

The Canoeing Odyssey of Jack Johnson and 


       Rick Shumaker on the Cannon River


It was a glorious Friday afternoon in good old Hawkins County. Jack Johnson and Rick Shumaker, the county probation officer and welfare worker, respectively, had planned this excursion the previous Wednesday night during their weekly sauna. In other words, the excursion was not planned at all. It was just one of those destiny things, like hair growing in your ears, which was predetermined to happen anyway.


After work they changed into their camping duds and met at Rick’s place in Jefferson City. Once Rick’s car was loaded with the camping gear and the canoe strapped on the roof, they headed toward the Cannon River. With Rick leading the way and Jack following in his ’66 Mustang, they drove to a place where the river ran close to the highway. Upon their arrival they unceremoniously dumped their gear and then drove on into Faribault, the end of the trail. They left Rick’s car on the far end of town near the river and returned to the campsite in Jack’s. Faribault was on the other side of Cannon Lake but the drive only took a half hour, so it looked like the next day’s trip would be easy, leisurely one. After pitching the tent, they got down to what was really important. Jack popped a beer and Rick opened a bottle of wine.


“I ran into a parking meter maid while I was picking up the grub,” Rick said.


“Oh yeah?” replied Jack as he threw the empty beer can over his shoulder and opened a second one. “What about it?”


“Well, I was about to go into Ole Hanson’s Corner Grocery when I see this meter maid come up to the car and start writing a ticket. So I goes up to her and I says, ‘Hey lady, how about giving a guy a break?’ And she looks at me and doesn’t say anything, but walks around the car and writes a second ticket for parking too close to the curb.”


“Two tickets?” said Jack. 


“Yeah,” Rick continued. “So I comes up to her and I says, ‘How did you get your badge? Did you order it out of the catalog or did you have to sleep with the chief of police?”


“Man that was just asking for trouble.” 


“I guess so,” Rick said, “because then she walked around the car and wrote two more tickets, one for bald tires and one for having expired license place tabs, and slaps all four on the windshield.”


Jack was starting to feel guilty, since Rick had gone shopping for the two of them. “How much is all of that going to set you back?”


“Nothing.”


“Nothing! But, you got four tickets!”


“No, I didn’t,” Rick said. “It wasn’t my car. I was parked around the corner.”


“Oh, geez, you saw me coming on that one, didn’t you?”


“Only about a mile ahead of time.”


“Well, I had an experience yesterday too,” Jack said. “When I stopped at Lars Jorgenson’s tavern and off sale to pick up my beer there was a fellow who came in. He had two thumbs on his left hand, webbed fingers, and one eye which looked straight ahead and the other eye was cocked away from it, like Jack Elam’s does. He also had a jut jaw and one tooth was growing sideways. Anyway, he came up to Lars and ordered a scotch and soda, and Lars says to him, he says, ‘Scotch and soda, coming up. That’ll be eight dollars and seventy five cents.’”


Normally Rick would have thought this was Jack’s sick idea of a joke, but Jack was so serious when he said it that he figured it must be true. “Was he from Tuckerville?” 


“I don’t know where he was from,” Jack replied. “He didn’t say, and I’d never seen him before.”


“Probably from the tribe over on the north side of town,” Rick said. “They are so inbred that they go to family reunions to find girlfriends.”


“Could be. So anyway, the guy says, ‘Eight dollars and fifty cents! Eight dollars and fifty cents?” That’s awful high for a scotch and soda isn’t it?’ And Lars looked at him and said, ‘That’s my price. Take it or leave it.’ And the guy said, ‘Well, okay, I’ll pay your exorbitant prices, but only for one reason. As you may have noticed I am disfigured and no decent people will have anything to do with me. Kids scream and run away when I see them on the street. My family is all dead so I live by myself in a room and I get lonely. At least, when I came in here, you welcomed me and didn’t make fun of me.’” Jack wiped a tear from his eye. “I almost invited him out here to have supper with us, Rick.”


Rick felt himself start to choke up too, so moved was he by the plight of the poor, hapless fellow. “Yes, it is an example of man’s inhumanity to man, and it’s a sad commentary on the world in which we live.”


“But there’s more,” Jack said. “So the bartender, he said to the guy, ‘Yes, I understand how it is to be deformed. As you can see, I have a severely hunched back and I appreciate the fact that you haven’t made fun of me, either.’ And Rick, do you know what the guy said?” He got right in Rick’s face and repeated the question. “Do you know what that pathetic creature said?” Jack turned away as he tried to regain control over his emotions. 


“No, what,” Rick said, wiping his eyes on a tissue.


“He turned his head so his wall-eye was looking at the bartender and he said, ‘Hunched back? Hunched back! I thought that was your ass, everything else is so high in this place.’” Jack and Rick stared at each other a second before Jack nudged Rick with his elbow. “Gottcha.”


“Aw-w,” Rick replied as he gave Jack noogies.


Rick had made it very clear from the beginning that he would be the chief cook and bottle washer on the canoeing trip. He said that they needed to have a special meal to celebrate their camaraderie and their first campout and canoe trip, and that he had gotten something special at the store. Jack was getting hungry now as he popped another beer and took his empties, all six of them, and stuck them through the spout onto the branches of a small bush that grew alongside the campsite. “Bush’s beer. This is where it comes from.”


“I always wondered about that,” Rick said, “but since I only drink the finest of the vino, find a grapevine for me.”


“Um, I saw a mad dog vine just up the trail apiece.”


Jack’s stomach began to rumble as Rick lit the fire under the grill and started rummaging in the cooler. He had worked up an appetite putting up the tent and all, and the beer stimulated his hunger as well. He wandered what delights Rick had in store for supper. T-bone steak, maybe? Or rib-eye? Maybe even a huge porterhouse? Corn on the cob? Baked potatoes wrapped in tinfoil? He licked his lips in anticipation.


Actually, the weenies and beans weren’t that bad.


The next morning the probation officer and the social worker were up at dawn. They would have slept in but all throughout the night they were plagued not only by mosquitoes but also by weird noises and things bumping against the tent. Low moans were heard off in the distance. Neither man had the courage to peek outside the tent flap for fear that some monster lie in wait for them. They were both awake long before it got light outside, although neither man would admit it to the other.


Rick sat up first and stretched. “Oh man, that was the best sleep I’ve had in ages. Out here, communing with nature is the only way to live. The fresh air and the purity all around is truly an inspiration.” He reached for the lump under his sleeping bag, picked up the rock that had been gouging him in the shoulder blades all night, and tossed it out through the tent flap.


Jack sat up at the sound of Rick’s voice and rubbed his eyes. “Yeah, to the pure life; I think I’ll have me a beer with my morning cigarette.” Neither man ventured beyond the tent flap. After ten minutes of Rick rubbing his sore back and Jack wondering what all those red, puffy, itchy spots on his arms were, Jack said, “Aren’t you going to make breakfast?” 


“Oh, I suppose,” Rick said as he crawled toward the tent flap on his hands and knees. He pushed the flap back and stuck his right hand out into the sunshine and into something soft, cold, and wet. “What in the world?” he said as he drew his hand back and stared at the greenish brown crud all over it. He put his nose toward the goop. “Oh, yuck, this is cowshit,” he said as he held his hand toward Jack to prove he wasn’t lying.


“Cowshit,” Jack echoed. “What did you do that for, and get your hand away from me. I don’t want crap all over my sleeping bag.”


Rick cocked his hand back like he was going to flick the mess on Jack. “Now Rick, think about this,” Jack said. If you toss that at me it will cost you dearly. I can’t be held responsible for what I may do. Just bear that in mind as your Id, Ego, and Superego battle to determine your next move.”


“Oh, okay, you wimp.” Rick started to laugh as he limped on two knees and one hand through the tent flap and stood up outside. “Yeah, we had company last night all right. That’s what was rubbing up against the tent. There’s fresh pie all over the ground.”


“Well duh, does that come as a surprise? We’re camping in a cow pasture you know,” Jack huffed through the canvas. “We couldn’t stay at the campground a mile back like civilized people. Oh, no! But hey, we saved five bucks this way.”


“Be careful where you walk when you come out here,” said Rick. “We don’t want Jackie’s little tootsies to get all dirty.”


“Jackie’s little tootsies will be imbedded in your ass if I step in any of that crap, Rick.”


“I love it when you talk that way,” Rick said as he flipped Jack the bird and crawled out of the tent.


By the time Jack had dressed in his Levis, pullover sweater, cowboy hat, and hiking boots and gotten outside, Rick had a glowing fire going in the fire pit. The night’s escapades were quickly forgotten as Rick cooked up a fine meal of bacon and eggs and hash browns over the wood fire. By nine o’clock the two adventurers had broken camp and stored everything but the canoe and the cooler in Jack’s car. It was a beautiful morning, cool, about 65 degrees, and not a cloud in the sky. The two men smiled in anticipation as they eased the canoe off the shore and into the Cannon River. They were a study in contrast as they paddled downstream toward Morristown. Jack, slender, blonde, blue-eyed and fair skinned, knelt in the front while rotund Rick, with his jet black hair, swarthy complexion and dark eyes sat in the rear. 


Jack and Rick became friends shortly after Jack took the job as Juvenile Probation Officer in Hawkins County six months back. Even though Rick was nearly seven years older than Jack’s 23 years, and even though he was married with two small kids and Jack was a bachelor, something between the two men clicked. Now, it was like they knew each other all their lives.


Before they got a hundred yards, Rick threw open the cooler and removed the chilled wine flask which he would nurse throughout the day. He also took out his holstered Colt .22 pistol and his 35mm Minolta camera. The pistol he strapped around his waist and the camera he set on the floor of the canoe. He explained to Jack that he needed to sit in the back to rudder the canoe and to serve as ballast, but most of the time when Jack glanced around the social worker was sipping his wine and gawking all over the place. One time he was dozing with his head resting on his chest. It didn’t look like he had even put the paddle in the water. Geez, what a lazy dork! Jack continued to paddle but the current was brisk enough to carry them along nicely. At least at first it was. 


After an hour on the river they entered an area where the riverbanks widened which in turn dropped the water level. It got so shallow that there were places where there was no water at all, just pools with small rivulets of water going downstream from one to the other. In these pools were huge carp, eight to ten pounders, trapped and starving. The men were forced to carry the canoe from pool to pool and whenever they put into a pool, the carp would attack the canoe, ravenously. The men knew that if the river didn’t rise even the pools would dry up and the carp would die. Further down the river narrowed and the current returned to normal and that was the first time they saw the water tower. 


“Geez, look at that,” Jack said. 


“Are you smitten with the beauty of that architectural monster of steel, that man-made structure that mars this otherwise pristine landscape?” Rick asked.


Jack slowly turned around. “Who are you trying to impress with those fancy words?”


“Myself, primarily. Probation officers are by and large too dumb to understand such picturesque speech and you are no exception.”


“And the horse you rode in on,” replied Jack.


“Hey, look out!”


It was too late. The canoe drifted sideways and collided with a low-hanging branch of a tree that had washed into the river. The branch caught Jack in the noggin and tipped the canoe far enough that it swamped. Although he saw stars and ended up with a bunch of moss down his shirt, Jack did come out of it with just a small lump on his forehead and leakage of only a small amount of cerebral brain tissue out of his ear and nose – nothing serious for a county employee. Luckily the water was only about three feet deep but even so it filled the canoe with brackish water. They were able to catch the cooler but Rick’s expensive 35 millimeter camera went into the drink.


“Hey, my camera,” Rick wailed. “I got that when I was in the service. That’s a five hundred dollar piece of equipment.”


“Not any more it isn’t” Jack mused as he stared into the water. “I can’t see anything down there.”


“Maybe I can hit it with my foot,” Rick said as he waded around the place where the canoe capsized. He stopped doing that when he felt himself sinking into quicksand, narrowly escaping as he grabbed the canoe and pulled himself free. As muddy as the water was, they never did find the Minolta. After they drained the canoe and righted it, they put back into the river and continued on their way.


Then they saw the water tower again. It was the same water tower they had seen about a half hour ago, and they were passing it from left to right like before, and it looked like it was about the same distance away. In the next forty five minutes they saw that water tower three more times, always passing from left to right, although it did seem like it was getting closer. Jack looked around at Rick. “Are we going around in circles? That’s the same dumb water tower! Where in the hell are we?”


Rick had just finished mourning the loss of his camera. He had drained his wine flask during the grieving process and was about to pour a second bottle of the off- brand wine into it, the kind that was aged on the truck, not the kind Orson Wells said they wouldn’t sell before its time, but at Jack’s request he glanced around. “I don’t know. Beats me where we are.” 


“I thought you were the navigator,” Jack said. Didn’t you check this place out ahead of time?”


“No.”


“Do you have a topographical map of the river along?”


“What for?”


He was no help. Jack shook his head, dug out his Zippo, and lit up a Marlboro. As the canoe continued to drift downstream, Jack turned on his portable radio. Gordon Lightfoot was singing The Wreck of the Edmund Fitzgerald, which put him just to the right side of nervous. As Jack peered around uneasily, he heard a loud crack by his right ear. Continuing to turn, he spied the smoldering revolver in Rick’s hand. “What are you doing? Did you bring me all the way down here to murder me and dump me in this wilderness, you psycho killer, you?”


“Oh, geez,” chill out,” Rick said. “I was just shooting at that turtle up there.”


Jack looked where Rick pointed and saw a large snapping turtle, sitting on a rock, sunning itself. As the canoe drifted closer, it slipped off the rock and moved into the main channel where it began to swim with the current. Occasionally it dipped under water but most of the time it swam just below the surface with its head out of the water, and soon it was out of sight.


“Forget the turtle,” Jack pleaded. “I don’t want you to miss and blow my frikken’ head off. It’s the only head I got.” He ran his hand through his blond hair. “An attractive head, I might add. Very shapely, accenting a handsome face and an Adonis body.”


“Oh yeah, you belong on the centerfold of Playgirl, you wuusie,” Rick said.


“I thought I might be able to hire on as a stunt double for Robert Redford,” Jack replied.


“Dream on, not in this lifetime,” Rick said. “Robert Redford is smarter than that. You’d ruin his image, you nerdy wimp.”


“Rick, you really know how to hurt a guy.”


Keep paddling, kid.”


Dip, splash, swirl, drip, drip. The paddles entering and leaving the water were the only sounds the two canoeists heard for about ten minutes as they continued to drift on down stream. They saw the water tower once more and five minutes further down, a man by a sign. Jack squinted at him. Who was that? He looked like Rod Serling, except he wasn’t wearing a sports coat and a narrow tie, and he was fat, not skinny, and had long hair, not short, and he was in color, not in black and white, and....did that sign say, “Welcome to the Twilight Zone?” As they approached, Jack saw that the man was sitting on a minnow bucket with a fishing rod in his hands, smoking a cigarette. The sign next to him said, “No Trespassing.”


Dip, splash, swirl, drip, drip. “Forgive us our trespasses,” the guy said as Jack and Rick glided into his view. 


“As we forgive those who trespass against us,” Jack grinned as he gave the man thumbs up.


A ways further on Jack saw two bobbers in the middle of the channel. One was attached to an older man in bib overalls and the other to a woman in slacks and a straw hat. Dip, splash, swirl, drip, drip. As the couple glided into view from left to right, they looked up grumpily at the canoeists. Both of them sighed in unison and reeled in their lines, but as soon as the canoe passed they threw out again. Jack could see they were fishing with nightcrawlers, probably for bullheads. Not too friendly, nosirreebob. They didn’t say howdy or anything, the dumb jackasses.


Dip, splash, swirl, drip, drip. They came around a bend and saw a small boy standing next to his dad. Both had cane poles.


“Nice day for a canoe ride,” the man smiled as he watched the canoe glide in front of him.


“Sure is,” Jack agreed. 


“Are you catching anything?” Rick asked.


“Bullheads mostly,” the man said. “Although Roger had a nice walleye on his line a while back.” Roger gave a grin out toward the canoe. One front baby tooth was missing.


“Hang in there, sport,” Jack said.


“Yeth,” the boy replied. “Thankth.”


“Saw the dangedest thing a few minutes back,” the man said as the canoe drifted on past him. “There was a big snapping turtle swimming with the current and he kept turning his head around and looking upstream.”


Jack looked at Rick and smirked. Rick avoided eye contact with the probation officer and said nothing. “Good luck,” Jack hollered as the man and boy disappeared from view.


“You too,” the man hollered back.


“Bye, you guyth,” a young voice said.


As the canoeists rounded a sharp bend in the river, they both cocked their heads. Something sounded odd, like rushing water. It was a dull roar off in the distance. “What is that noise?” Jack asked. “It sounds like a waterfall.”


“Nah, it can’t be,” Rick said. “This river is way too shallow for a waterfall.”


“Famous last words,” Jack replied as he closed his eyes and snapped his fingers. “Don’t tell me...didn’t Houdini say that just before he went over Niagara Falls?”


The noise grew increasingly louder until they rounded another bend in the river and saw the dam up ahead. “Oh-oh,” Jack said as he glanced at Rick and began to paddle like crazy toward shore. “There’s a dam up there. I don’t cotton to going head first over that.”


“Or butt first either,” Rick agreed as he picked up his paddle for the first time on the trip. Jack was pleasantly surprised to see that the social worker knew which end of the paddle to stick in the water. By putting their shoulders into it they were able to beach the canoe about fifteen feet from the lip of the dam. They dragged the canoe up onto shore and since it was lunch time anyway, they decided to take a break. Downtown Morristown was three blocks away, although a hundred feet upriver neither would have guessed it was even there. Lunch consisted of ham sandwiches, dill pickles, cream-filled twinkies and pop, hearty fare for two brave, stalwart voyageurs. After walking around a bit to limber up, they portaged the canoe across the main street of Morristown, beyond the dam, and put into the river again. 


Within ten minutes they were back in the wilderness. The river grew wilder, if such were possible. It grew narrower and deeper, and willows and cottonwoods hung over the water like cypress trees in a swamp. The moss grew heavily on the trees and grapevines were everywhere. Up ahead they could hear a raucous sound that grew louder as they paddled. A huge heron jumped out of the water and took to the air. 


“Okay, nature boy, what in the devil is that?” Jack said.


Rick shrugged his shoulders. “Pterodactyl?”


“I thought they were extinct.”


“Oh, they stink, all right.”


Then they saw them. Around yet another curve in the river was a colony of herons, twenty or thirty of them, sitting in several dead elm trees that lined the water’s edge. Their croaking was deafening now as they protested the invasion of the canoeists into their nesting ground. Both men eyed the birds in awe. They looked like big grey vultures sitting in the trees as they glared back at the men and scolded them. Jack knew they were harmless but they sure didn’t look like they were. Probably the most damage one of them could do would be to dump a quart of whitewash on a guy’s head if it flew overhead or if you paddled underneath at the wrong minute. “Sloughpumps,” the locals called them, because when the birds stood in the water and bobbed for minnows they looked like an old pump going up and down, up and down. From time to time they could see the water tower again, only this time it was behind them. They also caught glimpses of cars, less than a mile away, driving past on the highway.


Beyond the heron colony the trees closed in on the river and the switchbacks grew steeper. From time to time they could see the water tower again only this time it was behind them. They also caught glimpses of cars driving past on the highway less than a mile away. The foliage on the trees blotted out the sun it was so thick, as the men entered an eerie no man’s land. Jack saw a muskrat swimming alongside the canoe and later on a large black water snake of some kind S’d its way past them. A crow flew overhead and cawed at them, and further down something screeched in the woods, like a rabbit being killed. Up ahead was more of the same kind of jungle as far as could be seen. It looked like the setting of the movie, Deliverance, the one with the dueling banjos. Jack decided right then and there that if he spotted Bert Reynolds and Ned Beatty on the shoreline and if Ned was down on all fours with his pants down around his knees, he was going to bail out of the canoe and high-tail it across country for the road, Rick or no Rick.


About mid-afternoon the canoeists came upon another herd of cattle that was grazing along the shoreline. Rick, who by now was on his third bottle of wine, pointed at the cows and let out with a lowly moo. The cows looked up at the sound and studied the canoe as it came toward them. They looked at Jack briefly, but it was that prime specimen of bovine masculinity in the back of the canoe that really caught their eye. Rick laughed and mooed again. The cows started to quiver and move into the river and a few of them mooed back at Rick. Rick mooed three more times in a row. By now the cows were only about ten feet away from the canoe as it continued to drift toward them. It appeared like they were going to cut them off.


“Hey man, shut up and paddle,” Jack whined as he churned the water into froth. “Those cows think you’re a bull. They’re going to jump right in the canoe pretty soon, and then what? You’ve lived a rich full life, but me, I’m too young to die.”


Rick was totally useless. He got to laughing so hard that he nearly capsized the canoe himself. Somehow, the huge cows that weighed in excess of a half ton apiece stayed glued to their positions in the river and allowed the canoe to pass. A few of them returned to the riverbank and followed the canoe for a hundred feet or so as it continued on downstream, and several again gave a come-hither moo to Rick. He tried to moo back one more time but was stopped in mid-moo when Jack whapped him on the head with the flat of his paddle. 


An hour later they came to Warsaw which was at the head of Cannon Lake. Looking back from there, they could see the Morristown Water tower not even two miles away. They were on the river for four hours to go two miles as the crow flies and they still had Cannon Lake to cross. The wind was against them so it was like paddling upstream for the next five miles, and by the time they arrived in Faribault the Saturday afternoon sun was heading toward the horizon. As they came around a curve they made a wrong turn and ended up in a culvert of warm, cruddy backwater which flowed out of a creamery operation. It coated the canoe with slime but by this time both men were too tired to care. They dragged the canoe up onto shore and Rick called a cab from a phone booth to take him the last two miles to where his car was parked. Both men vowed that calling the cab would be their secret, however. There was no need to tell the folks back home the truth. 


They returned to the backwater and loaded the canoe onto the roof of Rick’s car, then returned to their starting point where Jack’s car was parked. The moon was shining by the time the men unloaded the camping gear at Rick’s house back in Jefferson City. They agreed, over the last of the wine and the final bottle of beer, that next year they would stay in the campground and stop at the head of Cannon Lake rather than cross it. They had overdone it this year which turned the voyage into darn hard work, but hey, you live and learn, right? 


What neither man realized at the time was that they had started a tradition that would become an annual affair for the next twenty years - one tradition of many in good old Hawkins County.






The End

