Paddler, Know Thyself

Last month | wrote about the pleasure of understanidow rivers change
through the seasons, and how it leads to a hugegeha your awareness. After only a
year or two of paddling, you start closely watchihg snow pack, the rainfall and
temperatures, and gradually become aware of dgimevods. At first this knowledge is
purely in terms of your favorite spots — you knosuycan surf a particular wave when
the water gets to a certain level, or a certaindrélls in and some great move develops.
Over time, it expands into hundreds of such detansl they branch out into the
tributaries and sister rivers of a watershed. Kingveach river’'s quirks and gestures
makes them feel like old friends. Pulled alongybur passion, your kayaking becomes a
way to understand the river’'s personality and hioflwguses the forces of the surrounding
land.

There’s another way this awareness and undersiguwedimbe directed. Turned
around, the personalities of your favorite rivess ©e used as a mirror. A great Greek
philosopher once counseled, “know thyself”. Rivarsvide an infinite number of ways
to do that.

What you seek in kayaking reflects who you are. Y@y love freestyle moves
or surfing, steep creeking or cruising. Classr#ly be your limit and you aren’t
interested in anything harder. Or, you may wardubyour teeth on the hardest things
around and still reach for more. For at least dary, each season a group of my old
friends loved taking a four or five day wilderngsp together down the Middle Fork of
the Salmon every year, laughing, ribbing each otlueming rapids and sitting around a
campfire as the stars shone overhead.

When | ask people what they get from kayaking, ttmeytion things like the
traveling, friendship, and beautiful places. Sqraeple mention the thrills and
exhilaration. The young men usually say it's ashlawesome, and challenging. The
young women often stress that they’ve found comitée overcome fear, and become
physically strong.

All those are important, but I'm going to propostew other things to think
about. In doing this, I'm only mentioning the tgsthat I've found valuable. My
kayaking has run the gamut of playing, first desgetompetition, expeditions, and
solos. Throughout most of my career, it also reenimestled within my roles as a
professional scientific editor, a father of fiveidvand, and running a business with a lot
of employees. Because I've had to balance thos$ereift worlds over the years, I'm a
strong believer that each of us should regularbngxre our lives as time goes on. |
believe that knowing ourselves, our weaknessestaadgths, is the first step toward
some kind of wisdom. It's an ongoing search feaild.

It's both a simple fact and a profound truth thme fun of kayaking comes in part
from the potential danger of the river. Anotheywva say that is, the reason it is so much
fun is because you're dealing with real consequ&ndiethere were no consequences to
our actions and you didn’t have to worry aboutiggtthrashed or worse, then it
wouldn’t mean as much to you. Things can get ugi@lass IIl; you don’t need to be in
class V to have a really bad experience. So teeduestion | ask about knowing
yourself is, where does the danger fit into yota?i



The nature of moving water and rivers underscovesyedecision you make. A
river is the physical flow of time, and nowhereeetan you see so clearly how one
decision sweeps into another. An early lessomittee teaches is that you have to be
engaged at every moment because even a smalldapssmowball quickly into a huge
problem. That's where the excitement comes fraime-interplay between your skills
and the river’s complexity and power. When the astaised, this is also where the
anxiety and even fear may come from. This is wihy get satisfaction from making a
hard move or making the line, just right, in a @a@id - or any rapid that is challenging to
you. Of course, danger has other much nasties sidd the key is finding the balance.

For those people who paddle difficult whitewateseaond related question | ask
about knowing yourself is, what are the things getfrom the sport that balance the
danger? Let me point-blank it: is your fun enougldie for? | think not, but some
people act as if it is. Realistically, the moragiwe spend on something and especially
the more potential danger it carries, the bettereasons should be for doing it.

As fantastic and as exciting as paddling is, sthose extra consequences are
right there, you need to consider your river cheiget only as a paddler, but as a person.
As a father or son, as a mother, daughter or fridPat of my own answer to the
philosopher’s counsel, is to look for the thingatthush my understanding. Not just
physical skills and knowledge about rivers, buteffects on my judgment and things
that | can share with the people | love. WherK ¥ath younger people in the sport
about what experiences they valued the most, themtion character-building, like
overnight trips where things didn’t go right an@yhwound up spending the night sitting
on a rock in the jungle. They mention travelingdther, tempers coming out, and
learning to live with other people. All of these @ood answers and are strong steps in
the direction of self knowledge. But again, thdags, some talented kids progress so
quickly that they run hard Class V and huck 80 fwaterfalls as teenagers, which are
potentially life threatening actions. The bigdee tonsequences, the better the reasons
should be. A cliché like “he died doing what hedd” is a weak answer for parents who
spent 20 years nurturing their son’s growth, orhfigrfriends who are left with a hole in
their own lives. For young talented people whogating sponsorship and “living the
dream”, it probably is much harder even to seewatye in the questions | propose. It's
much easier to be wrapped up in youthful enthusiasdithe outer rewards they get
through their skills. Yet, the questions remaimg ance the cheering and sponsorship
stop, those questions will force themselves in&ftinefront — where they probably
should have been all along.

One good answer many people have, without reailhkitng about it as an
answer, is that they take the enthusiasm they foatbe river and apply it to the other
things they do. The river charges them up, eds@sftustrations, and makes them into
better people. That infectious good will and passsire worth their weight in gold. Who
would you rather be with, somebody who'’s uninspeiedut life, or a person brimming
with good spirits?

Another answer that is harder to apply becaussgitires deliberate attention, is
mindfulness. You can’t paddle something even hafdifficult and not be forced to pay
close attention to the subtleties of the featuresaurrent. A single experience of being
completely focused on the moment will remain witluyvividly and convincingly, for
your whole life. If you add a little objective dger with real consequences to this, it



becomes a compelling, potent brew. The simpleticgacs to want more of it, to hunger
for it with the same intensity you have in a pasate love affair. However, it is
important to take this a step further. That isseée your mindfulness on the river as an
inspiration for what you can do when fully engagéids an awakening; it gives you a
glimpse of the kind of person you could be. Samgleal, take the same care that you
have in running rapids at your limit, and applioiteverything you can off the river.

Think about a few of the consequences in norrfal Tihe consequences usually
aren’t as direct as getting hammered in a rapit{iat doesn’t make them any less
important. Consider, for instance, being mindfubatifairness and having respect for
others. If you impulsively insult somebody, flipeim the bird in traffic, cavalierly treat a
person like he or she doesn't exist, think of thibmegs in terms of a kayaking decision
in hard class V. They all have consequences, thargh you might not see them
because they are inside the other person. Theyare, and just as surely, they remain
inside you as well, reflecting who you are. Askiggelf this question from time to time
about the mindfulness you love so much when pagdigour goal really to be mindful
on the river and mindless off it?

A final issue is perspective. As intense and megfal as paddling may be at
times, no matter how important kayaking is to yag no matter how far you push your
skills, the hardest things you’ll ever do won'tdae the river. I've pushed myself very,
very hard in kayaking. I've done a lot of firststents in the US and overseas
expeditions, soloed a number of top end runs, %08 vertical feet of class V in a day,
run rapids that nobody else would touch, gotterybiajured several times, and utterly
thrashed on exploratory trips that turned out tdidscos.

But the hardest things I've ever done weren’t anwlater. They were being a
parent, having a job and raising five childrenniges good husband, and taking care of
my father when he was dying. They were dealindp Wit suicides of my best friend and
of my younger brother, who left his own five yourtgldren with a hole in their lives that
| could never fill. Those are the hardest thirgs ever done.

| love kayaking because it's the funnest, mostlehging, wildest sport I've ever
found. However, looking back on the last 25 ydamaue it most for how it fits into my
life and what it means. Paddling can be a great sjpal recreation, but it can also
deepen the best qualities you have as a persoaw ltiyself, a great philosopher once
said. The river is that philosopher’s equal, aradenif we only listen.



