THE NATURIST PADDLER
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February-March-April 2005

  Feb 19-20 Rescheduled MID WINTER OVERNIGHT It’s a good thing that rivers in the Pine Barrens seldom freeze, even when the temperature plummets well below freezing. Temps near zero have been recorded on this annual trip. One year it was so cold we postponed the trip till August!

    Camping is primitive, with outhouses. Water conditions are Brownwater level 2 with ice and a possible portage around a frozen pond.

   March 5 Sat PINE BARRENS DAY TRIP. Most likely we will be on the Batsto River; it all depends on the water levels and temperatures.  If it’s all frozen, we can always hike.  Water conditions are Brownwater level 2.

   March 18, 19 & 20 Fri-Sat-Sun  Paddlesport 2004.

 This is the big indoor kayak and canoe show for this area.  The show gets more kayak-oriented every year, but you still can find bargains on some new toys.  We will probably have a booth this year. We haven’t heard back from the Jersey Paddler yet.  Call The Jersey Paddler, (732) 458-5777, for directions/info

  April 2 MULLICA RIVER DAYTRIP or ALBERTSON'S BROOK / NESCOCHOGUE CREEK DAY TRIP. Assuming there is enough water, we start at the put-in just east of Route 206 and paddle the Nescochogue to Pleasant Mills.  If the water is too low, we’ll do the Mullica.   Water conditions are Brownwater level 2

  April 23-24 Sat-Sun BATSTO RIVER OVERNIGHT.  Unlike the Mullica River campsite, the one on the Batsto is closer to the put-in than to the take-out.  The first day is fairly short making it a good trip for bringing the grill and a nice steak.  Well, at least if it’s not during a drought with a total fire ban.  We try to get on the river by 9 o'clock the next morning as it’s a substantially longer trip the second day. Camping is primitive, with outhouses, no potable water. Water conditions are Brownwater level 2

 May 14 Sat WADING RIVER DAYTRIP.  Maybe we will get the chance to do the long trip, Rte. 563 to Beaver Branch.  Water conditions are Brownwater level 2

May 28-29 MULLICA RIVER OVERNIGHT

Camping is primitive, with outhouses. Water conditions are Brownwater level 2.

For most trips, call (732) 432-9109 (5-9 p.m.) on the Monday or Tuesday before the trip.
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Everglades 2005

    For the last few years we have been doing a trip in the Florida Everglades. Each year we do a different route. 

    This year 5 of us paddled the 109 mile route from Hell’s Bay to Chokoloskee

    We went as 2 groups because there was no way all of us would fit on a single tent platform, called a chickee. They are generally 10X12 foot in size, with a gangplank to a chemical toilet bolted to the decking so the gusting wind doesn’t blow it over.

Put-in

    Day 1 was mostly spent driving. We met up in Everglades city, just after dawn, hitched Dave’s trailer to Jeff’s Cherokee, loaded our gear, dropped off 2 vehicles at the E.C. Ranger Station and a third at the expensive boat launch in Chokoloskee. and drove the 150+ miles to Hell’s bay put-in on the road to Flamingo at the south end of the ‘Glades.

    The 4.9 mile trip from Hell’s Bay put-in to Pearl Bay chickee takes only 2.5 hours, mostly through a maze of mangrove that would be nearly impossible to navigate if it were not for the marker posts at crucial turns. There are a few posts missing that can lead to unplanned detours, so paying attention is a must.

    The most difficult part of the first day is the cramped put-in. Only 1 canoe at a time can be loaded at the dock and the bottom is soft muck giving of hydrogen sulfide fumes. The other paddlers wait patiently while slowly being drained of blood.

    The only people we saw that first day was a youth group that had paddled from Everglades City.

Pearl Bay to

 Robert’s River

    Day 2 was a 4.5 hour 10 mile run to Robert’s River Chickee. We caught the outgoing tide for most of the trip. The tidal effect is slight that far back in the ‘Glades, but enough water drains out of the back bays to get current speeds up to 2 mph or so. Obviously, it’s always better to go with the current. Unfortuately Mother Nature is uncooperative. We arrived at the mouth of the Lane River before the tide was completely out and had to paddle upstream against the flow on the Robert’s River.

Splitting up

    Because the chickees near the middle of the route are singles, we had decided to go as 2 groups. At Pearl Bay the chickee was a spacious double that accommodates 2 groups so we were bunking on ajoining chickees. Robert’s was also a double, but the next 2 are singles. One of those was already booked and the alternative was a long paddle. The solution was to split up at Robert’s. Mary, Lill and myself stayed at Robert’s while Jeff and Dave went 3 more miles to North River Chickee.

    I was confident in their ability to find their way around. Dave is weak on navigation skills but has paddled the ‘glades before. Jeff was a newbie to the ‘glades, but has taught classes in navigation. He had two of my Orthophoto maps of the area as well as the boaters charts for the ‘Glades with him, so I was confident that he would reach the next chickee with no problems.

    About 45minutes later, they were back. Jeff can navigate a sailboat across an ocean and hit a tiny island on the first try, but the first turn he made in the ‘Glades was a wrong turn. It wasn’t really his fault. The charts have some subtle errors. We compared maps and they set off once again. I was glad that I gave him a GPS programmed with the locations of his next 3 chickees, just in case.

Micro chickee

    Day 3 was an easy one for us. It’s only 3.2 miles to North River Chickeee. We had a bit of a tide push and was there in less than an hour and a half.

    Dave left us a message. A single grapefruit was right in the center of the chickee. We knew they found it and didn’t have to sleep in the canoes in alligator infested water. 

    We found out later that they got an early start, caught the tide push and beat the mid morning winds. It was calm so they opted to cross open water instead of the sheltered route that I recommended. They had smooth paddling all the way to Oyster bay Chickee.

    North River Chickee is east facing and backed right up against a tiny mangrove island. Even so, there weren’t that many mosquitoes. 

    Once we got the tents up we noticed that it was crowded, even by chickee standards. I didn’t have a tape measure with me, but I estimate it was about 9X11.
Dark Passage

    Day 4 was a long day for us. We had to catch the beginning of the outgoing tide, reach the Labyrinth while the water was still deep enough to paddle, exit the labyrinth as the tide changed and paddle up the Shark River with the tide all the way to Canepatch Campsite. It didn’t work as planned.

    We packed up and set out in the dark. There was no moon and the only light was starlight and a false dawn from the lights of Miami, just over the horizon. Mary hadn’t paddled that part of the ‘Glades before, so I was navigating. I could see her when I looked back, silhouetted against the false dawn, but she couldn’t see us more than a few yards ahead. I hung an LED strobe on the back of my bug shirt and she followed the blinking red light till we were visible.

    Paddling nearly blind during the alligators prime hunting time while navigating by chart, compass, stars and an occasional glance at the GPS is an interesting experience. You stay away from shore and the ‘gators by watching the stars disappear behind the mangroves growing on the banks. The chart tells you what direction to paddle. The compass lets you know which way the river should go and when the river turns you can correlate that to your position on the chart. The GPS is a handy backup, but when you look at it, you ruin your night vision. Without night vision you can’t make out the subtle shading differences between mangrove and water and could paddle right past your turnoff.

    About half an hour from the chickee we heard breathing. Mary caught a fin with her flashlight. It swerved and came straight at us, passing us only a few feet on the left. We could feel the surge of water pressure as if passed. Dolphin are incredibly strong swimmers.

    Lill was nervous about traveling in the dark and took that opportunity to toss her slightly digested breakfast overboard.

    I had been following the curves of the river with the compass and where it widened and turned southwest, I checked the GPS. This was a spot where I made a wrong turn in broad daylight 2 years before. It took a few minutes of poking around in the pitch darkness, but we found the right northbound channel. Half an hour later we were near more open water and the sun was peeking over the horizon.

    We took a protected route along the northeast corner of Oyster Bay. We arrived at the south end of the Labyrinth while the tide was still flowing nicely. The Labyrinth is a navigational challenge with the navigation charts. Orthophoto maps are much better. Even so, you have to keep track of your position. Once off track, it’s a bitch to figure out where you really are. I had estimated map coordinates from the orthophoto map and programmed the GPS as a backup. It’s nice to have a second opinion in that part of the ‘glades. There is a reason they call it the Labyrinth. The route we took through was 6.7 miles long. We arrived at Shark River Chickee nearly 1 hour ahead of schedule. The tide was still going out and access to the chickee was blocked by mud flats. We got close and tossed Dave’s grapefruit up onto the chickee. 

    Jeff and Dave should be arriving there in an hour or so. We decided not to wait, so we headed upstream against the combined effects of tide and current.

    It was more work to paddle up the Shark than I had expected. We stopped for breaks several times.

    We were ahead of schedule and my estimate of when the tide change would be felt that far up river was off by an hour. The result was that we busted our humps for most of the trip up the shark. It wasn’t till we got close to Tarpon Bay that the current finally let up.

    However, there is no rest  for the weary. Avocado Creek has a noticeable current and we had to paddle up it to reach Canepatch Campsite.

    The total mileage was 20.1. We barely managed 2.4 MPH average speed. The push of the tide in the morning was more than offset by the upstream effort of the afternoon.

    At least Jeff and Dave  should have been having an easy day. They were going northeast, cross current, through Cormorant Pass and had only a short run upstream to Shark River Chickee. 

    We found out later that was not the case. Based on their easy paddling experience the previous day, they decided to avoid the powerboats that use the pass and they headed northwest to the Shark River. The advantages were obvious, easy navigation, avoiding the crowds and a short run to the Shark where the tide should be turning and easing their passage upstream. The disadvantages weren’t apparent till they reached the Shark and had to fight the current for nearly twice the distance. They misjudged the tides just as I had.

    One old hand at paddling the ‘glades one told me that the best thing to do with the official tide tables was to crumble them up into a little ball, throw them into the river and watch which way they went. I’m beginning to agree with him.

Nothing to do

    Day 5 was easy for us. With the 20 mile day behind us, we had planned a rest day.

    Jeff and Dave paddled from Shark River Chickee to Canepatch. They had better luck with the tides, but not by much. They arrived right after lunch.

The Camp Robber

    Late afternoon was our first visit from the local raccoon. Racoons are normally nocturnal and showing up in broad daylight usually means they are sick. In the ‘glades, it usually means that they are hungry. Food is sparse in the mangroves, but Canepatch isn’t in the mangroves. It used to be a plantation and still has banana and avacados growing wild. This coon was well fed. We snapped a picture and chased it off. It came back after dark to check for unsecured coolers. We chased it off again and it went back to it’s usual food which was growing all around us.

Dangerous Locals

    I had taken my arthritis medication the day before and was peeing constantly all night. The toilet was full of mosquitos so I just went off the end of the dock in the dark. The current was flowing and it would be thoroughly diluted. The sound of the stream hitting the water suddenly changed and I flicked on my flashlight. To my surprise, I was hosing one of the toothy locals right between the eyes.

    I yelled for a camera and Jeff came running. I didn’t want to move and scare it away without a photo or worse yet, startle it into an attack. It was about 9 or 10 feet long and was only a 2 feet off the dock where my feet were. It was not at an angle where it could lunge at me easily and I’m bigger than what alligators prefer as prey. Still it was a tense moment.

TheNightmare

    Day 6 was another long day. Harney River Chickee, the usual stop for those traveling the Nightmare, was closed for maintenance. We basically had 2 days worth of paddling to do in one day.

    We got an early start and caught the outgoing tide. Going through Tarpon bay we saw a huge tarpon jump out of the water in front of us.  We made good time going down the Harney River.

    The tide bottomed out midway through the Nightmare, just as we reached the shallowest part. The mangroves arched over us as the last of the water drained out, leaving us in 2 inches of water that trickled out through a foot wide grove in the mud. There we were, stranded. 

    Dave and Mary stayed put, but the rest of us backed off twenty yards to where you could breath without inhaling mosquitoes.

 Twenty minutes later the water had risen nearly a foot. We tried again and found that Mary and Dave were gone. We pressed on and shortly found sign that they were still ahead of us and hadn’t turned off on some side channel. It was one of Dave’s grapefruits on top of a Wilderness waterway marker. We caught up to them a few minutes later.

    The Nightmare is one of the most interesting parts of the ‘Glades to paddle. It varies from exposed mud flats to flooded mangroves.

    In less than 2 hours we had gone from not enough water to too much. It was over the banks in most places and there were few landmarks to work with. We found our way without much problem, but we did wonder just where the channel was at times.

    As we reached the Wood river I noticed a marker that was only a few inches off the water. At low tide that marker would be about 6 feet high.

    A few hundred more yards brought us to the broad River, a few hundred more and we were at Broad River Campsite.

    It had been a long day. 19.2 miles in 7 hours.

The impending flood
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