. It took every ounce of self-restraint I could muster to refrain from screaming that Midge was a complete idiot if he really believed the workers would hold off from blasting for as long as it took his delusional ass to get through the construction zone, even if, as he said, blowing up three tourists would create a public relations problem for the company.


We had more pressing issues to deal with than my anger, so I took a few deep breaths and tried to calm down. I looked downriver. We had no choice but to keep moving and, to my amazement, Midge finally agreed to eat something quickly while Don and I portaged and to hold off on his break until we made it out of the canyon.


We portaged the massive rapid as quickly as we could and got back into our kayaks, trying to stay clear of the potential landslide area. As we paddled downstream, we noticed something peculiar in the river. The object seemed contorted and it disturbed the water in a strange way. It was clearly not a rock, or any other natural object. Paddling closer, we realized that it was a dump truck lying on its side in the middle of a rapid. We gazed upward, but could see no road. The truck must have fallen more than a thousand feet. As we paddled frantically to avoid being swept by the strong current into the underbelly of the truck, we tried not to think about what had happened to the driver when his vehicle plunged off the cliff. So much for the mandatory no-fatality policy.


We no longer felt like kayakers out having fun. The setting of our adventure had begun to feel more like a war zone, and I had turned all my focus toward survival. Just after the dump truck, I could see a steep horizon line with water spraying up in all directions, signaling that we had yet another massive rapid in front of us. Fortuitously, one of the huge boulders that had been relocated from the top of the cliff into the river below was creating a large eddy—a calm spot in the river behind the rock—at the top of the rapid where we could stop. In rivers, especially fast-moving difficult rivers, eddies offer kayakers the only opportunity to stop in what otherwise feels like an out-of-control torrent.


Don, Midge, and I huddled into the eddy and peered downstream. The rapid was so big and steep that we couldn’t see the bottom of it, and there was now constant rock fall on the right bank that was also obscuring our view. We knew they weren’t blasting, because we heard no explosions but something up above, probably a backhoe or other heavy equipment, was shoving rocks and debris off the cliff and straight into the river about halfway down the rapid.


I sank to my thighs in dust and gravel as I clawed my way up to the top of the boulder hoping to get a better vantage point. The view was demoralizing; the rapid was runnable, but the very first move was a nearly river-wide hydraulic violently reversing back on itself with only a kayak-width tongue between its right edge and the cliff wall. The lead-in was chaotic, and most of the current pulled strongly toward the hydraulic (also known as a hole in kayaker lingo). A kayaker not actively fighting the force of the current would be swept into the massive hole.


The awful hole was only the first obstacle in a very long rapid full of hazards. Plus, the only safe line forced us to paddle directly under the river right wall beneath the rock fall. Some of the falling rocks were small enough to appear survivable, but every now and then a boulder came crashing down that was easily big enough to crush a kayaker. The last thing we needed was for another dump truck to come tumbling off the cliff as we paddled past.


I could see one eddy a few hundred yards down from the entrance of the rapid, but I could not make out what was beyond it around the corner. Based on what we had experienced so far, we needed to assume that more unrunnable rapids lay ahead. As tired as Midge was, I didn’t think he would be able to make the powerful move around the hole. I also suspected that if he fell into the hydraulic, got trapped in its backwash, and was forced to swim out of his kayak, Midge would have a terrible, potentially unsurvivable, ordeal ahead of him.


Starting to look for portage options, I shouted down to Don, “Come up here and have a look with me.”


Midge didn’t like looking at rapids so he stayed in his boat and rested, trusting in Don and me to make the right decision for him. He had the feeling that if a rapid was too hard or too complicated for me or Don to be able to describe the line to him, that he would just prefer to walk around it. Of course sometimes walking wasn't an option.


Now there was a group of ten or fifteen workers standing on the right bank about sixty feet above us, the first humans we’d seen since entering their work zone. They were impatiently waving us on. We had already taken more than an hour longer than we had anticipated, and the workers were obviously anxious to get back to it. Seeing me looking up at the left bank for a portage option, they started whistling to get my attention. They were indicating that we could come up the right bank to where they were standing—but it was a vertical cliff, and Don and I could see no way to climb it.


When we pointed to the left bank, they emphatically shook their heads in unison—“No!”—and began drawing their fingers across their necks in the universal sign for death.


After a couple of minutes, Don stated calmly, “We can make that move, Darcy.”


“I know we can,” I replied, “But I don’t think Midge will make it. He’s too tired.”


Our kayaks were heavily loaded with eight days’ worth of camping gear, food, clothes, and emergency equipment, making them extra sluggish and hard to move around in fast-moving water. The move we would have to pull off to make it through this rapid required crossing the full width of the river in a steep section where the current’s pull would be strong. It would either take intense mental composure to channel ten years’ worth of whitewater kayaking training to use the perfect technique for such a crossing or amazing brute strength to fight that current when Midge’s tired brain couldn’t call upon the stash of tools stored away for such a maneuver. I had lost faith that Midge was ready for either of these scenarios.


I tried to think of another solution to our problem. “I know the workers don’t like it, but there’s a chance we could portage on the left. It looks sketchy, but if we can get across that scree field there, one of us could climb up to that flat bench and then rope the boats up.”


“Suicide for all of us, Darcy.” Don insisted. “If, and I really mean if, we make it to your bench, then where will we go? At least if we run this rapid, two-thirds of us are sure to make it and chances are that Midge will be okay, too.”


The rapid didn’t look great, but it was beginning to seem like the safest of our dismal options. We figured that if Midge could summon the strength and the skill to make that first move, he would probably be okay. After the hole, we just needed to move into the middle of the river to avoid the rock fall. From there on, the rapid appeared to be big but doable for Midge.


It was just a matter of making that first move.


Another problem was that the eddy we could see at the bottom of the rapid was at the base of another cliff that also did not look climbable. We were taking a huge gamble that we would be able go farther downstream after making that eddy. Using our very limited geology skills, we made our best guess that, even if the next rapid turned out to be unrunnable, the character of the cliff wall looked as if it would offer us a place to climb out of the river just out of view. We said that, at any rate, to make ourselves feel better. I’m not sure if either of us believed it.


Don looked again at the rapid and at the portage routes and said, “We need to run this. There is no other option.”


It was a risk for all of us, but we couldn’t stand there forever. We had to go.


Don, the strongest paddler of the group, would go first so that he could catch the eddy at the bottom of the rapid, with the hopes of getting a look around the corner to know what we would be dealing with in the case of a rescue. If there was an easy rapid or a big pool around the corner, a rescue would be simple. If it was another rapid like this one, or worse, rescue would be difficult to impossible.


I would follow Midge through the rapid, and if a rescue became necessary, Don and I would do our best to get Midge into that eddy. But we knew we had to consider the option of letting him go if it meant dragging all three of us into an unnavigable rapid down below. It was a conversation I was not comfortable with, and one we did not share with Midge. Being whitewater professionals for nearly two decades, we had saved hundreds of boaters as they swam from their kayaks or made other mistakes in the river. Now, in a moment of painful reckoning, we realized we were facing a situation in which we might not be able to help. Things had gotten that dire in the last three and a half hours. We were still working as a team, but there was an underlying knowledge that each of us was, in a very real sense, in it for ourselves.


Don and I climbed back down from the boulder and got into our kayaks. We explained to Midge that we had to run the rapid. We told him that we were going to leave our eddy, which was on the left side of the river, and paddle with all the strength that remained in our bodies to the right side of the river where the safe tongue of water bypassed the hole.


“Hit the right cliff wall with your boat,” Don told him. “After you’re safely past the first hole, paddle hard left to get away from the right wall so you don’t get crushed by that rock fall. Then, once you pass the rock fall, bust your ass into a small eddy on river right.”


“Right, left, right. Got it?” I added as Midge was absorbing his instructions.


Midge nodded in understanding.


Don prepared to launch as I told Midge to watch precisely where he went. Don took a few deep breaths to prepare himself, but just as he was about to pull out of the eddy, Midge said, “Hold on, Don, is your GoPro on?”


“Midge!” Don said with clear exasperation. “Are you sure your head is in this? You need to concentrate on your survival here, not my video camera.”


Don peeled out of the eddy and made it to the right side of the river, nodding his head emphatically when he had made it to the tongue, which would ensure his safe passage past the hole.


Nervous, and wanting to focus on my own line rather than worrying solely about Midge, I concentrated on what I needed to do. I took my paddle into my hands and was comforted by the overly familiar feeling. Years of practice put my brain and body on autopilot. Sitting at the top of another massive rapid, the pressure playing its role in my brain, I focused my energy to the job of making the necessary moves to get down this section of river alive.


I asked Midge if he was ready, and then offered one more reminder: “Midge, put your boat on that right wall.” I nodded at Midge and he peeled out of the eddy. I followed him closely and I fought the current as I crossed from river left to river right trying to maintain control, similar to how a skier might try to ski across the slope out of an avalanche they’d triggered. As I’d expected, the current was forceful and kept trying to pull me back to the left. Utilizing boat angle against the current and taking powerful, efficient paddle strokes, I made it to the right side of the river.


My battle with the current wasn’t easy and I watched helplessly as Midge yielded to the powerful river in front of me. He was above the hole and nowhere near the right wall. He did make a heroic last minute effort to get farther right, but it was not enough, and he dropped into the deep vortex of the hydraulic, disappearing instantly.













Chapter 2



THE TEAM


“I hate to hear you talk about all women as if they were fine ladies instead of rational creatures. None of us want to be in calm waters all our lives.”


—Jane Austen


Don, Midge, and I were an unlikely threesome for a river adventure. If a group of strangers glanced at us and passed a snap judgement, probably Don would be the only one they would pick out as an adventurer, and maybe they would even look past him because of his age. Looking at me, they’d undoubtedly write me off as a scrawny little lady best suited for sedentary work. And after one look at Midge, it’d be pretty apparent that his devotion is to computers and city life, not athletic endeavors. Digging deeper, however, these strangers would find that all of Don’s and my actions thus far in life suited us perfectly for five months of deprivation while duking it out with various forces—natural, unnatural, evil, kind, fierce, known, and unknown—in order to move from point A to point B on the world’s largest river. They would also find that absolutely nothing about Midge’s life suited him for such an undertaking except for perhaps a crazy streak and fierce stubbornness to go with it.


As we were about to leave for our trip down the Amazon River, someone asked what made me think I could do a trip like that. They had made their initial judgement of me and were having a hard time getting beyond it.


Didn’t I doubt myself?


Wasn’t I worried I would fail?


Wasn’t it a lot of pressure to try to be the first woman to do this?


I answered honestly that it had never occurred to me that I couldn’t complete a trip as big as kayaking the Amazon. Physically paddling down the river was always something that I knew I could do. (I might have been wrong, but I knew I could do it.)


But others didn’t see it this way. I’m small, I’m a woman, and I'm a vegan; all of which are seen as forms of weakness to some people. Little female plant-eaters can’t do things like kayaking the Amazon, or so I’d been told.


Being a small woman—I’m 5'4" and weigh 120 pounds—has never stopped me from doing what I want to do, or at least trying to do all the things I want to do. Still, it was hard to not let the opinions of others affect me when I was constantly told:


“You are too little.”


“You are not strong enough.”


“You are a girl.”


Maggy Hurchalla said of her sister Janet Reno, the first woman attorney general of the United States, “She didn’t really break barriers. She just didn’t notice they were there.” I would like to say that this is true for me, too, but it’s not. I started my life not noticing the barriers of my gender and my size, but it didn’t take long for the world to make sure that I became acutely aware of them. I am, however, resolute in my desire to break them.


I decided sometime in my early childhood that I would never allow myself to be vulnerable enough to need help. I have no memory of what precipitated this, but afterward my youth was filled with strange expressions of my desire to prove my independence and strength, like the time I talked myself into the weeklong Geneva Glen, Colorado, sleepover camp for six- to twelve-year-olds when I was only five. Then I shouted out “Single!” in the lift line when I was six because I was embarrassed to be seen skiing with my mom. (Only babies have to ski with their mommies, I thought.) Or the time I rode my skateboard down a steep hill when I was eight years old because my dad told me I shouldn’t.


“It’s your first day on a skateboard and you don’t have enough experience,” he’d said.


It was perfectly reasonable advice that I interpreted as a challenge to my worthiness. I defied my dad’s advice and crashed spectacularly, giving myself road rash all over the front of my body and shredding my coveted Camp Geneva Glen T-shirt.


The more I touted myself as tough and aloof, the more others expected this of me, and my armored stoicism became a self-fulfilling prophecy.


By the time I arrived as a freshman at Aspen High School, I was 5'0" and weighed an impressive eighty-two pounds. I was pathetically small. But that was not my image of myself. I was an athlete, I was strong, I was smart, and I was invincible. I played volleyball, basketball, and soccer, and I ran track. I may have been little, but I made up for that with determination, speed, and a strange ability to jump high.


Not everyone saw the potential I saw in myself, and this was problematic. The sports writer for the local newspaper nicknamed me “Diminutive Darcy.” At first, I was just happy that I’d made the newspaper—“Aspen forged back on the shoulders of diminutive Darcy Gaechter”—but then I started wondering about the word diminutive. I was fourteen and had to look it up. The family dictionary told me that diminutive meant “extremely or unusually small; of very small size or value; an insignificant thing.” I was beginning to understand how the rest of world saw me.


In high school, some of my volleyball coaches wouldn’t let me play in the front row where I could spike the ball over the net. I was short, but I had a twenty-seven-inch vertical jump and was good at reading the positions of the other team’s players. When I got a chance, I could spike the ball as well as the tall girls. Still, some of the coaches overlooked me.


I got mad.


I sat on the bench watching the game but seeing nothing besides my own lost chances. I couldn’t hide my anger, and my scrunched-up, scowling face would belie my insistence that “I’m fine.” My world was tiny and I had a lot to learn.


As a teenager, I was convinced there was no reason to live past the age of thirty and I saw no reason to ever leave Aspen, Colorado. A huge fight ensued when I entered my senior year of high school and my parents began forcing me to write college applications.


I wasn’t going to college. I wanted to move the half mile up the road from Aspen High School to Aspen Highlands Ski Area and become a ski patroller, just like my dad had been. What did I need a college education for?


My parents won, but I showed them, by choosing far away Skidmore College in upstate New York. My volleyball coach at Skidmore, Hilda Arrechea, put some trust in me and let me hit the ball. She wasn’t disappointed. I broke nearly every record for Division III women’s volleyball in New York State for number of kills (when you spike the ball so well that it hits the floor on the other team’s side, uncontested). I won Player of the Year, Most Valuable Player, and many other awards. Once I’d proven my point, I thanked Hilda by transferring to Montana State University after my sophomore volleyball season. I didn’t fit in with the money-driven students at Skidmore. Plus, the school was too far away from ski areas, and the ones that were within range sucked compared to Aspen Highlands. I picked Montana State for the sole reason that it was sixteen miles away from Bridger Bowl Ski Area.


At Montana State, I met Adam, who asked me to skip fall semester of 1998 and go kayaking in Nepal. The fact that I barely knew Adam and was terrible at kayaking didn’t, at the time, strike me as reasons not to fly across the world to kayak hard rivers with a stranger.


I said yes, though I was certain my parents would never allow me to go. They were paying for college and I didn’t think they were the type of parents to let their twenty-year-old daughter skip school to go kayak in Nepal with a strange boy. To my utter amazement, they said yes. My mom’s words were, “That sounds like an incredible opportunity.”


My dad agreed, to which I could think of nothing else to say besides, “What? Are you really my parents? Have you lost your minds?”


I was just starting to understand what kind of people my parents were. They weren’t the boring jerks who always made me stick to my curfew and never let me do anything fun. They were adventuresome themselves and saw the value in this trip for me. They were serious and I went. It was the first time I had left North America.


Immediately after getting out of my taxi in downtown Kathmandu, I saw three men kill and then slaughter a goat right in the middle of the dirtiest street I’d ever laid eyes on. My $1.75 per night hotel room in Kathmandu was so disgusting that I put my sleeping bag on the bed so I wouldn’t have to touch the grease-stained sheets that used to be white but were now tinted yellowish-brown and smelled like they hadn’t been washed in months. The bus seats were too small for even me to get comfortable in during the many fifteen-plus-hour rides we had to take. Worst of all, I stuck my hand in human poo while climbing up a steep embankment after I had swum out of my kayak on a river that was too hard for me. Despite all of this, something clicked.


From that trip forward, I’ve built my life around opportunities to travel and kayak, and these journeys have brought me to some unexpected and incredible destinations. It would lead me to Don and give me the opportunity to meet incredible people from areas as diverse as the Himalayas to the rainforests of South America. Kayaking led me to become a business owner, with all the skills that requires, which have nothing to do with the water, whether it is web design or guerilla marketing. And eventually, it would all lead me to Midge and the Amazon River.


But during those initial halcyon years, I immersed myself in my raft-guiding job during the summers. Things have improved somewhat in the last twenty years, and now most rafting companies have a large number of female employees, but back then raft-guiding was, as many people liked to explain to me, “a man’s world.” Many guests were afraid to get in a raft with what they saw as a little, weak girl, and I constantly felt the need to prove that I was just as competent as my male counterparts. At the start of one rafting trip, a guest loudly proclaimed, “I will not let my family get in the raft with that little girl as our guide, it’s not safe!” In this statement, he succeeded in embarrassing me and everyone else on the trip.


He got in the raft with the male guide and I got the other group. The male guide flipped his raft, this little girl didn’t. It was glorious retribution when I paddled my raft over and pulled the offending guest—who was panicked and gasping for air—out of the river.


Yet even while gaining satisfaction through my actions, I couldn’t help but listen a little bit to the noise of the world. As often as I was listening to direct commentary on my inherent inferiority, I was hearing things like “he throws like a girl” or “I cried like a little girl” and “stop being such a pussy.” All this had an impact on my subconscious. Whatever the intention behind that constant chorus of judgment, it’s hard to not let the hum of the world affect you.


Succumbing to a lifetime of these subtle hints, whispers, and undisguised comments would have been the natural thing to do and, to a certain extent, I did. Even after I was successfully kayaking some of the hardest Class V rivers around the world, there was still a little part of me that wondered if I was truly good enough. I was afraid to go kayaking with the “really good” kayakers in case I made a mistake. I worried they might discover that I wasn’t as good as them. Maybe the dam keeper on the notoriously difficult Milner section of the Snake River was right, running out of her booth to me as I was putting in the river to say, “You are so little, are you sure you can take on those big rapids down there?” As annoying as it was, I often took on these strangers’ doubts as my own. I could logically convince myself that rivers don’t lie—if I made it down a really hard river, it was because I was talented enough to do it. But there was also a little emotional voice whispering, “Maybe you just keep getting lucky.”


What I tried hard to focus on was the pissed-off voice in my head that shouted, “You are absolutely wrong!” to my detractors. I mentally filed them away as morons and set about to prove every one of them wrong.


When the doubters started questioning my decision to try to kayak the Amazon, it was me who looked at them like they were crazy: “Of course I can kayak the Amazon; what kind of idiot would think otherwise?”
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David Midgley (Midge) is the youngest of eight children. By the time his parents got around to having him, their oldest children were starting families of their own and everyone’s attention was focused in directions besides his. He grew up mostly unnoticed despite his valiant attempts to get attention. These included: dressing in ridiculous Goth outfits, getting severely beaten up in these outfits, joining a punk rock band, dropping out of school, and showing brilliance in computer programming.


Computers suited him best, and he shut out the world while he sharpened his skills, eventually writing software and algorithms to automate the buying, optimization, and monitoring of advertising campaigns. Midge comes from a family of weavers, but his computer programs earned him a lot of money and respect within the programmer world. Now he lives a comfortable, some would argue wealthy, life in London, and receives the admiration of his peers.


But Midge saw his life slipping away from him as he sat behind a computer writing code. Just after turning thirty, he decided that he needed to do one big thing in his life. Midge was looking for a meaningful place in this vast, anonymous world and he thought for years about what it might be.


Climbing Everest was his first thought, but he discovered that far too many people had done it. In Midge’s perception of tackling the mountain, the only qualifications necessary were the ability to walk, to suffer, and to part with about $65,000 to pay for a guide. He concluded Everest was too pedestrian for him. Sailing around the world had also been overdone, he thought, and Midge wasn’t that interested in polar explorations. He racked his brain for “the coolest thing I could do in the most remote part of the world.” The Amazon River entered his consciousness and, after doing some research, he discovered that only five people had done a human-powered source-to-sea expedition down the world’s largest river.* Piotr Chmielinski and Joe Kane did the first complete descent of the Amazon River in 1985. They used a combination of rafting, kayaking, and hiking to get them down the river. In 1999, Colin Angus, Scott Borthwick, and Ben Kozel descended the Amazon in a raft.


Five individuals out of seven billion people on this earth (it was only 6.44 billion in 2004, but you get the point). That caught Midge’s attention. Midge also noted that everyone who had descended the Amazon to date had used some combination of walking, rafting, and kayaking. No one had kayaked the entire river and no Brit had ever done it. When Midge learned that more people had walked on the moon than had gone from source to sea on the Amazon River, he made his decision.


Have I mentioned that Midge didn’t know how to kayak?


In fact, he’d never even sat in a kayak.


When Midge came up with the idea that he would kayak the Amazon from source to sea, he had also never camped out a day in his life, had never been to South America, and had exactly zero requisite skills to undertake an expedition down the world’s largest river. He was a nerdy computer programmer who lived in London, ate fancy food, and partied too much, and who was far more concerned with the quality of his hair wax than his ability to whitewater kayak.


I’m not sure I will ever know what gave Midge the audacity to think he could kayak the Amazon, besides the detail that he came up with the idea in a bar in Scotland. He had been drunk enough to think he could pull it off, and, in his sobriety, was stubborn enough to make his ridiculous idea into a reality. Also, one of his big brothers told him he was full of shit and that he would never do it.


Midge has an uncanny amount of determination, and I have no doubt it was the thing he relied upon the most throughout the entire Amazon ordeal. Much of what he did over the next ten years was a result of his singular focus on the Amazon objective. Jungle survival courses, adrenaline sports like skydiving—this was part of his quest to find something scarier in the world than kayaking—fitness regimens like running marathons, and making enough money to pay for the expedition all began to occupy a significant space in Midge’s life. Of course, learning to kayak was the obvious first step. One of the first things Midge learned about kayaking was that you needed a way to transport your kayak to the river. He realized he’d need a driver’s license if he was going to be a serious kayaker. So, at the age of thirty-two, he had to go out and pass a driving test.
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Don Beveridge was born on Beale Air Force Base in Yuba County, California. Moving was a staple of Don’s life; first as the son of an air force man, and then as the son of a preacher—same dad, different careers. After living on the air force base, then in Berkeley, and then Sacramento, the family settled for what would be their longest stint—nine years—in Moscow, Idaho.


Don loved everything about his life in Idaho. He had neighborhood friends, school friends, and church friends. He could ride his bike freely around town and he could climb the rock walls of the post office building when he got bored. His family took regular ski trips to Schweitzer Mountain Resort and camping trips in the summer. He had a loyal dog—Kelly—who would follow him to the comic book store and wait outside while he shopped. He even had a grade school sweetheart. It’s hard to imagine a more perfect small-town childhood.


His utopian youth was cut short when he was abruptly yanked away from his small, comfortable community just as he was about to begin high school. He didn’t even get to say goodbye to his friends. Instead of embarking on this journey into adolescence in a small town with friends he’d grown up with, Don was forced to start high school alone, in the suburbs of Portland, Oregon, with over two thousand students he didn’t know and didn’t have much in common with. Having no other options, he adapted, but he didn’t like it.


Don finally had enough when, as he was about to start his senior year at Sunset High in Beaverton, Oregon, his parents decided to uproot themselves again. This time they were going to Arlington, Virginia, and Don didn’t go with them. After battling three years of loneliness as an outsider, he finally felt he was beginning to fit in. He had friends, he had a girlfriend, and he was determined not to let his parents ruin this for him, again. He stayed behind and endured a senior year fraught with the problems inherent in being seventeen years old and living without a family, without a car, and generally untethered.


Moving disrupted Don’s life in ways that are still evident today. Lacking strong attachments to either people or places, Don feels most comfortable with a transient life.


Don’s older brothers, Bill and Paul, introduced him to the sport of kayaking during his junior year at St. Lawrence University in upstate New York. Bill spent his winter break at St. Lawrence teaching Don how to roll in the university pool, and Paul took him on his first river trip down the Potomac River outside Washington, D.C. Don was instantly hooked. The potential freedom and adventure that kayaking offered had a powerful hold on him.
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