Day 1 (Saturday, March 22, 2003)
Well, after many days of waiting for the river below the Lake Wylie dam to subside I was finally able to put in this afternoon.  I was extremely excited and pretty nervous as this was my first trip on a river and the Catawba was running right around flood stage.  The turbulence and current below the dam was pretty impressive.   Output below the dam was approximately 25,000 CFS when I put in.  Far better than the near 50,000 CFS it hit the day before when I went to visit Landsford Canal State Park.  The sight of full trees barreling down the river at Landsford and the sound of them cracking as they snagged the bottom was pretty enlightening.  I could imagine getting stuck between one of those trees and a rock and being crushed or drowned.  The other hazard that made me nervous was being swept into a "strainer" on the side of the river.  A "strainer" is a fallen tree that juts out into the river and the water flows through it like a strainer.  Being swept into one of these is my nightmare as I've read many stories of people not able to free themselves due to the force of the water pinning them under.  
On the nights prior to the trip I worried myself to sleeplessness about strainers in particular.  Yet another concern, of course, was flipping my kayak and not being able to get back in it.  Though I can easily do a paddle float re-entry or even a paddle float assisted re-entry and roll, I was unsure if I could manage it in the swift current.  At some point I knew (know) the possibility exists that I might have to give up the boat and all of my gear (probably a grand total of almost $4,000 of gear and equipment) to save myself.  Of course these are worst case scenarios and I've found that worst case scenarios seem to invade my mind much more frequently prior to a trip that during.  
Once I was on the water today I was having a great time and was confident everything would be alright.   After loading up the boat with all of my gear and supplies Marisa helped me shove off into the fast current of the dam outflow a few hundred yards below the dam.  This was one of the parts of the trip I was most anxious about due to the high water velocity and turbulence coming out of the bottom of the dam.  I stroked hard across the current, angling slightly upstream to counter the down-stream drift.  In a couple short minutes I was across the main turbulent flow and into the relatively flat portion of the river.   I was surprised to see about 7.5 mph on the GPS as I paddled downstream.   The current was giving me a free 3 to 4 mph, which was great.  As I got used to the occasional turbulence and "burbles" (upwelling caused by things on the floor of the river interacting with the current) I began to really enjoy the solitude and wild-life.  There were tons of waterfowl in the river and in the trees lining the banks.  Additionally there were hawks I think that would occasionally swoop down out of their trees.  At one point I came across either a river otter or a muskrat, I couldn't tell which.  I also saw a snake writhing across the surface of the water.  He stopped long enough to poke his tongue out at me before continuing on his way.  
Along the sides of the river I would regularly be spooked by the "kerplunk" of turtles diving off the logs they were sunning themselves on.  Occasionally a house would appear on the river banks, from beautiful mansions set on high hills to small run down trailers practically floating on the water.  There were also several hunting blinds set up in trees and little camp-grounds carved out in clearings along the way.  It was rare to see people.  One guy startled me when I passed him without seeing him; he let out a "whoop" and I turned to see him fishing.  I said "hi" and asked if he had caught anything..."just one little one.." came the reply.   The first excitement (read: anxiety) came at the I-77 bridge that crosses the Catawba about 4 miles below the Wylie Dam.  Having driven by and seen the area below the I-77 bridge from the adjoining 21 bridge I knew that there was a log-jam of some sort below the bridge.

I could see below the bridge the day before, but could only see a line of white which I figured correctly, denoted a miniature fall or rapid.  So I knew that I would need to stay to the right when going beneath the bridge.  I could hear the sound of white-water a good distance up-stream from the bridge, and started working my way to the right and  sure enough that side was safe while the left side cascaded over what appeared to be sand-bags placed on the river bottom.  I could see the tell-tale marks of the even higher flow the day before.  There was always a good amount of debris piled up against rail-road and highway bridge abutments.  
Once past the I-77 bridge there was a little section of "riffled" water just past Boat Island.  It was a good introduction to what would later come at Landsford.  The rest of Day 1 was pretty easy.  When I passed under the railroad and highway bridges at Highway 5 I could smell the tar from the railroad ties.  The next notable thing was the stench abeam the factory ponds  on the right around Catawba and Springdell.   At this point it was about 1800 and the sun was low on the horizon.  I could see that Culp Island was coming up, which would signify the start of the Landsford Canal area, a stretch of river I have visited numerous times to scout.  The day before the river was absolutely raging in that section.  Today, with the lower flow, I was hoping it would be passable.  
As I neared the Landsford section I kept eyeing the river banks and debated whether I should pull out and camp for the night.  With the sun setting I knew I didn't have long before I would have to start looking for a place to make camp.  Trying to land on the banks of the river in the dark would have been inviting myself to get "strained" by the overhanging downed trees.  I knew if I camped prior to Landsford though, I would be anxious about running it all night long.  I decided to land my kayak at the north end of the State Park and I walked along the trail a few hundred yards scoping out the river.  The roar of the rapids was pretty intimidating, but I didn't see any HUGE rapids or holes or standing waves that would be that difficult.  I also had to piss like a racehorse, but that would mean taking off my life-vest, unzipping and pulling down my spring suit and hiking down my water-proof pants.  Too much trouble and time I decided.   Besides, as scared as I was I figured I'd piss my pants anyway.  
I pushed off from the bank and steered straight downstream and paddled with all my might.  I knew that the faster I went the more power I would have to punch through any holes I encountered, and my kayak would be more stable since I would always have a powered stroke going on, and lastly, I figured the faster I went, the shorter time I would be exposed to the torrent.  Let me just tell you, Landsford met up to my every fearful expectation at that particular water level.  All of the rock shoals were submerged but here and there a few branches of islets (tiny islands) popped through the white-water.  It first started out as mild chop but before long I could see the water in front of me rolling in little waves.  Soon I ran into standing waves that were probably no more than 2 feet high, but when you are only sitting a few inches off the water in a kayak, that is more than enough to be impressive.   With the weight of a weeks worth of camping supplies further lowering my freeboard, I was taking tons of water over the bow.  I paddled like mad and kicked the rudder for all it was worth to put me perpendicular to the biggest cross chop and standing waves.   Countless times the bow plunged down into a standing waves and the brown water burst back along the deck finally exploding against my deck bag and showering me with spray.  My spray skirt had a large puddle in it by the end of the rapids (from river water though...not urine!).   The sound was incredible and the turbulence was impressive.  My only thoughts were keeping the bow pointed downstream and keeping my stroke going.  I knew if I turned sideways to the current and encountered a standing wave I'd be finished and would roll the boat.  If that happened I figured I would hold onto it for as long as I could until I reached calmer water then try to work my way to the river bank.  
The river bank in the rapids was totally out of the question as it was strainer city.   I could see down-river a hazy white line and I figured (correctly) that this was where the rapids ended.  As I made the last few strokes through the tail end of the rapids I smiled to myself and was glad I had tackled it this evening instead of waiting.  I laid my paddle across the cockpit and let my burning arms rest for a second.  The pink horizon told me it was time to start looking for a campsite pull-out so I paddled along the left side (east side) of the river and spied a clearing a few hundred yards down-river from the Landsford Rapids.   I turned my kayak around to face upstream and it took extremely vigorous paddling to gain a few feet at a time as I angled myself cross current toward my landing spot.  The current slackened in the trees along the flooded river bank and I drove my bow up onto the steep shore, kicked my rudder up and draw stroked my stern up against the bank as well.  When I flipped off my skirt and stepped out of the boat I almost totally fell in the water because the river bank was pretty steep and muddy.  I dragged my fully laden boat up into the clearing and sort of sighed with relief.  Wow.  

I was pretty wet from all the whitewater and I immediately started unpacking my equipment.  I also got my phone out and was happy to see that I got a good signal (Can you hear me now??..Good...)  I called Marisa and let her know I was safe and that I had made it past Landsford Canal.  She was as surprised as me!  GPS totals revealed I had paddled 25.55 miles in just 4 hours and 15 minutes, averaging about 6.5 mph with a top speed of 10 mph.   The 3 to 5 mph variable current gave me quite a boost, and I was paddling at a pretty leisurely pace for much of the day, stopping my paddling often to take pictures, videos and record memos in my digital memo recorder.    After unpacking what I needed for tonight I set up my tent in the dark, changed out of my wet-suit and booties into a deliciously clean and warm pair of cotton socks and a sweat-shirt.  Tomorrow I may forego the wet-suit as most of my time will be on Fishing Creek Reservoir although now that I think of it I will have 10 miles of river before I get there.  So wet-suit it will be again unfortunately.   I was surprised to find about an inch or so of water in my aft cargo compartment.  The hatch probably leaks a bit in the white water plus there are some holes I've tried to fill in the sides where the idiot that owned the boat prior to me tried to drill holes for the deck rigging and missed.  Luckily everything important is in dry bags, so a bit of water doesn't hurt a thing.  I was disappointed that my deck bag allowed in a little water.  It's not advertised as totally water proof so I shouldn't complain.  Luckily only a little water got in and all the items inside were safe.  

After setting up my tent and putting my sleeping bag and mattress pad inside I turned to the task of making dinner.  I was starving!  I had definitely worked off the Slim Fast bar I had for breakfast/lunch and needed nutrition.  I fired up the Apex stove and heated a can of Dinty Moore Beef Stew (always a hit) and had some crackers with Easy Cheese (Nacho flavor!).  Later I had some hot cocoa and some animal crackers for desert.  I'm now snuggled down in my tent typing this up on my handy little PDA and collapsible keyboard.  The stars are brilliant tonight and it's getting pretty cold.  I took a Tylenol to ward off the aches tonight.  I can still hear the rapids up at Landsford and a few minutes ago I think a deer walked through camp.  I could hear the leaves crunching as he moved, but didn't open the tent flap to see him.  Occasionally there will be a huge splash from the river; I assume it is fish getting caught in the strainers or something and struggling to get free.  At least they can't drown though..haha..  
The tree frogs are chirping and things are moving around in the wood around me.   It is sort of spooky and I just realized that I have never in my life been camping alone.  I think I know why though.  I'm having a good time and all, but I think adventures are meant to share.  So you can sit around the cooking meal or campfire at the end of the day and tell the other person how scared you were, or how beautiful that bird was, or how peaceful the river is.  I can only talk about it with myself.  No one else will know what I experienced, though I might try to describe it in words.  That acid-stomache dry mouth feeling is mine only this time.  Truth be known, it would have been doubled if Marisa had been with me for putting her in jeopardy weighs many times more on my conscience than my own screw-ups.   But still, I wish she were here.  She would love it, and she would appreciate it, and she would be someone to talk with about it.   I'm going to curl up now and try to fall asleep.  I have my little transistor radio with me and I'll try to catch some news about the war.  I feel lucky to be able to do this trip, in a country where if you have the time and desire, you can pretty much do whatever you choose, whether it's stupid or not.

Good night.  We'll see how those eggs do in the morning : )

Day 2  (Sunday, March 23, 2003)
Put back into the river this morning.  Getting motivated to get up, cook breakfast and pack up was difficult.  There was a low, cold fog covering the river and everything was covered with dew.   I cooked eggs and bacon for breakfast with a little hot cocoa as well.  I got everything packed up and hit the river, negotiating the very tricky, muddy slope into the boat.  The river gradually slowed and widened into Fishing Creek Reservoir.  The GPS was showing only about 6 or so miles an hour.  I started out with a tailwind and throughout the paddle to the takeout I was seeing a good 2 mph push from the tailwind.  Small following seas built up which also helped push me along.  
When I calculated I was about an hour from the takeout I phoned Marisa so she could meet me there.  I was shocked and saddened when she broke the news to me that Doc Nelson (a friend of mine) had died that night.  
The east bank of Fishing Creek Reservoir was steeply sloped and relatively free of development.  The right side had more development and houses.  I reached the pull-out and Marisa showed up about 10 minutes later.  We lashed the boat to the roof of her car and loaded all the equipment into her car.  We stopped for lunch at a small deli on the way.  At the put in below the Dearborne Dam we at lunch and I packed up the kayak again.  It was hard to say good-bye to Marisa; something so familiar to me (and she smelled so good too!). The dam was running quickly with water coming directly over the top of it.  The wash cycle below the dam was very easy though and I launched and paddled downstream with no problems.  
For the first few miles Lake Wateree was narrow with beautiful rock strewn walls on both sides.  Some development is occurring on the right though, spoiling the view.  The entire trip the left side (east) of the lake was barren with No Trespassing signs stating the land was leased by a private hunting club.  The east side had some beautifully wooded areas that would have been ideal campsites.  On Wateree my tailwind turned into a headwind and it took long hard strokes to maintain my speed.  On the east side I came upon some vultures (buzzards?) feeding on a carp carcass.  Soon it was a straight shot toward Wateree State Park and I was relieved when it came into view.  
I paddled up and asked some passers-by for directions to the boat ramp, which was collocated with the Ranger Office.  I beached my boat near the boat ramp and walked up asking for the site nearest the water.  He assigned me site 7 which allowed me to just pull my kayak right into the campsite.  The sites are paved for large campers and have water and electric hook ups.  This was nice since I can re-supply my water and recharge my cell phone and video camera batteries.  I was able to talk extensively with Marisa, Mom & Dad and Kuban.  A nice old man, Charles Foster,  across from my site took interest in my kayak and all the stuff I was pulling out of it.  He took some pictures of me and I asked him where the showers were.  About then the Ranger came by and I paid my 16 dollars for my site.  Well worth it considering the hot shower I took.  It feels so nice to be clean!   
As I was walking back from the showers Mr. Foster invited me over for dinner of burgers.  Sure, you bet!  They were very nice people and we ate dinner with him and his wife Edith and their friends that were on the next site.  The burgers were great even though there was much discussing during the making of them about how it was being done.  It was kind of like watching Jerry Seinfeld’s parents in action.  I returned to camp after eating and put all my gear in the boat since the raccoons are apparently quite voracious here.  I think one of them walked past my tent a few minutes ago.  I just caught the end of the tail going around my kayak when I shone (is that a word?) (how about shined?)  my light outside.  I'm going to sleep now.  It was a long day.

Day 3 (Monday, March 24, 2003)
Well, I woke up this morning dreading having to pack up the kayak.  I definitely hate packing the kayak more than anything.  I decided to try some eggs and bacon again but the eggs were broken in their container.  I cooked them anyway and they were awful.  No more eggs for camping period.  The bacon wasn't bad since it was the pre cooked kind.  I had 4 pieces of it and stuffed two cereal bars in my deck bag for later consumption.  I also made some hot cocoa.  The day was bright and sunny and I started out from the park after saying goodbye to Mr Foster.  He sat on the picnic table at the site I occupied and watched me paddle away.  He was such a kind man and I’ll always remember his generosity.  

The water was calm and I was glad I had only worn shorts today instead of my wet-suit.  Paddling across the glassy lake I was struck by how slow I seemed to be moving.  The GPS was reading about 4 mph, which didn't compare to the 8 to 9 mph I was seeing on the Catawba the day before.  As soon as I rounded the first turn in the lake toward the east I was assaulted by a brisk wind that slowed my progress due to the force of it hitting my torso and boat, but also because it kicked up some white-caps that the bow had to plow through.  Occasionally a wave would hit a glancing blow along the side and spray me with water.  It was refreshing as long as it didn't get any bigger than what it was.  It was discouraging to see only 3.7 or so mph on the GPS.  
After a long slog eastward for an hour and a half I was finally able to turn south and the wind abated some.  As the day progressed the wind eased and paddling was much easier.  I focused on just paddling as efficiently as I could because I knew there was no other choice.  Eventually I turned my tiny transistor radio on (solar powered!) and found it easier to paddle with some music to take my mind of the drudgery of paddling.    
Finally after about 3 hours of hard paddling the Wateree Dam hove into sight.  I was relieved and anxious at the same time.  I kept imagining these worst case scenarios where my paddle broke or my rudder got stuck in the full left or right position and I would get pushed inexorably closer to the dam.  My imagination was probably my worst enemy on this trip.  The water rushing over the top of it made a roar I could hear from 3 miles away.  I had no troubles though and was soon pulling into the public access boat ramp a little ways from the dam.  
Now I had the dilemma of how to get myself, my kayak and all my equipment down to the put-in below the dam.  Lucky for me, a Mr. William Hoffman was sitting there on the ramp with a friend of his fishing.  As I was scratching my head and asking questions on what roads to take to get to the other side of the dam, Mr. Hoffman told me to just "plop that there kayak into the back of my pickup truck and I'll ride ya' over there.."  Ok.  No arguments from me.  Only problem is that his pickup was one of those tiny little Japanese ones, with a tool-box in the bed, which left about 6 feet of bed space.  I have a 17 foot long kayak.   The math wasn't working.  But hey, a ride is a ride.  I reasoned that if I took all my gear out of the bow, and put the stern heavy section in the back of the truck, I could then sit on top of the stern also and keep the boat balanced well enough.  The plan worked fine, although the boat, being only made of plastic basically, flexed quite a bit at every bump in the road.  I kept waiting for it to just crumple in half.  
A few minutes later we arrived below the dam, which was really pouring water over the top.  Mr. Hoffman commented that in all his time in the area (about forever) he could never recall the water flowing like that over the dam.  He commented that once I put in, I was for sure going somewhere.  Indeed the sight of the water pouring over the top of the dam was impressive, as was the current below it blasting along the shoreline.  I thanked him for the ride and re-packed the kayak and slipped back into the river.  The current drove me swiftly south at 9 miles an hour.  A few hundred yards downstream from the dam there was a significantly turbulent section but the boat plowed through it with no problems.  After that the river widened out and took on a more serene pace.  
It was a great float all the way down to the I-20 bridge, although I was hot and my arms got severely sunburned.  I had forgotten sunscreen on my list of things to bring!  I was also really hungry and my two breakfast bars didn't really get rid of my hunger.  The Wateree River was kind to me though and I blasted through a bit over 25 miles in just over 5 hours.  The waterfowl along the river was absolutely beautiful:  the diving ducks (?), hawks, herons and some beautiful long white birds that I'm unfamiliar with.  After passing the I-20 bridge I called Marisa and chatted with her for awhile.  It was great to hear her voice and for a few moments be transported off the river.   
Soon it became late in the day and the prospect of finding a campsite became quite the production.  With the river running so high the swamp is absolutely filled with water and the banks, if not totally underwater are muddy and water-logged.  And stopping and getting out of the kayak is no small task.  You have to identify the take-out well before you get to it because turning the boat in the current is hazardous and then trying to paddle against the current takes just about all my effort.  
I saw one site that looked good and turned into it.  It was in an eddy so the current wasn't flowing but the water was fairly deep right next to the bank.  So I had to put one hand on the muddy bank and precariously balance myself while shifting my weight out of the boat and onto the river bank.  It was quite a circus to watch I'm sure.   Not to mention I didn't want to lose hold of my kayak and have it go steaming off down the river without me!  The site I initially chose was sort of sodden, so I elected to get back in the boat and continue down-river in search of a better site.  Unfortunately, sunset was fast approaching and finding a camp-site immediately was fast becoming a priority.  I didn't want to think of trying to land the boat on the shore in the dark, and I definitely didn't want to be ON the river in the dark.  
So when a clearing opened up on my right and I saw a little shack with a boat ramp I kicked my rudder and did a hard 180 and stroked hard to stay even with it until I could eddy into the boat ramp.  It was a perfect location with the exception of the empty hunting lodge.  The sign on the lodge said "No Trespassing" and "Servivors Will Be Prosecuted" (with that spelling..)  Wonderful.  But I'm out of options.  So here I'm camped in the middle of the swamp hoping a pick-up truck doesn't come chugging along with some gun totting rednecks in it.  At least I was able to call Marisa tonight.  I have a good cell phone signal and hearing her voice was re-assuring, although it was hard to hang up.  The stars are brilliant tonight and the temperature is falling quickly.   I'm hoping to get to sleep right away and be up at the crack of dawn to get out of here as soon as I can.  Owls or something are hooting all around, and the tree frogs are really loud.  At least I'm safe from the mosquitoes here in my tent.

Day 4 (Tuesday, March 25, 2003)
This was the most difficult day of them all.  Even though Landsford was sort of dangerous, and Lake Wateree was agonizingly long, nothing compared to the letdown of paddling so far to reach Trezesvants only to find no sign of it.  
My dad started in the typical cold wet way.  Everything was covered in moisture, including the tent and my sleeping bag.  I was motivated to pack up and get on the water though since I was staying next to the hunting lodge.  I woke up around 5 and was on the water by 6 just as it was starting to get grey out.   The mist rose from the water in tendrils as I bunny hopped my way into the water trying to slide off the muddy bank.  I was finally afloat and paddled out into the swift current.  Eventually the sun rose and I was treated to the sight of a small deer swimming across the river in front of me.  He (or she?) reached the other side, shook the water off, looked at me and then bounded into the woods.  
Mile after mile unreeled beneath my kayak and  I ticked off the points on the map diligently, as if by being a rabid mileage accountant I could make the miles go faster.  I would often paddle for a long while before looking at the GPS to see if I would be pleasantly surprised by my rapid progress or devastated by my lack of same.   At one point I heard the scream of jet engines and looked up to see a flight of four F-16s flying overhead from Seymour Johnson AFB.  
I was happy to see the Highway 76 bridge roll into sight at around 10:30; I had made good time and was looking forward to getting out of my kayak, stretching my legs and eating some lunch.  Even more importantly, I had a chance to call Marisa.  I can't tell you how lonely a trip like this is.  I doubt I'll ever do one like this again.  After being with someone who is so much a part of you, it's impossible to go without them voluntarily.  Her voice sounded great and I was enjoying some cheese and crackers when I noticed another car pull up with a kayak on the roof.  As the water was too high to reach the parking lot, he put on his paddling gear and walked his kayak over to where I was putting my gear back into my boat.  His name was Curt Cooky; he was very nice and was going on a short day paddle, although with the current I can't imagine him getting very far upstream.  I took some pictures and we parted ways.  
I had a long paddle ahead to get to Trezesvants, and I wasn't even sure if I could make it that far.  With the river out of it's banks, it was always a race during this entire trip to find a dry, flat campsite before dark.  Being on the river after dark was just a plain scary proposition.  On the second part of my day there were some really high bluffs bounding the west side of the river.  At one point I came around a bend and there was a huge factory with all kinds of smoke stacks and cranes.  Additionally there was a train that must have been loading because every couple of minutes he would go forward a few dozen feet and then stop.  Each time he did the cars would slam together and apart with a domino like sound.   

Just after the factory there was a scary looking train trestle that was no longer in service.  Three of it's four passages underneath were jammed with logs, which made me uncomfortable.   I've had nightmares about that scenario.  I maneuvered into the center of the river and paddled toward to center span.  This bridge was a lot lower than all the other bridges I had come across, which gave it an even more foreboding look (low bridge + high water = less overhead).  I took some video and still pictures as I passed through it and was glad the center span was passable.  At this point it was 2:30 in the afternoon and I had been on the river for about 8 ½ hours and I was definitely hot and tired.  
I surveyed my map and was duly impressed at how many “inches” I had moved across the 8 ½ by 11” laminated sheets.  I made the decision to press forward as hard as I could in order to make the campground I assumed existed at Trezesvants Landing.  By my rough calculations I figured I could reach that point by about 5 or 6 PM.  I always wanted to be off the river by around 6 PM if I could for several reasons.  First and foremost was my overwhelming desire to not be caught on the river in the darkness.  Since there were segments of the river where I could paddle for several hours between seeing dry land, the possibility of getting stuck on the river in the dark was very real.  Second, if I made camp around 6 PM I could be relatively assured of being able to set up my tent and secure the items on and in the kayak to protect them from bugs and animals that might be interested in my food.  Getting the tent pitched and all my supplies for the evening within was important as I wanted to minimize the use of my head-lamp at night to avoid being seen and “prosecuted” by the land-owners.  With all of this weighing on my mind I paddled hard downstream with Trezesvants Landing as my intended destination.
About 7 or so miles short of my destination I hit the ultimate low as my race with the clock hit a snag.  Apparently at the lower portion of the Wateree River where it starts to empty into the additional broad expanse of swampland that constitutes Lake Marion, the current in the river starts to wane.  In just distance of a miles or less the current dropped from about 3 mph to nothing.  The river was glass smooth and the current was non-existent.  Having factored the river current into my calculations I now knew that I would be falling behind schedule so I stepped up my paddling and held a consistent 4.8 or so mph pace for the next hour or so.  
I was still forced to wear my long sleeve sweat-shirt because of the aforementioned sunburn on my arms and the extra exertion, coupled with the near 80 degree heat conspired to sap my energy and my mood.  I forced myself not to look at the GPS for almost an hour and when I finally couldn’t stand it any longer I pulled it over the deck bag and zoomed the map scale out a bit and was relieved to see just a few short bends separating me from the junction with the Congaree River.  The river I was on, the Wateree, joined the Congaree which flows out of Columbia to the north-west and after the union they flow into Lake Marion a bit further downstream.  Less than a mile after that junction, I knew, lay the oasis (in my mind) of Trezesvants Landing.  
As I slowed my pace and continued pulling down the river I rounded a sharp bend and came across an odd sight:  an old man and his dog sitting on the porch of their tiny river shack, which looked like a floating shed, tied up to some trees on the side of the river.  I waved hello and asked him if I could ask him a question.  Which now appears funny because if you ask someone if you can ask them a question, regardless of their answer, they have already answered a question.  So note to self: just ask the damn question next time.  
I asked if he knew anything about Trezesvants Landing and he replied, oddly enough, that he didn’t think he could tell me how to get there from here.  He did, however, volunteer that it was a “right big landing” and that I should find it with no problem.  I was curious if there was camping there but this guy wasn’t a wealth of information.  I thanked him and asked him if I could take a picture of him and his dog.  “I reckon so..” was all the permission I needed.  I waved good-bye and continued down toward Trezesvants, which by now had grown in my mind to a beautiful paved landing with an office nearby that would still be open.  And it would have a refrigerator and maybe even an ice-cream vending case!  And I would gladly pay the outrageous mark up on the SPF50 sun-block that they would have there.   As for camp-sites, there would be a beautiful wooded camp-site right near the bank of the river with a fire ring and a nice flat and DRY area to pitch my tent.  I could almost feel the tension leaving my body as my mind reveled in the thought.  
As I daydreamed about the luxuries awaiting me a couple miles downstream I was startled out of my paddling trance by a huge explosion of white water under my left paddle which sprayed me from head to waist.  It seemed I had disturbed what was probably an extremely large catfish (apparently they grow into the hundred pound range in these waters) lying just below the surface.  This was the first time I had startled a fish like that during my entire trip and I was still getting over the violence of the “attack” when not 30 seconds later I bumped another one with the same heart stopping effect.  Now I felt like I was paddling through a catfish minefield and made every effort to splash my paddle noisily into the water with each stroke to warn the heart attack inducing monsters that I was coming through!  

Rounding the last bend in the Wateree I could see current melding into the much broader expanse of the Congaree.  I was officially now on the Congaree River!  My first look down the Congaree River puzzled me as the point where I had assumed Trezesvants to be was, in reality, a sheer bluff that looked to be about 100 feet high (which a detailed look at topo map later would indeed prove to be 100 feet high).  I shot past the bluff headed downstream straining to see into the woods for some sign of my long awaited camp-site only to have a sinking feeling slowly seep into my bones as I watched the camp-site symbol on my GPS fall behind me.   I had somehow missed it, or the map location was wrong, or any number of other variables.  
One thing I did know though was that on this trip, with the current running the way it was, once something was behind one of my shoulders, there was little hope of paddling back up the current to get to it.  What a crushing blow.  I kept my eye on the right side of the river watching the bluff gradually taper down toward water level and kept my eyes peeled for a suitable camp-site.  Finally a suitable break in the foliage offered a glimpse at a relatively flat and accessible area and with thoughts of the sun setting and leaving me stranded on the river I kicked my rudder and turned upstream and paddled with all my might to zero out my downstream drift.  Gradually sidestepping to the left to ease into an area of less current I poked the nose of my kayak up onto the river bank.  
Sticking my paddle into the water next to the cockpit revealed it to be a steep sloping bank with no bottom that I could feel so the comedy act of me trying to get the cockpit close enough to the shore-line to allow me to light ashore like a conquering invader played out in all it’s hilarious gyrations.  In case you’ve never seen this, it involves a lot of cursing, splashing the paddle around ineffectively trying to “draw” the shore-line closer to you, and bunny hopping in your seat trying to nudge the kayak in the direction you want it to go (it of course having a totally different plan of action than yours).  Finally I was positioned well enough to get a foot on dry land and heave my boat out of the water onto terra-firma.  Wow.  What a long day.  Later calculations would show a distance traveled of 56.7 miles in 10 hours and 30 minutes.  The thought briefly flitted through my mind that in the Citation V I fly for a living I would have made that distance in about 8 minutes.  Best to not think about that though.  

The camp-site was actually very nice with the exception of the hordes of spiders that skittered about at every step.  Good thing I’m not arachnaphobic, but I could imagine Marisa’s reaction to this site: “I’d rather risk the river in the dark..”  I stomped around in the woods a bit and realized that an even better site existed about 15 yards up-stream so I proceeded to drag my boat through the leaves and underbrush to the “improved” camp-site (flatter, but no less spiders) and set about the task of unpacking the kayak and setting up camp.  I could hear the buzz-saw whine of mosquitoes about and reasoned the best plan of action would be to get the tent set up to provide refuge when the mosquitoes got word out to their buddies that this ripe smelling blood pincushion had arrived.

In the fading light I stripped off my wet-suit which I had only been wearing up to my waist, and peeled off the positively putrid sweat-shirt (aptly named) and placed them in an isolation corner of the camp-site, hopefully to lure unknowing mosquitoes to their death by proximity to stench.  So I stood there totally naked in the woods toweling off with Handi-Wipes trying to reach some semblance of cleanliness.  I put on fresh clean clothes and my personal favorite: clean, dry socks!  After 4 days of my feet sitting in wet booties all day long my boots and socks were truly a treat each evening.  
I pitched the tent, stuffed my sleeping pad and sleeping bag (still slightly damp from the previous nights condensation) into the tent and fired up my cell phone to give the evening position report and put in a plea for “extraction” from Marisa.  Try though I may, my cell phone would not get through after many, many attempts.  I marked my camp site position on the GPS and proceeded to climb through the woods up the very steep bluff to higher ground hoping to get a better signal from a lofty perch.  I was instantly covered in sweat from my exertions and about 10 minutes later I stopped about 2/3 of the way up the slope and attempted my call again.  In roaming mode I was able to connect to Marisa’s voice-mail and gave her my GPS coordinates and made my pitch for being picked up the next day at Santee Cooper State Park on Lake Marion just a little ways down the river and into the lake from my current position.  I ended the call not even knowing if the signal stayed strong enough through-out for my entire message to be sent, but it was getting dark and I worked my way back down the slope to my camp.
Again not wanting to draw attention to myself with lights or a fire I slipped some cereal bars and a Hershey bar into my tent with some water and all my maps and journal keeping equipment and settled in for the evening.  As I started writing up my notes (I’m doing this, by the way on a Sony Clie PDA with a tiny collapsible keyboard) in the dark I heard the sound of a boat motor coming up the river.  I extinguished my tiny headlamp, held my breath and pretended I didn’t exist as I watched the navigation lights of the tiny john boat come into view.  As the boat passed the entire campsite was suddenly bathed in a spear of bright light emanating from a spot-light mounted on the rail of the motor boat.  The light only lingered a brief second on the camp then swung up-river searching among the banks.  My heart stopped beating for a moment and threatened to not re-start when I heard the boat motor change to a lower pitch and the light flickered again across my camp-sight.  I had to have a yellow boat.  And a yellow tent.  Wonderful.   
The boat did a 180 on the river and started back toward my camp.  I started weighing the possibilities in my mind.  The first, and most attractive possibility was that this was a DNR (Department of Natural Resources) officer and he was going to run me off because I was camping either on private land or non-public use land (honestly I have no idea who’s land I was on).  I felt I could plead my case to this guy and explain the hazards of the sinister (remember, in the dark ALL rivers become sinister despite their benign façade during daylight) river to him and promise to do better in the future and he’d let me stay put.  The second possibility was that he was DNR or another law enforcement officer and he’d arrest me for trespassing and take me to jail.  Hmm…warm cell, relatively soft bed, water and warm food probably, maybe even a shower, things were looking up!  The last possibility, of course, was the least amusing: that this guy was the land-owner, I was trespassing, and he was a rabid NRA member just waiting to push the limits of his constitutional rights.  The thought of the aforementioned sign “Survivers Will Be Prosecuted” (remember..not MY spelling) flashed through my mind.  
Knowing that I had been spotted I unzipped the tent flaps and got out, lacing my boots on and steeling myself for whichever scenario that was about to play out.  The boat turned and headed for my side of the river bank, but nudged ashore about 50 yards or more up-river from my location.  I could not see the occupants or the boat for that matter because of foliage blocking my view.  A tense minute passed and I heard the sound of the engine changing gears and saw the boat backing away from the river bank.  It turned back up-river and the driver gunned the engine and into the blackness the boat disappeared, the sound gently fading into the night leaving only the lapping of his wake along the banks of the river.  I stood quietly listening for the crunch of leaves that would signal that he had dropped someone off to harass me, but after several minutes I concluded that I was a paranoid schizophrenic and I was too tired to deal with this shit.  I crawled back into my tent, took two Tylenol PM’s and zonked out within minutes.
Day 5 (Wednesday, March 26, 2003)
I woke up around 5:30 this morning after having slept soundly throughout the night.  I awoke twice to hear something moving through the camp but a slight whistle was enough to scare whatever it was off scampering through the woods.  Judging from the “bounding” sounds of the noise it made, I assume they were deer as I had seen deer tracks in the soft ground of the bluff I had scaled the day before.  I hadn’t even eaten dinner the night before, instead opting for immediate sleep.  Anxious to get on my way I stuffed some EZ-Cheese and crackers into my deck bag with a bar of chocolate and broke camp.  I had no idea if Marisa had even gotten my message the night before, but it didn’t really matter.  If she was at the State Park when I arrived, that would be great, but if she wasn’t, I was still in a State Park with showers, facilities, probably even a soda machine somewhere.  

The comedy started early on this day though.  In my desire the night before to find the best camp-site I had dragged my boat 15 yards up-river.  The problem now was that the riverbank where I had exited the river was almost level with the water, whereas the site I was located on now, was probably a good 18 or 20 inch drop from the riverbank into the river.  Not a problem, I thought to myself, I’ll simply place the bow of the kayak in the river with the cockpit perched right on edge of the riverbank, slip into the kayak and nudge myself off the ledge and slide smartly into the water.  There are such things as great plans followed by poor execution.  This would be one of those instances.  I slipped into the cockpit and clutched my paddle with both hands and gave a little “bunny hop” forward to get the momentum of the kayak moving forward.  Down into the river I slid, as planned, but the geometry of a 17 foot long kayak spanning a 20 inch drop had eluded me in my initial plan.  The bow plunged into the water and, being a boat and wanting to do it’s boatly duty, popped to the surface.  The stern of the kayak, still sliding on the riverbank was also well supported.  Leaving me, 180 pounds of high center of gravity instability perched 20 inches over the water in an extremely tippy state.  Luckily for me just as the kayak started rolling over, the stern dropped off the ledge and plopped into the water with a thud.  Several rolling oscillations later, the kayak stabilized and my heart once again resumed an admittedly accelerated rhythm.
Wow, that was exciting.  Almost flipped the boat.   
The ordeal continued to snowball into a truly hilarious affair when I realized that despite my hard paddling, I wasn’t going anywhere.  Indeed, my rudder, which was in the up and stowed position (proper for that phase of starting out) was stuck in amongst the low lying branches of the trees lining the riverbank.  Despite all my paddling, I wasn’t moving.  Dreading having to get into the water to clear the stern snag I started swinging by paddle like a battle axe at the aft end of the boat until I realized this was a potentially “de-stabilizing” maneuver that might end up putting me in the drink regardless.  Scratching my head for a moment a light-bulb went off over my head and I used my paddle to draw some higher branches of the tree forward of the cockpit down toward me.  With these I was able to pull myself forward branch by branch until the offending tangle around my stern broke free and I floated serenely out into the main current and pondered my idiocy for the next few minutes.  
While paddling down the river the mystery of the boat visit the night before was solved.  Along the shore-line were what appeared to be fish-traps of some sort hanging from the low branches of the trees.  Apparently the visit last night was a fisherman looking for his traps, thus the light shining across my camp and the visit to the shore-line.  If only I had known…

At several points along this section of the river I could see abandon campsites that people had obviously bolted from in a rapid manner.   With the river near flood stage (actually the river was 5 feet ABOVE flood stage at Camden on the Wateree a few days earlier) all of the normally dry land was several feet underwater.  It was eerie to see pitched tents halfway submerged and camp tables with items still on top of them.  I wondered what happened to the people and how they managed to get out because as flat as the river basin is, once one part is flooding it sort of seems like the whole plain is underwater.  And you wonder if these people didn’t even have time to grab their gear hanging from the trees or collapse their tent, how fast did the water catch them?  At one point a couple of days earlier about 10 miles south of Landsford Canal I came across a tent that was wedged up against a tree.  I paddled up next to it and used my knife to cut through the fabric to make sure nobody was inside and found a fully stocked (though wet) tent with an air mattress, coffee grounds, assorted items and most disturbing: a little child’s doll.  Nothing sends chills up your spine like seeing a child’s doll in bizarre environments.  Whether it’s a flooded campsite or the bottom of the ocean next to the Titanic, seeing the black eyes of a doll make you think it has some sort of secret. 

I paddled south down the twisting river and eventually started to catch glimpses of the broader area of Lake Marion to the sides and ahead.  Looking at topo maps of Lake Marion one would think that the river dumps into the lake and then you are free to take up whatever heading you might want to reach your destination, but the map doesn’t show that you actually do end up staying in a river “channel” between forested shore-line (though it was submerged for my trip) until you are well into the lake.   I reached the railroad bridge that crosses the north end of the lake about an hour and half after putting in and was amazed that every span except the center was totally log-jammed.  

A bit after the railroad bridge my cell-phone chirped indicating I had a message.  Four messages actually.  I was happy to hear that Marisa was waiting for me at Santee Cooper State Park and my spirits soared as I paddled down the remains of the river. 

Finally at around 9 AM I broke out of the river into the main portion of the lake.  It was really a beautiful sight.  With the water level up 6 to 8 feet above normal (according to the scenic tour boat operator at the State Park) the sparse forest was partially submerged.  I knew that this lake was littered with stumps and I was concerned in the growing chop that a wave would dump me on top of one and tip me over.  This concern was minor though compared with falling into a river with current because I knew on the lake I could easily inflate my paddle float, enter the cockpit upside down and do a paddle float assisted roll upright.  The wind had kicked up a 1 foot chop on the lake occasionally burying the bow in the waves, which were coming just slightly off the bow.  It was great paddling though among the tall trees capped with eagles nests.  I took pictures of them and paddled through the submerged forest toward the now visible Santee Cooper State Park.
I took a break to take some pictures of the State Park from a mile or so out and took the opportunity to call Marisa.  She answered and said she was looking at me through the high powered viewer at the park that allows visitors to spy on the eagles nests!  Soon I saw the figure of her standing on the shoreline waving and I eased into the boat ramp and let my bow slide up the concrete, ending my five day trip.  I was relieved and happy that I had accomplished so much in such a short time.  A wide smile crossed my face and I remarked later looking at the photographs that it was probably the happiest moment of the whole trip.

We unpacked the kayak, strapped it to the roof of Marisa’s car and headed back home to Charlotte.
Postscript:
This trip was pretty amazing.  As I sit here in the comfort and familiarity of my own house I can sort of laugh at some of my observations and things I wrote.  The mood swings from high to low were very real though and something I’ve never been prone to.  I think a combination of things conspired to make me feel anxious about the whole trip.  It being my first “river” trip in a kayak, I had, of course, researched ad nauseam the intricacies of river kayaking.  I read horror stories of people being washed out of their kayaks and pinned to rocks or having their pant leg catch on a strainer and being slowly pressed down into the current despite having people there trying to pull them out.  So I was definitely feeling anxious well before the trip.  I had carved out a week of my schedule specifically to do this trip and the fact that historic flooding just happened to occur during my planned departure added to my anxiety about my abilities.

Originally I was supposed to leave on Thursday morning, March 20, but extreme high water and flow rates coming out of the Lake Wylie Dam prohibited a safe passage down through Landsford Canal.  All day Friday and Saturday I watched the river gauges and flow rates and visited the local river sites to eyeball the conditions.  Finally on Saturday afternoon, late in the day with the sun shining I felt I was ready to start the trip.

There were many things of beauty on this trip.  The wild-life, the solitude.  The sun peeking through the mist on the river and sounds of the birds in the morning.  At night, the hooting of owls floated hauntingly through the swamps, and the crash of large game walking and running through the woods was startling.  Being alone, in the pitch black, probably trespassing, in the middle of a flooded swamp with water levels several feet above their highest levels certainly contributed to my feelings of unease.  Paddling alone is a bad idea.  It’s a bad idea, but sometimes it just has to be done.  Nobody else could really manage to do this trip with me, although I’ll sure look harder to find someone next time.  The risks were real and imagined.  Whether they are imagined or real doesn’t really matter though, they both affect you in similar ways.  I’m glad I opted to cut the trip short at Santee Cooper State Park (originally I had hoped to make Pinopolis, Georgetown or Charleston) because the entirety of the Lake Marion / Moultrie lake system was several feet underwater.  Finding a camp-site on some the islands I had intended probably would have been fruitless.  And if my memory serves me correctly, the bridges in the lowlands on the coast (at least around Myrtle Beach and Wilmington) were constructed at much lower levels than the bridges inland.  A true nightmare would be being in a river current being swept toward a bridge that had NO clearance above it.  
So I got through the segment I did attempt, and I had fun.  The pictures and video I shot tell that part of the story for sure.  I’d love to do it again at normal water levels, where one might find a nice sandbar and build a fire, and roast a marshmallow and have a nice warm meal….with a friend : )

Chris Frishmuth

March 27, 2003

Lessons Learned This Trip:

1. Bring a friend, or a girlfriend, or somebody.  Isolation was probably the worst part of this trip for me personally.  You can’t share in all the highs and can’t spread the lows out when you are alone.  The range of emotions was pretty extreme.  Plus you can balance the load between kayaks, make and break camp quicker, and of course there is the whole safety aspect of it.  
2. Paddling the outside corners of the river resulted in a further paddling distance, but a definite speed advantage.  Not unusual to see 5.0 mph on the inside and 6.8 on the outside.

3. If possible, try to arrange for public-use camping sites if possible.  The anxiety of trespassing on private land was a downer for me.

4. Never try to slide into the river from an elevated ledge, find a gradual slope.

5. Wear a wet-suit when in cold water conditions (as I did) but be aware it will sap your strength when the temperatures soar, so be prepared to combat this with lots of water!
6. Get a light-weight, long sleeve rash guard type of shirt that will be quick drying, it will protect you from the sun, but not be as hot as what I wore.  No more cotton anything for me except clean socks in a Zip-Lock bag.
7. My Tilley Hat was great.  As were my H2Optix Tiburon Sunglasses.  Worth every penny.

8. Don’t count on GPS or Topo maps to have accurate or recent data on camp sites or other “features”.  Just because there is a camp-site symbol doesn’t mean that there is anything there, or it could be far away from the actual symbol on the map.

9. Dry bags are good.  When paddling through the mild white water the holes where the rudder cables and seals around the hatches will leak.  All my stuff stayed dry in Sea Line dry bags.

10. A Pelican-case protected my mini-MPG Sony video recorder and digital camera.  

11. If you want to record positions, notes or just keep a running log, I highly recommend a tiny digital voice recorder.  It worked great and allowed me to reconstruct each days events at night while in my tent.  I used an Olympus DW-90 that fit perfectly in my kayak vest pocket.  You won’t be able to write while you are paddling, so don’t bother.

12. Bring sunscreen.  I was fairly severely burned on my arms and face after 5 sunny days on the water.  I asked numerous people along the way, but couldn’t find any.  Chap-Stick would be another plus I forgot.

13. Be aware that highway bridges and trestles are potential hazards.  I knew this going in and was very careful approaching obstacles in the river, but at some points on this paddle I would have been hard pressed to turn around and paddle upstream since the downstream current in some areas matched my maximum forward paddling speed.  Not a good thing in some instances.  

14. Watch the river levels well before the trip and be aware of what changes rain and drought will bring.  I analyzed this trip for weeks and months ahead of time and visited a few critical sections several times prior to embarking.  Unfortunately my trip coincided with record high levels on the entire route I paddles.  Boosted my speed with the current, but put tons of debris and covered potential camp-sites.  I longed for a nice sand-bar!

15. Carry a cell phone.  The purists will hate me, but it could be a life-saver in some situations.  I also carried the tiny wall charger with me (travel size) so that I could re-charge it en-route at the State Parks (or other places you might find).

16. I used a GPS extensively.  I had laminated DeLorme Maps printed out that I updated every night to use as a meter for progress and estimates, and I had a deck mounted compass, but the GPS was really great for estimating times and identifying upcoming hazards (bridges/trestles).

17. Have a plan if you lose your boat.  It may seem dramatic, but I figured at any moment I might capsize and my boat could be pulled into a strainer or break in half and I always kept in mind which way I’d slog through the swamp to get to dry land and help.

18. Keep food and water accessible while paddling.  Nothing is worse than realizing you are hungry and you’ve got to find somewhere to stop to unpack a compartment to get a bite to eat.  I kept cereal bars, Hershey bars, etc..in my deck bag and water strapped to the deck rigging.

19. I’d carry a full size spare paddle if I did it again.  I had a short wooden “emergency” paddle, but I now feel that a full size spare would have been a smarter choice.  I always use a paddle leash, but you never know when you might break something.

20. Next time I’d have a very small rudder cable repair kit.  After a couple days on the river I realized the posts where the rudder cables affix to the rudder were rusty, and with all the wear back and forth they could possibly break.  Having a small kit to replace or rig up something would probably be a good idea.  Maybe greasing the whole assembly prior to the trip with a heavy, clingy grease would probably have been a good idea too.

21. Wear booties, but next time I’d try to take them off once in awhile if I were on calm stretches of lake.  One of the worst parts of this trip:  putting on a damp wetsuit in and damp booties in the morning…awful.
22. Take a camera.  There’s always something amazing to see out there.

23. Research on the Internet your route, conditions, trip reports.  I found advice from people that have been there and done that is invaluable.  
