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My Paddling Partner
Lynda Childs

I have a paddling partner. I have a life partner. They are one and the same.

I met my paddling partner in college. During summers he served as a counselor and
riflery instructor at Camp Easton for Boys on Little Long Lake, near Ely. In 1967, I
jealously waited back in Michigan while he and a group of fellow counselors took a
six-day canoe trip after the close of camp. He returned, full of wonderful stories about
his adventures on the Namakan River and, auspiciously, with a proposal of marriage!

I married Neil - and his love for the canoe country—four months later.

Neil convinced me to try a canoe trip in July of 1971. By then
he had survived a tour in Viet Nam and our toddler daughter
was old enough to stay with grandparents. I had no canoeing
or camping experience and very little desire to acquire either.
Perhaps certain romantic notions about conceiving our second
child in the wilderness made me vulnerable to Neil's
persistence. He was determined that I was going to love the
adventure… if only I would give it a try.

We scraped together a little gear, borrowing some and renting 
what we couldn't scrounge. We took off from Crane Lake,
intent upon repeating the trip he had made with his friends. I balked at the very thought
of taking the Dawson Portage, so we paddled the Loon River instead, and made the
Namakan Loop on a six-day trip.

Day Two was a killer! Lac La Croix was not smooth as glass
on this day. I have long since discovered it rarely is. Mild
"chop" looked like high surf to me when we reached LLC at
three o'clock that afternoon. Our rented Grumman bumped
along on the little waves while relentless wind and sunshine 
ravaged my uncovered head ("But I never wear hats!"). We
paddled and paddled. Neil had in mind a specific location for
this night. He thought I would love it. In retrospect, so much
paddling was, perhaps, unwise for a novice on Day Two. I 
persevered. My skin blistered in sun and wind but I gamely
paddled on, pretending to have a good time.

Neil's "perfect destination" was a small stretch of sandy beach
on the Canadian side. It featured the remnants of an old

settlement. Exhausted, we pitched our canvas tent and explored the area. Neil made a
fire to cook our supper while I plopped my weary self down upon the sandy beach. I
despaired over my sunburned knees as well as my blistered ears and nose. I started
sobbing. Absolutely nothing would satisfy me that evening—not the red raspberries Neil
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lovingly picked and put into my hands, not the delicious Mountain House beef stew ("But
it has sand in it!"), and not even the tenderness, restraint, and remarkable forbearance
of my paddling partner. He had warned me repeatedly to wear long pants and a hat to
protect my fair blonde skin. Never once did he utter the words "I told you so!"

I was blind and miserable. I hated the place, the canoe, the tent, and maybe even my
partner for subjecting me to it all!

Magically, mystically, it got better after that… a lot better, every day. I changed. First, I
changed into long pants and I put on a hat. Then my muscles changed, adjusting to
paddling. Portaging somehow became easier. Myrtle Falls enchanted me and High Falls
was a total delight! By the time we paddled down Namakan Narrows I was hooked… and
changed, forever. I didn't want our trip to end. I hoped we would return.

We have, indeed, returned. 

Over the past thirty-four years, we have traveled from wherever we lived as often as
possible to enjoy the Boundary Waters and Quetico. Our twenty-fifth trip will be in 2006.
We have our own gear now. We now own a Bell Northwind, a nylon tent, and an ample
supply of sunscreen! We no longer sleep in borrowed sleeping bags or on air mattresses
that deflate by Day Three. 

Until 1988, canoe-tripping was always something only just the two of us shared. That
year our two children made a trip with us. Our sixteen year-old son (you do the math)
had assumed he would paddle with Dad while the "girls" paddled the second canoe. That
was Neil's finest hour, both as a father and a husband. Neil informed the presumptuous
teenager that his mother and father would paddle their own canoe as they always had!
Ed and his long-suffering sister learned to cooperate and, eventually, got their canoe
going in a straight line. I remember it as one of the times I have loved my paddling
partner/life partner the most.

Our paddling life has not always
been easy. Neil has Type 1 diabetes 
and diabetic kidney disease. This
has made planning meals a 
challenge. There have been 
occasional diabetic emergencies.
Arthritis, resulting in thumb, 
shoulder, and knee surgeries, has
slowed me down. I have become 
cautious on portages. Neil and I are 
both over sixty years old now. We
wish we could do all of those things 
we once took for granted. We
cannot. We will likely never repeat 
the thrill of a twenty-two-day trip, such as we made in 1992. Nonetheless, we carefully
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plan, we study our maps, and, God willing, we will be canoe-tripping in the Boundary
Waters as seventy-year-olds.

My paddling partner and my life partner are one and the same. I wouldn't have it any
other way. 
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