
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

What’s Not to Like? 

A week of record-setting 100 + degree days in the 

desert. Paddling 25- and 30-mile days. 

Experiencing 20-30 knot headwinds blowing 

through the canyons, always, always in our face. 

And creating 1-2 ft. waves. Each of us carrying 

about 60 pounds of water. Searching in vain for 

campsites for frustrating hours. Finally finding one, 

only to have to lug equipment, gear and boats up 

steep slopes covered with thick, whipping 

tamarisks. Fine brown desert dust coating exposed 

skin and invading orifices. Having to make sure to 

release the pressure valve on the toilet before use to 

make sure it doesn’t explode in our faces and 

viciously hurl the contents far and wide across our 

campsite. Ah, a trip down Utah’s Green River. 

What’s not to like?  

   Doing the Green, Part I: An Overview    

                          

Rick Leader, Bonnie Gease, Rick Wiebush 

Jill Allbritton, Roseria Frey 

 Coastbusters 
  The Cross Currents Newsletter for Mid-Atlantic Paddlers 

    September  2021 
 



 

 

And then there’s the flip side: alternately paddling 

and floating, always current-assisted, through ever-

deepening canyons with multi-colored rock walls 

soaring hundreds of feet overhead on both sides of 

the river. Camping with stunning vistas of the 

Green carving its way through a land sculpted into 

endlessly fascinating shapes by centuries of wind, 

rain, freeze and thaw. Spending nights with skies 

filled with more stars than you’ve seen in 100 

cumulative days on the East Coast. And the night 

air filled with such an absence of sound that all you 

hear is the humming in your ears. We make our 

way through millions of years of geological 

layering and hundreds of years of human habitation 

(the Anasazi or “Ancient Puebloans”) as well as 

through the unforgiving landscapes encountered by 

more recent travelers such as the explorer John 

Wesley Powell and cowboy outlaws like Butch 

Cassidy.  

What’s not to like after experiencing all that and, as 

a result, being simultaneously filled with awe and 

getting a little better understanding of your place in 

the world i.e., you aren’t really all that. 

Edward Abbey captured the sense of this place: 

 “Through the red rock canyons known as 

Labyrinth, Stillwater, and Cataract in one of the 

sweetest, brightest, grandest, and loneliest of 

primitive regions still remaining in our America.”   

“We glide down the golden waters of Labyrinth 

Canyon. The water here is smooth as oil, the 

current slow. The sandstone walls rise fifteen 

hundred feet above us, radiant with sunlight, 

manganese, and iron oxides, stained with old 

tapestries of organic residues left on the rock faces 

by occasional waterfalls. On shore, wheeling away 

from us, the stands of willow glow in autumn 

copper and beyond the willows are the green-gold 

cottonwoods.”  

Overview of the Journey 

Abbey’s words resonated with each of us who made 

our way from the east coast to Moab, Utah to join 

in a “life-list” seven-day, hundred-mile kayak trip 

 

 

down the Green River from Ruby Ranch to the 

confluence of the Green and Colorado Rivers. This 

trip was similar to the one that was featured in a 

photo essay in the March 2020 Coastbusters. But 

this article is different. Here, we share our stories 

and provide fairly detailed notes to inform anyone 

considering a similar adventure on the Green. 

The Group. The group consisted of nine 

experienced people who regularly paddle together 

in Maryland. It included Bonnie Gease, Rick 

Leader, Greg and Luci Hollingsworth, Jill 

Allbritton, Mike Aaby, Gene Kieczkajlo, Roseria 

Frey and Rick Wiebush. This was a self-guided trip, 

because Rick W. had paddled the Green twice 

previously. Without guide assistance, this is not a 

trip for inexperienced paddlers or campers. 

Support. The trip was supported by Tex’s 

Riverways in Moab (https://texsriverways.com). 

Tex provided boats and gear, a van shuttle to the 

put-in at Ruby Ranch and a jet boat shuttle back to 

Moab from the Confluence. The boats consisted of 

eight 15-foot plastic kayaks and one canoe. The 

canoe was essential to carry our two toilets, a cooler 

and all the extra stuff that people couldn’t fit into 

their kayaks. Although canoes seem to be anathema 

to most of the group, everyone took turns paddling 

the canoe. But they wouldn’t admit that they kind of 

enjoyed it. (See “Jill’s Story” on following page.) 

Two toilets? Oh yes, and there is a whole section 

below devoted to the functioning of, attitudes 

toward, and practices involving, these two 

appliances. 
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Mileage. We paddled 14 miles the first day, 25 on 

the second, 30 on the third (both days due to 

extended searches for a campsite), 17 miles on the 

fourth day, and just seven on the fifth. We used the 

sixth day as a layover before paddling the last four 

miles to the confluence and the jet boat pick up on 

the last day. (See the “Details” section below for 

information on daily river miles and campsites.) 

The Paddling. Even though the scenery every day 

was stunning - a beautiful river meandering through 

the tapestry of canyon wall colors and textures – it 

was never taken for granted. We would alternate 

paddle strokes with excitedly pointing out 

interesting features – like Anasazi cliff dwellings - 

along the way. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 “Wherever the river makes a bend - and the river 

comes near, in places, to bowknots - there is 

another flat area, a bottom, covered with silt, sand, 

gravel, grown up with grass and brush and cactus 

and, near shore, trees: willow, cottonwood, box 

elder, and jungles of tamarisk.” (Abbey) 

As we paddled down the river, in addition to the 

beautiful walls, cliffs, water, and sky we saw 

herons, dragonflies, hummingbirds and a large 

beaver – a really large beaver - swimming along the 

shore with a big stick – a very big stick. Perhaps a 

foundation for that beaver’s next dam? 

 

September 2021                        Coastbusters                   Page 3 

 

Jill’s Story: Zig Zagging the Canoe 

 
For the Green River, we all had to take a solo day with the canoe. Even before the trip, the women 

talked amongst ourselves, worried about what would happen the day we each paddled the canoe 

(henceforth known as the barge).  Bonnie and Luci had even tried to acquire canoe paddling 

experience before the trip. I was definitely anxious about paddling it as I feared I would be in the 

barge miles behind every one else, toiling away, trying to move it, trying not to capsize, and even 

retching from smelling potty fumes the entire time. The only reassuring fact was that the barge 

held the cooler with paddlers’ most treasured items, milk, yogurt and even wine.  Surely they 

wouldn’t abandon the cooler even if the canoe paddler was dreadful.   

 

Our fears were exacerbated when Rick L. paddled the barge the first day.  He was always way 

behind the kayaks, toiling away to make forward progress even with the aid of the current. Yet he 

did not look stressed, lonely, or even ridiculous.   Even worse, we realized that there was not one 

but two metal toilets ripening in the sun in the 100+ degree heat, aided in roasting evenly by 

the aluminum canoe.   

 

Luckily Bonnie and I were equally anxious.  We sought out each other as partners to share in 

barge embarrassment.  (We also figured the earlier in the trip we paddled the less fragrant the 

toilets! ) Bonnie was a far more experienced canoe paddler than I, as she had paddled a canoe 

once. So it was unanimous: she would have the position of control as the stern paddler.   

 

Fully in control, Bonnie gracefully steered us in Z patterns down the river. I remember a few 

canoe 360 rotations.  We were like the zig-zag stitch on a sewing machine.  As our fellow kayakers 

looked suspiciously at us as we paddled in the longest Z we could manage, we laughed and 

laughed and told them we had gotten into Luci’s wine.  We saw fear in their faces - all but Mike 

who knew his supply of hot beer was safely tucked in his kayak! 



  

 

 
Photo: Jill Allbritton 

 

Following in the footsteps of Abbey, midway 

through the trip we went in search of a totally intact, 

eight hundred-year-old Anasazi grain storage 

structure at Jasper Canyon. (Yes, 800!) 

 

 
   Photo: Rick Wiebush 

 

We had a hard time accessing it. We had pulled up 

on a mid-channel sand bar with the shoreline twenty 

feet away. Between us and the shore there was a 

deep channel with current moving too fast to allow 

walking across. If we had tried, we would have 

been swept downstream. Mike Aaby saved the day 

by swimming a rope across the channel, belayed by 

Rick and Gene on the sandbar, and tying it to a tree. 

This provided an exciting, but safe, swim to the 

shoreline and a trail that led us to the ruins tucked 

into a cliff face. 

After one day of particularly challenging 20 knot 

winds in our faces, we were relieved to find a 

beautiful spot where Rick W. had camped many 

years before. The boats were pulled up onto a sandy 

slope above the water.  A rock outcrop with a ledge 

hanging above was adjacent.  It was the perfect spot 

to dangle legs into the water for a minnow pedicure, 

to swim or bathe, or just recover from a strenuous 
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day. At night, the brightness of stars in the sky was 

magical with no competition from artificial light. 

 

We used our next-to-last day as a layover day, 

which was important for all given some of the 

outrageous miles we had put in on previous days. It 

was an overdue, leisurely awakening to a cool, 

shady morning. Folks talked, read, and hiked.  As  

the sun rose higher in the sky, it shined relentlessly 

heating the rock walls. A shady site overlooking the 

water was shared by members of the group 

recounting memorable moments from each day of 

the week. A snake and inquisitive lizard visited. 

Rick found a stone alcove to escape the sun and 

rest, disturbed only by an allegedly giant lizard that 

sprinted, unseen but clearly felt, across his forehead. 

For our last day on the river we had an appointment 

to meet a large jet boat at the confluence of the 

Colorado and Green rivers between 10:00 and 

11:00.  We had been warned: if we missed the boat, 

it would be coming the following day, but not again 

for a week. We got off to a late start (see “Rick’s 

story” insert), but we met the jet boat with 10 

minutes to spare. After the captain quickly loaded 

EVERYSINGLEPIECEOFOUREQUIPMENT 

BYHIMSELF (it was awesome to watch), we 

enjoyed a calm two-hour return journey up the 

Colorado.   

It was an epic trip. The post-trip pizza discussion in 

Moab that evening (after a long hot shower) could 

not have been more enthusiastic or appreciative of 

the opportunity. Highlights included the 

camaraderie of a shared purpose and challenges that 

were jointly met. We were thrilled to have only seen 

eight other people during the entire trip.  The 

grandeur and majesty of the canyon walls and 

incredible variety of rock formations will stay with 

us all forever. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Photo: Rick Wiebush 
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Greg’s Story 

Far from people, noise and light pollution, the 

crystal clear sky provided stunning nightly views 

of an endless sky full of other worlds far away, 

something I seem to see only on kayak camping 

trips.   At the end of each day, I made it a point to 

gaze into the starry night while reflecting on the 

day's events.   

 

Each day, stunningly colorful canyon walls 

towered the river's sides as we paddled 

through.   Occasionally, a sign of the ancient past 

would appear in the form of an ancient cliff 

dwelling or a grainery.   We worked our way, mile 

by mile down the river; sometimes just floating 

with the lazy current while staring in awe of the 

magnificence of the river's beauty.  

 

The 30-mile day was hard on me and on 

everyone.  Heat, dust, wind and distance wore into 

us all.  We surveyed several potential campsites 

but none met our six-tent needs.   Finally, we 

came across an adequate site and we mustered the 

energy to unpack our gear, haul our boats up and 

onto the rocks and to set up camp.   The dryness 

and the dust wore at an old eye injury and at the 

end of the day, my eye was raw and in 

pain.  Thankfully, Rick L., Jill and Luci provided 

help with eye drops, gauze and some TLC.  After 

an hour, the problem abated.  This night, Luci and 

I  set up our camp chairs, gazed skyward, and 

enjoyed a mug of wine. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Photo: Rick Wiebush 

 

The Details 

Part II focuses on some of the details of the trip so 

that other paddlers considering doing it will have a 

better idea of what’s involved. We cover gear, food, 

water, weather, campsites and more. 

Mileage. Here is the daily mileage, river miles 

covered, and general camping location. The first 

half of the trip was through Labyrinth Canyon 

(BLM jurisdiction); the second half was through 

was through Stillwater Canyon (Canyonlands 

National Park jurisdiction). 

 Sunday: River Mile 97 to 83, 14 miles; Bull 

Hollow/Ten Mile Canyon area 

 Monday: River Mile 83-58, 25 miles; 

Horseshoe Canyon/Cottonwood Bottom 

area 

 Tuesday: River Mile 58-28, 30 miles; 

Holeman Canyon/Valentine Bottom area 

 Wednesday: River Mile 28-11, 17 miles; 

Jasper Canyon area 

 Thursday: River Mile 11-4, 7 miles: Shot 

and Water Canyons 

 Friday: Layover at Shot/Water 

 Saturday, River Mile 4-1, 4 miles; 

Confluence and pick up 
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        Doing the Green, Part II: If You Go    

                          

Rick Leader, Bonnie Gease, Rick Wiebush 

Jill Allbritton, Roseria Frey 



  

 

Basic gear – Everyone brought their own camping 

gear, paddles, and PFDs. We had six backpacking 

tents and the usual array of sleeping pads and bags. 

Given the predicted heat, a couple of paddlers 

skipped the sleeping bags with no regrets. Well, 

there was one: Rick W. froze his ass off most nights 

and ended up trying to fend off the cold by 

wrapping himself in a tarp, Burrito-style. (It didn’t 

help.)  

Most gear was packed in dry bags, but smaller items 

that could get wet (e.g., oranges, cans of tuna) were 

kept loose for filling all the empty-space nooks and 

crannies between the dry bags in the hatches (in 

which, by the way, we were able to fit a lot of 

stuff). Those that had labeled their dry bags 

(“breakfasts” “lunches” “clothes” etc.), suffered less 

stress when locating necessary items.  

Water - Water was a huge component. Our goal 

was to have one gallon a day per person. All of us 

carried dromedaries and some people supplemented 

them with filtered water from the river. The river 

was silt-laden, so a combination of settling and 

filtering was required. We averaged 60 pounds of 

water in each boat.  

Food – For most, the goal was to keep cooking and 

clean-up as simple as possible. Everyone had 

brought backpacking stoves. Freeze dried meals 

were popular (e.g., “Tasty bite” lentils; a couple 

versions of pad Thai), as were lots of dried fruit and 

oatmeal. Coffee, coffee, coffee. For snacks, 

everyone carried the usual array of energy and 

protein bars, goo, nuts, and jerky in their boats. 

Renting a cooler was a smart thing to do. With a 

giant block of ice ensconced, ours stayed cold for 

about four days and provided much-welcomed fresh 

fruit, salad items and cold water. Enriched drinks 

and electrolyte supplements were important as the 

heat bore down and took its toll. Oranges traveled 

well in nooks and crannies in the kayaks and 

provided welcomed refreshment and a sugar jolt. 

Tex’s staff warned us to protect our food and water, 

more from rodents and ravens than anything else. 

We were pretty conscientious about this and had no 

incidents. 

 

Toilets – Ah, toilets! Everyone admitted that the 

joys of a shared, semi-public; square-shaped, milk-

carton-size bucket toilet had caused pre-trip dread 

to the extent that some teeth were gnashed and 

garments rent - but rest assured, in the end it was no 

big deal. Okay, it was a little bit of a deal. Witness 

the constant jokes, potty references and on-going 

toilet-focused conversation during the trip. Not to 

mention the heated discussions about what 

constituted a sufficiently “private” place to put it at 

each camp. (The central nature of this issue for the 

group is reflected in the length of this section.) 

Kudos to the federal government and Tex’s. There 

are hundreds of people who paddle some part of this 

river each year. Uncontrolled, the area would be a 

waste land (pardon the expression). So leave no 

trace camping is the watchword for this sensitive 

area and Tex is serious about it. Self-contained 

toilets are required and are a condition of getting a 

permit from the Feds. Tex’s introduced us to the 

two aluminum boxes that were approximately the 

size of milk crates and had many of us saying (or at 

least wondering): “a week? NFW!.  

We were told not to pee in the toilet (needlessly 

filling it up) or on the delicate ground due to the 

potential negative impact on the cryptobiotic soil 

(https://www.nps.gov/articles/seug-soil-crust.htm). 

Peeing on rock or in the river is the solution. 

Absolutely key advice was venting the sunbaked 

toilet before unlocking the metal lid to avoid an 

explosion and taking precautions so that we 

wouldn’t get burned by the hot plastic seat. People 

took this advice very seriously!    

 
Photo: Bonnie Gease 
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At each camp site a fairly private spot was found for 

the toilets, often created by the strategic placement 

of a tarp strung up between convenient trees or a 

large, appropriately-angled rock or, in one case, a 

paddle stuck in the sand. The problem of knowing 

whether or not the toilet was in use was solved by 

using a deer leg bone (we believe) as a potty pass.  

With a yellow ribbon attached, it would be placed in 

an obvious location to be carried to the potty and 

returned to signal to the next person that the coast 

was clear. For our group of nine, Tex indicated that 

two toilets were the minimum required for the 

seven-day trip. Based on the observation that two 

people were needed to carry the toilet by the last 

few days of the trip, Tex was correct. 

Weather – By definition, rain is not common in a 

desert, and we had none. In fact, the sky was always 

clear, very big, and quite blue, filled with giant 

puffy clouds. We hit a streak of unusually hot 

weather for that area and the entire week consisted 

of 100 degree days. It “cooled” to 70 degrees by 

8pm and 60 by 11pm. Mornings heated up quickly.  

 

Late one day, we heard what sounded like a 

waterfall in the distance.  We learned this sound 

was actually the wind blowing through the canyon 

to greet us at the next bend.  We had up-canyon 

winds every afternoon, but on this day we hit a 

steady headwind of 15 to 20 miles per hour with 

gusts to 30. The wind against the current produced 

standing waves of a foot and a half. In these 

conditions, it was a major struggle to propel and 

control the canoe and resulted in some exhausted 

paddlers. 

 Water level. The water level in the Green is 

largely determined by the extent and timing of snow 

melt in the mountains further north in Utah.  

Generally, the river will be higher and faster in the 

spring and very low and slow in the late summer 

and fall. We picked the first week in June because 

from previous experience we knew that time of year 

was usually was just right – you can get a nice boost 

from the current, but it’s not so fast that you could 

be out of control. As it turned out, the current was 

pretty slow (although any current boost is 

welcome). 

 

 

The water level also affects access to camp sites. 

Camp sites that are low on the banks can get 

covered in very high water. On the other hand, high 

water can give you easier access to camps located 

higher up. See below for the impact of water levels 

on campsite access during our trip. 

Navigation and Communications – A helpful 

guide for this area is Belknap’s “Canyonlands River 

Guide”. To get better details, Greg Hollingsworth 

had researched potential campsites using private 

internet resources (Link:  Maps and GPS Waypoints 

» Labyrinth Canyon River Guide) and Jill Allbritton 

transferred some of the key information to our river 

charts. Even with this excellent information, 

campsites were extremely hard to find. GPS 

coverage was adequate, but we had no phone 

service. We carried one rented “SPOT” satellite 

emergency contact device. During the trip, no one 

was happy with the performance of their solar 

chargers. 
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Rick L’s Story: Just Us 

 
For an East Coast paddler, the most incredible 

part of the trip was the peaceful isolation and 

feeling of being in real wilderness. We only 

saw eight other people during the entire trip, 

no houses, no artificial lights, no signs, no 

trash, a couple of jeeps seen on far off cliffs. 

This blissful isolation was made more acute 

for me as I had bookended the trip by a prior 

hike into Arches National Park following a 

trail with two hundred other people and a post-

paddle tourist train ride to visit the South Rim 

of the Grand Canyon. Both worthy adventures, 

but so packaged and all too clogged with gift 

shops, fake native American art, warning 

notices, and glum tourists just going through 

the motions. Give me my stinky paddling 

friends on an empty river. 

https://labyrinthcanyon.com/on-the-river/maps-and-waypoints/
https://labyrinthcanyon.com/on-the-river/maps-and-waypoints/
https://labyrinthcanyon.com/on-the-river/maps-and-waypoints/


 

 

First Aid - Having a number of well-stocked first 

aid kits proved valuable. For one paddler an old eye 

injury needed attention after a day of sun and dust. 

On other days, band aids for blisters and cuts were 

in demand. We could have used more sterile saline 

wash for eyes, saline spray for dry noses and 

straight needles for thorn removal. Between the heat 

and the constant dust and grit, hands took a beating. 

Hand moisturizer was in big demand, with 

“Aquaphor” a favorite. With no running water for 

seven days, the group used large bath wipes 

extensively. 

Campsites – It is a challenge finding campsites 

with space for small groups and that are also easily 

accessible. While we had a list of historic sites, 

water levels made some too difficult to access or 

were too overgrown with brush. We often had to 

carry both boats and gear up steep shorelines. At 

one spot we needed to leave the boats floating at the 

water’s edge. All that said, the campsites we found 

were beautiful, nestled in the canyons with  

 

 

 

incredible views of the river. At some sites we were 

extra cozy and at others we spread across an acre. It 

was encouraging to find little evidence of prior 

campers beyond rough footpaths and small cleared 

tent footprints. One of our favorite sites was a large 

sandbar that had formed on the up current side of an 

island.  With the beauty came the need to be wary 

of the blooming cactus with spikes so long and 

strong they would shoot through the sole of a shoe, 

red ants, small snakes, sprinting lizards and at least 

the specter of mountain lions via tracks in the dirt. 

 

Final Thoughts 

 

Adventure done, checked off the life list, no need to 

go back?  Nope, to the contrary, most after trip  

conversations were about adding a few more days to 

the trip next time to allow some serious canyon 

exploration, more time with like-minded peers, and 

even more adventure.
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Ro’s Story: 30 River Miles! 

We will remember this trip for the rest of our lives. We had never canoed before and were looking forward to 

getting our turn in the canoe over with as soon as possible. So we volunteered to take our turn in the canoe on 

the third day on the river. We thought we were ready for this. Learning to paddle in sync was an adventure. Gene 

would often tell me to stop paddling, as it was easier for him to paddle with the assist of the gentle current. I had 

no problem with that, even putting up my feet at times to enjoy the scenery. Someone called me “Cleopatra” a 

few times, but it didn’t bother me. It worked for us. 

 

We had anticipated a typical 15 – 20-mile paddle, but finding an appropriate camp was challenging. The number 

of people in the group, the lack of accessibility to some camps due to the river level, and finding landings 

amongst the thick stands of tamarisk all frustrated our search late that afternoon. The decision always seemed to 

be that we had to keep going further down the river to find an accessible campsite.  

 

Finally, after the longest day on the water, traveling 30 river miles, nearing 7 pm, we decided to take any 

possible landing opportunity. It was a challenge. We had to lift all the kayaks and the canoe up on a ledge that 

sat well above the water. Then we had to string a rope to help get ourselves and our gear up the steep river bank. 

We were all exhausted. Now we just wanted to get our tents set up before the sun set, eat something quick, and 

crawl in our tent. Even Lucy saying she saw mountain lion tracks near our campsite didn’t disturb our sleep. For 

two first-time canoeists, the day was challenging, but exhilarating.  



 

 

 
        Camp 5. Photo: Jill Allbritton 
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This white kid, Matthew, asks these two Black kids, 

Zoe and Gen, whether he is supposed to say 

“African American” or “Black”. Matthew asked this 

when we were sitting in our sea kayaks, tucked out 

of the current in the Abbapoola Creek off the Stono 

River in Charleston County, SC. These College of 

Charleston students are taking a class called “Intro 

to Coastal Kayaking.” It’s a course that I have been 

running for several years, but this year is different 

because it now integrates learning about 

sustainability with the paddling curriculum. 

Developed in conjunction with the professor who 

runs the Sustainability Literacy Institute (SLI) at the 

College, it reflects the notion of sustainability as a 

multi-disciplinary concern. So here I am, a 

professional kayak instructor, teaching 

sustainability.    

Sustainability Literacy 

 

The College of Charleston wants to enhance student 

learning by helping them acquire “sustainability 

literacy”. That phrase means, to quote the College: 

“having the knowledge and skills to advocate for 

resilient social, economic and environmental 

systems--commonly referred to as the triple bottom 

line.”  

 

I struggled with how to incorporate it at first. But 

through the SLI’s training seminars, I became more 

aware that sustainability isn’t just about fossil fuels, 

overdevelopment and pollution; it is also about 

social justice, equity and access.  I began to add 

depth to my understanding of the systems changes 

that are needed to support sustainability.  

 

The Charleston Context 

 

Charleston is where 40% of the enslaved people that 

entered the US were processed and where the first 

shots of the Civil War were fired. That history is 

everywhere around us. It continues to impact the 

culture and segregation of this coastal environment, 

which is filled with barrier islands, marshlands, 

extraordinary wealth and poverty, overdevelopment, 

descendants of slaves and more than a few 

plantations. Gullah Geechee folks live nearby and 

you can hear the unique Gullah dialect being spoken 

around the community. The Charleston area has all 

the highs and lows of the first English settlement in 

South Carolina, the fragile and valuable barrier 

islands ecosystems, and the Customs house where 

the enslaved were sold.  

 

 
College of Charleston Sea kayak class Photo: Ashley Brown 
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    Exploring Sustainability  

    Through Coastal Kayaking 

 

                         Ashley Brown 



 

 

 
Thinking about these things. Photo: Ashley Brown 

 

White Privilege and Difficult Conversations 

Awkward conversations are about things that are 

difficult to discuss, questions students are nervous 

to ask. I tell them that it’s OK to sound like a jerk, if 

you are trying to learn and mean to improve; just 

preface it with “I don’t know how to ask this 

question without possibly being offensive. I’m not 

trying to sound like a jerk, but I want to ask a 

question.” This attitude underlies the courageous 

conversations that my students engaged in.  

But there is another dimension to this. I often 

wonder: why don’t more people – and especially 

people of color - love outdoor sports?  This raises 

questions of diversity and in turn, questions related 

to privilege. I am a white woman, born and raised in 

SC, college-educated, reasonably comfortable 

financially, and my profession is kayak instructor. 

That is some white privilege - I see that, and I think 

it is essential to reflect on your own privilege when 

examining diversity. This is how we can begin to 

learn about changing the systems that keep the 

status quo.   

 

 

 

What We Did  

 

Following are some examples of how we integrated 

sustainability issues into the paddling curriculum. 

 

Robert Smalls: Standing on the beach at Fort 

Sumter discussing Robert Smalls’ path to freedom. 

He, together with other 16 other enslaved men, 

women, and children, stole a valuable boat, 

escaped, and surrendered to the Union army. We 

stand and point to the place where he left his owner, 

picked up his family, posed as his owner (with his 

coat and hat), made the signals to the Confederates 

that allowed passage and, when they got some 

distance away, dropped the confederate flag, raised 

a white sheet, surrendered, and were free. That story 

leads logically to further discussion about how the 

history of slavery continues to impact the U.S., and 

specifically Charleston.  

 

Mosquito Beach: We stand on the banks of the 

Stono River and discuss Mosquito Beach, an 

historical Black Beach during Jim Crow in South 

Carolina. Black men and women carved out this 

space five miles from the ocean when the 

oceanfront was whites only and sundown towns 

were the norm.  

 

Overfishing: We discuss the impact of 

development on clamming and the present 

extinction of local clams when we paddle out of 

Shem creek.  

 

Pollution, overdevelopment: We reference Water 

Keepers, (a volunteer group that tests water quality) 

discuss pollution and why we need that service, and 

where we can swim safely. We consider the value 

of marshlands and maritime forests: in addition to  

protecting the barrier islands from washing away 

during hurricane season, the marshes are home to 

oyster beds that filter pollution and maritime forests 

are carbon banks whose value is immeasurable.  

 

Sea level rise: This area is called “The Low 

Country” and most places are barely above current 

sea level. We discuss king tides, flooding, and sea 

level rise when we paddle out of Brittlebank, where 

the current can be dangerous when there are Spring 

tides.  
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Colonialism: Brittlebank Park is across the Ashley 

River from Charlestown Landing, the first English 

settlement in the colony. This leads to a 

conversation about the nature of colonialism, some  

historical examples, and whether we continue to see 

colonialism in practice.  

 

Stono Rebellion: We raft up in the Abbapoola 

creek off the Stono and discuss the 1739 Stono 

Rebellion. This was a deadly slave uprising in 

which the slaves escaped, armed themselves, and 

killed some settlers. But as they got to the Edisto 

River, all but a few slaves were slaughtered by 

white colonists and those that were left were 

shipped to the West Indies. 

  

Diversity: We discuss why outdoor sports are still 

so white. 

 

Land Acknowledgement: I am adding a land 

acknowledgement activity. The Cusabo Indians 

were the inhabitants of coastal Carolina at the time 

of colonization. They became “settlement Indians” 

who lived alongside the settlers and fought 

alongside the colonists in the Yamasee war in 1715. 

Subsequently those remaining migrated and were 

absorbed into other tribes. 

 

Learning Without Distractions 

 

The inclusion of a sustainability curriculum works 

well in this environment because we are physically 

engaged and there are no distractions aside from 

outdoor ones. No phones, no computers. It is a  

casual class where leadership and teamwork are the 

stated goals. These students depend on each other  

for physical safety, they have grown to know and 

trust each other. Having the awkward conversation 

in this environment allows for time to sort out 

thoughts, misspeak, try again. The students have 

time to develop relationships which include time 

and trust. They are responsible for each other’s 

safety and as they spend the three-hour class 

paddling around; they get to know each other.   

 

These are small conversations but they take place 

with water rushing by and where the history being 

discussed occurred. Heraclitus said, "You cannot 

step into the same river twice, for other waters are  

 

 

 

continually flowing on." The location of the 

conversations is a metaphor for understanding the 

past and looking to the future.   

 

Now What? 

In terms of diversity, there are many nautical miles 

to go. I appreciated having five people of color - 

three female, two male - out of my 36 students this 

semester.  That was a record. (The females talked 

and shared. The males, not so much.)  

I often have only white kids in my classes, which 

makes the conversation less awkward, and possibly 

less sensitive. The College of Charleston has an 8% 

Black student body and 16% Black faculty. I know 

the pitfalls of having the Black students in my class 

speak for all Black students, of tokenizing these 

students. So I let them know they speak for 

themselves, and make clear that they belong here.  

I am proud of the awkward question “Am I 

supposed to say Black or African American?” My 

class created an environment where we could 

discuss painful topics with care and respect.  

This was an incredible semester for diversity-related 

issues, but also for other aspects of sustainability. 

For example, connecting students to place through 

sustainability literacy became a pivotal part of my 

curriculum. It is a piece I was missing. Integrating 

SLI into my curriculum has really added depth to 

the connection between people and the place where 

we live/work/study and PADDLE.  

 
At Ft. Sumter. Photo: Ashley Brown 
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Of course there was homework. But that is probably 

for the best when you are planning to paddle around 

a dark part of the Chesapeake Bay after, it must be 

said, dark. 

 

Think of it as a scavenger hunt. Or orienteering? 

Your leader (Rick W.) sends a list of targets (e.g., 

buoys and other aids to navigation, points of land) 

which you will need to locate on a chart in the 

safety of your own dining room. We were asked to 

identify what type of aid to navigation or other 

point we were looking for and then plot our course 

between each object. For some targets that was no 

big deal. For example, if it’s a small peninsula, then 

your margin of error is pretty forgiving. But, say it’s 

an unlit buoy?  Then your heading needs to be 

pretty precise if you want to find it.  Out on the 

water the group planned to find those objects using 

our homework and our navigational skills while 

taking turns leading. In the dark.  

 

The immediate problem was the weather. Late day, 

every day, for the last week, major storms had 

rolled in and that night looked to be no exception. 

We met at Rowboat Willies, an open air restaurant 

near our launch site, well ahead of the start time. 

Paddlers trailed in with their phones by their 

noses.  We stared at the radar, then looked out at the 

sky to compare the two. We ate, talked, and 

debated our go/no go decision. Finally, the radar 

showed the storm moving to the east over the 

Chesapeake Bay, and our eyes confirmed it was 

looking pretty good to go. We decided to move to 

the launch, unload, and then make a final launch 

decision.
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                            Night Nav! 

 

                               Jaclin Gilbert 



 

 

 

A neighborhood event 
 

The launch site was a narrow beach between two 

houses. As we geared up we decorated our boats 

and selves with glow sticks to make ourselves 

gently visible. Most of us also had headlamps with 

red lights since we were hoping to avoid the toll 

white light takes on night vision. The neighbors on 

one side of the beach were amazed (and maybe 

slightly skeptical?) of our plan to launch at this 

hour. The small family parked themselves on a 

picnic table overlooking our preparations, claiming 

we were better than TV. They asked excited 

questions and gave encouragement as we pushed off 

into the gathering dark.   

It was 8:15, 5 minutes after sunset, and a slight 

glow remained over the water. We lingered a 

moment to set up a count off rotation to use 

throughout the night to confirm we hadn’t lost 

anyone. So, by the time we handrailed our way to 

Cuckold Point, darkness had settled in. 
 

Off we go 
 

Our first target was a day marker tucked in a little 

inlet on the south side of Rocky Point State Park. 

The leaders for this leg, Rick L and Bonnie found 

their bearing and off we went.  As we neared our 

destination they did a great job of recognizing that 

our course was slightly (but only just) off and used 

their memories of the chart to steer a little to the 

right into the inlet that contained the pole of the day 

marker. It turns out the marker had been 

decommissioned but the pole remained! But the 

small heading issue was prophetic, and all night we 

battled drift due largely to the lingering southerly 

winds left by the storm, combined with an incoming 

tide. 

 

On our way to the next target we paddled out of the 

Back River into the wider waters of the bay, and 

were captivated by the view we now had of the 

distant storm moving off to the east.  Lightning 

streaks lit up the sky, and you could watch each 

branch of the strike develop through the clouds into 

lacy patterns. I have rarely had such a clear view of 

branching lightning and our “oohs” and “aahs” 

made it sound like we were watching fireworks. 
 

 

 

 

Photo: Rick Wiebush 

 

A little trouble 
 

Red Nun “6” was our second target. Unlit, it proved 

to be the biggest challenge of the night. Our leaders 

for this leg had plotted the correct course, but were 

tripped up by the drift created by wind and current. 

Given that it was unlit and in the middle of 

nowhere, it was dang hard to find.  

 

Luckily, part of our homework was to estimate the 

time it should take to reach each target from the 

previous waypoint. When we reached the time by 

which we expected to see the buoy, but with no 

luck, we stopped and reevaluated our position. It 

was a good thing, because without that goal post we 

might have kept going all the way to Hart-Miller 

Island before we gave up searching. Time 

estimation is an important tool in any navigator’s 

box, but while navigating at night it proved crucial. 
 

Our leaders, Richard and Jill, strategized with Rick 

W., about next steps. It was clear we had been 

pushed off course.  Using our last known waypoint 

and triangulation done on the fly, they estimated our 

position and plotted a new course to the red nun. In 

a stroke of genius, the leaders then deployed the 

group in a horizontal line to beef up our chances of 

finding a small, dark target in the expanse of water. 

This proved successful, though it was the paddler in 

the right outlier position who found it. We could  
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have easily missed it again. After admiring the 

tricky buoy for a moment, we finished with a count 

off to make sure we hadn’t lost anyone during our 

search. 

 

Target 3 was easy to spot from a distance. Listed on 

the chart as FL G 4s 15ft 4m “3” its designation told 

us a good deal about what we were looking for. FL 

G stands for flashing green.  As we looked around 

us, we saw several flashing greens but, luckily, the 

next part of the designation made locating ours 

simple. 4s told us that we are looking for a light 

with 4 seconds between flashes. We picked out a 

flashing green in what seemed like the right general 

direction and counted. 4 seconds indeed and so we 

were off. We pulled up to the flashing light and 

took stock of our dwindling time. 
 
Aiming off 
 

Rick W. decided that we needed to go directly 

Balliston Point, the tip of the small peninsula that 

was our next target. I was one of the leaders for that 

leg, and I had planned to hit the peninsula halfway 

along its length and handrail to the point. Rick 

wanted to make it more challenging by trying to go 

right to the point.  

 

In spite of that, we still “aimed off” a little when 

calculating our new course. “Aiming off” is when 

you are looking for a small point of land at night, or 

in other limited visibility (like fog), and you 

deliberately set your course so that it aims a little to 

the left or right of your target. In our case, we aimed 

to the left of the target because we knew we would 

hit land by doing that.  We also knew that once we 

hit land, we would have to turn right to get to the 

target. If we had plotted a course directly to the 

target, but ended up off a smidge to the right of it, 

we would have been heading out into open water. 
 

 

This is when I learned a little lesson about being 

prepared on the water. I don’t wear my glasses 

when paddling. So I had prepped for this exercise 

planning to use the magnifying glass on my hand 

held compass to read my chart. I forgot that things 

change rapidly, and that I would need to be able to  

 

 

 

 

read the markings on my compass to take any new 

bearings or to triangulate our location. But I 

couldn’t read those numbers at all!  And, while we 

were focused on squinting at little numbers, we 

came in contact with the only boat that ran 

anywhere near us that night. The boaters were 

having a rowdy good time but took a moment to 

motor carefully up to us and inquire if we needed 

help. I mean, why else would we be out on the bay 

in the middle of the night? After we reassured the 

captain that we were doing this on purpose, he 

motored on off. 

 

Someone with better eyesight set our new course, 

and we were off to Balliston Point (Target 4.) 

Aiming off, we came up slightly to the left of the 

point itself.  We rounded the point into Browns 

Creek and took a little breather. Rick W. and Gail 

completed target 5 on the far side of the creek and, 

given the time, the decision was made to start our 

way back to the put in. We handrailed the shoreline 

back to Rocky Point, crossed the Back River 

again to Cuckold Point, and then back to the put in. 

We arrived back at our cars at 11:30, and the streets 

were hushed around us. 
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Richard’s Story 

 

Strangely enough, I wish it had been a bit 

darker.  I think the clouds left over from the 

storms were reflecting ambient light from local 

towns and cities which made it relatively easy to 

see the land in the distance and the water as we 

were paddling. On a cloudless night that may not 

be the case (especially if there is no moon). 

 

I don’t know if it’s a skill, but this trip cemented 

the fact that navigating on the water at night is 

difficult even under fairly advantageous 

conditions. I enjoy being on the water at night but 

I think it would be unwise to do it in unfamiliar 

areas, particularly if they have complex 

geography and conditions. 

 



 

 

 

 

Lessons  
 

Night time is a beautiful time on the water, and 

navigation (unsurprisingly) becomes noticeably 

harder. We found that keeping track of how the 

current and winds were affecting us was difficult 

since you have fewer visual reference points to 

judge position or to set ranges.  

 

Seeing our bearings on our deck compasses and 

reading our charts proved difficult throughout the 

night for everyone.  The red lights that were 

recommended didn’t quite provide the juice we 

needed to read or see by.  In fact, they were pretty 

much useless (But see Mike’s Story” below). Jill 

was extremely popular because she had rigged up 

her deck compass with a white light so she could 

actually see her bearing as she paddled. But she set 

it up in such a way that the white light wasn’t 

interfering with her or anyone else’s night vision. It 

was a smart adaptation.  

 

All in all, the evening was a great exposure to the 

particular joys and trials of navigating at night. 

 

 

 
Photo: Rick Wiebush 
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Mike’s Story 

I really enjoyed the night nav trip and thought 

it was an excellent follow-on (companion) 

experience to our Tangier crossing. We 

essentially did the same level of planning (chart 

work and weather/tides) but were able to 

witness firsthand how landmarks and navaids 

looked so different at night. 

 

I appreciated the experience of working the 

chart at night using only the red headlamp and 

deck compass. I placed my backup marine deck 

compass in front of the cockpit rim which made 

it easy to read; the forward/installed compass 

closer to the bow was difficult to impossible to 

read.  The addition of the second/closest 

compass made all the difference for the night 

nav experience and was easy to read with the 

red light (I actually patted myself on the back 

for thinking of it. Also, using a small enough 

chart scale that clearly shows the notations of 

navaids (was really helpful). 

 

(Rick was) absolutely right about getting rid of 

the bright stern lights and relying on the glow 

lights and night vision.  I was amazed how 

beneficial it was to use night vision vs. artificial 

light from white headlamps.  In fact, I 

intentionally stayed away from those using the 

white lights so I could maintain my night 

vision. It was very cool to paddle around using 

only our night vision. 

 

The night nav trip was one of my favorite 

experiences so far.  Planning for and paddling 

at night is such a cool experience; I think it 

definitely makes me a better paddler to know 

that I can find my way around in the dark and 

not fear being caught out at night.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Oregon Cave 

Photo: Bill Vonnegut 

     Photos of the Month 
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Baja Chute 

Photo: Victor Leon 
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      Photos of the Month 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Fernandina Sunrise 

Photo: John Wojcik 
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      Photos of the Month 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Photo: Rick Wiebush 

 

Mud-Wrestling Sea Kayakers 

 

Well, this was something I had never seen before. 

In the middle of Outward Bound staff training for 

sea kayak leaders, the group ferried over for a bio 

break to a marshy area on the Nanticoke River on 

the eastern shore of Maryland. Stepping out of their 

kayaks, two of the more experienced leaders 

quickly and oozily sunk up to their knees in sucking 

mud. Struggling toward shore in search of higher 

and presumably more solid ground paid no 

dividends. One guy toppled over while trying to 

extricate his foot from the last step he had taken and 

lost his arm in the mud. Same thing with the other 

guy.  

 

 

 

 

They looked at each other, smiled, and in some 

unspoken communication decided to go for it. One 

leaped at the other and it was on! What ensued was 

a mud-wrestling extravaganza worthy of a prime 

time slot on ESPN. Bodies hurtling to and fro, mud 

being slung, attempted holds thwarted by the 

slippery slop, faces splattered with goop, and 

general thrashing about for about three clearly 

exhausting minutes, all accompanied by the raucous 

cheers of the other paddlers. Who does that? 

Welcome to the staff of the Chesapeake Bay 

Outward Bound School!  
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Profile: 

The Chesapeake Bay Outward Bound School 

 

Rick Wiebush 



 

 

 

 

Background 

 

I did an Outward Bound course and it had a major 

impact on my life. It was a month-long backpacking 

and climbing trip in the desert and mountains of the 

Big Bend area of Texas. I was 25 and had never 

even camped in a tent before, let alone done so for 

30 days in a desert. That experience was so 

powerful that shortly thereafter, I started getting 

involved in outdoor and adventure education and, 

almost 50 years later, haven’t stopped. The impact 

of Outward Bound has a way of staying with you. 

 

Outward Bound is an international organization 

with 11 schools in the U.S. that serve approximately 

50,000 students each year. Their basic mission is 

“to change the lives of participants through 

challenge and discovery”, typically via extended 

trips in wilderness areas. 

 

Outward Bound was founded in 1941 by a Scottish 

educator, Kurt Hahn. Spurred by the large number 

of drowning deaths among British seamen at the 

beginning of World War II, he developed a model 

that emphasized dealing with challenge and 

adversity in a natural setting by helping people 

realize that they could successfully push themselves 

physically and emotionally beyond their perceived 

personal boundaries. Leadership, group cohesion, 

compassion, and public service were touchstones. 

That approach and those values continue to inform 

Outward Bound programming today. 

 

The Chesapeake Bay Outward Bound School 

(CBOBS) 

 

CBOBS has been in operation for almost 35 years. 

Based in Leakin Park in Baltimore, they run 

wilderness programs on the rivers and in the 

mountains of western Maryland, as well as on the 

Chesapeake Bay. They also run combined 

urban/wilderness programs for Baltimore City 

schools. CBOBS has a staff of about 60 people and 

an annual budget of 3.5 million. Although 

operations were significantly impacted in 2020 due 

to Covid, the school is in a strong growth trajectory  
 

 
 
 

 
High ropes challenge course. Photo: Outward Bound 
 
- the number of participants served rose from 1,600 

in 2011 to approximately 6,300 participants in 

2019, an increase of almost 400 percent during that 

nine-year period. 

 

The Programs 

CBOBS offers a range of programs, including:  

 

 “classic” Outward Bound courses, which are 

targeted to middle and high school students, 

are typically eight or 12 days in duration, 

combine canoeing (Potomac River) or sea 

kayaking (Chesapeake Bay) with 

backpacking in Dolly Sods or on the 

Appalachian Trail. 

 

 day-long ropes/challenge courses designed 

for team building (often with corporate 

clients) 

 

 10-day leadership courses with the U.S. 

Naval Academy, typically backpacking and 

rock climbing 

 

 six-day veterans’ courses (which are funded 

through donations) in backpacking or sea 

kayaking, and  

 

 a unique Police-Youth Challenge program 

that involves Baltimore City Police and 

Baltimore City youth in challenge activities  
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  Police – Youth Challenge. Photo courtesy of CBOBS 

 

designed to overcome stereotypes. This is 

held almost weekly and typically involves 

about 30 cops and an equal number of kids. 

The program has been evaluated and is 

considered successful to the extent that it is 

required training for ALL Baltimore City 

police.  

 

The School Programs: Social and Emotional 

Learning Curriculum 

 

The programs listed above are a relatively small 

part of what CBOBS does. While most Outward 

Bound schools specialize in extended wilderness-

based programs, CBOBS focuses its efforts on 

character development programs with students from 

middle schools and high schools in the Baltimore 

area. The COO, Natalie Haney, noted that the vast 

majority of CBOBS’s work is with the schools – in 

2019, approximately 90% of the 6,500 participants 

came through the Baltimore area school systems. 

 

CBOBS has developed a social and emotional 

learning (SEL) curriculum, referred to as the 

“Character Curriculum”, which combines lessons in 

the school classrooms with week-long adventure 

programs on the Chesapeake Bay and in western 

Maryland.  

 

 

 

The SEL curriculum addresses issues such as 

effective communication, conflict resolution, 

listening skills, problem solving, and accepting 

responsibility and accountability for one’s words 

and actions. Although the curriculum is designed to 

help students mature and function better in their 

day-to-day lives, it is no coincidence that those 

skills are exactly the ones needed on adventure 

expeditions like those run by Outward Bound. 

 

The SEL curriculum is flexible, which is an 

important attraction for the schools and their 

teachers. CBOBS’ curriculum covers SEL issues in 

“units” that can be delivered in the regular 

classroom prior to the wilderness experience, during 

the wilderness experience itself, and then during 

follow-up sessions back in the classroom.  

        

These follow-up sessions can address a significant 

problem with wilderness experience courses for 

urban youth. Involvement in a wilderness 

experience typically has very positive short-term 

impacts, but those changes tend to erode fairly 

quickly once a youth has returned to his/her 

“regular” environment. To help cement those 

changes, some type of longer-term follow-up is 

needed, and the post-wilderness course curriculum 

developed by CBOBS begins to address that 

problem.  

 

 

 
Prepping for a river course. Photo courtesy of CBOBS 
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Photo courtesy of Dalton Johnson media 

 

Staffing 

 

Chris Washburn, the former Program Director at 

CBOBS, told me that there are two qualities 

CBOBS prioritizes when hiring staff. Those are: 1) 

experience working with minority and urban youth; 

and 2) people skills. While experience in adventure 

education programs and/or certifications in skill 

areas might be a bonus, they are not considered 

central to hiring decisions. That is because CBOBS 

is not in the business of training clients to develop 

their technical skills; the focus is on personal 

growth and interpersonal skills. The rational is that 

technical skills can relatively quickly be obtained 

once on the job, while interpersonal skills can’t.  

 

I can attest to these criteria by virtue of the staff 

training I did this Spring with CBOBS. Of the nine 

people involved in our kayak trip leader training, 

only two had some sea kayaking experience. Going 

into the training I had expected to be operating a  

 

very high level, assuming that any Outward Bound 

leader would have extensive experience in their 

skill area. Instead the group was more like a 

beginner class in terms of technical skills. 

 

On the other hand, it was also apparent that the staff 

have great people skills. They were energetic, fun to 

be around, extremely thoughtful and articulate and, 

perhaps most importantly, had a very positive 

outlook and were always supportive of each other.  

 

Staff training is intensive. Every Spring, just prior 

to the start of the season, all staff go through a 30-

day training regimen that includes a seven-day staff 

expedition and a series of workshops on issues such 

as student management, group facilitation, diversity 

and cultural issues, trauma issues, and ropes course 

facilitation. For some staff, this period also includes 

skills and leadership training for canoe and sea 

kayak programs. 
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Some Issues 

        

The organization does have some weaknesses. Two 

in particular stand out. The first issue has to do with 

staff recruitment and retention. At the full instructor 

level, the average earnings are approximately 

$15,000 for an eight-month year. That income level 

has got to be a disincentive even for starry-eyed 

twenty-somethings who love wilderness adventure. 

Combined with a grueling work schedule and 

somewhat limited advancement opportunities, this 

level of compensation contributes to a turnover rate 

that approaches 35% among field staff. The 

turnover rate produces a lot of pressure on staff 

recruitment, hiring, and training efforts. These 

factors also mean that CBOBS loses committed and 

experienced staff after a relatively brief (three-year 

average) period of time. 

 

Secondly, the Baltimore City schools comprise 80% 

African-American youth. The staff of CBOBS is 

approximately 90% white. Recruiting minority staff 

is a priority for CBOBS (there is a staff person 

dedicated to minority recruitment), but efforts have 

met with limited success. Since having a Black 

teacher has been shown to have significant positive 

effects on Black student outcomes via the impact of 

role modeling, it is and will continue be important 

for CBOBS to find ways to address this disparity. 

 

Those issues aside, it is clear that CBOBS is a 

thriving, innovative organization that has exciting 

programs, an admirable mission that focuses on 

inner-city youth, a solid financial picture, a strong 

pattern of growth, and a focus on safety and risk 

management in the wilderness that is standard-

setting. (Time and space preclude a full discussion 

of this latter point, but the policies and procedures 

related to risk management are eye-opening in their 

thoroughness). Finally, one of CBOBS most 

important assets is the staff – a dedicated, 

supportive, fun-loving group that is creative and 

willing to push boundaries. Witness the never-

before-attempted mud wrestling contest undertaken 

to everyone’s delight in some remote marsh on the 

Maryland eastern shore.  

 

For more information on the Chesapeake Bay 

Outward Bound School see their website: 

https://www.outwardboundchesapeake.org/  

       

 

 
Photo: Rick Wiebush 
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“Groping, unable to see through the whiteout, he 

couldn’t effectively navigate his way forward … 

The electricity was literally humming through every 

piece of equipment and clothing on his body and 

under the hood of his jacket, the static charge 

buzzed like a swarm of bees. As tiny sparks crackled 

around his head and down his arms, Robby recalled 

what he’d heard about a wet rope being like a steel 

cable. In his fear, he imagined it would conduct an 

electric current from one climber to the next should 

anyone be struck by lightning.” 

These were the conditions that the members of 

Team Denali faced on their way down the 

mountain, thwarted in their attempt - just 300 yards 

from the summit – to become the first all African-

American team to climb the highest peak in North 

America.  

But at both the individual and group level, the 80 lb. 

backpacking loads, the high-angle ice climbing, the 

high winds and freezing conditions of this 

resilience-testing journey was a major success. At 

the individual level because several of the team 

members had had to overcome significant adversity 

to get to this point. At the group level because they 

had achieved their goal of setting the stage for other 

people of color to see that they “belonged” in, and 

could excel at, outdoor adventure, including 

climbing daunting mountains. 

                                                
1 This gap is apparent in sea kayaking. I recently conducted an 

informal, unscientific survey of sea kayaking clubs and 

meetup groups to get an estimate of the percentage of club 

members that was African-American. These clubs had a total 

James Mills’ The Adventure Gap: Changing the Face of 

the Outdoors discusses the lack of involvement of 

African-Americans in outdoor adventure, explores the 

reasons for it, and documents some of the little-known 

achievements of Black people in the history of outdoor 

adventure (e.g., the role of the Buffalo Soldiers in 

establishing the national parks of the west; Matthew 

Henson’s central role in Peary’s expeditions to the North 

Pole).   

 

However, the focus of the book is on the motivations 

and aspirations, the struggles and achievements, of this 

group of young men and women as they attempt to set 

an example and close the “adventure gap”.  Mills defines 

the adventure gap as “the racial divide between those 

who participate in outdoor activities and those who 

don’t; a yawning chasm” (p. 57).1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

membership of approximately 2,700 paddlers (although there 

are a lot of dual memberships). Of these, less than 20, or fewer 

than 1%, were Black. 
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Book Review: 

The Adventure Gap by James Mills 

 

Rick Wiebush 

“This team of black 

climbers made their ascent 

of Denali to extend an 

invitation, particularly to 

minority youth, to 

experience true freedom, to 

get outside and explore the 

divide between mediocrity 

and excellence.”  



 

 

 

 
The book is riveting for two basic reasons. First, Mills 

tells the day-by-day story of the climb, but does so in 

highlights so the reader is clear about what is going on in 

terms of achievements and struggles, without getting 

bogged down in details. He also avoids extended 

discussion of technical issues such as equipment and 

route selection, but includes what people were thinking 

and feeling, as well as the factors they took into account 

in decision making. 

 

 

Sophia Dannenberg. Photo courtesy of sophiadanenberg.org 

 

 

 

 

 

Second, Mills alternates chapters between telling the 

climbing story and doing in-depth profiles of either the 

members of Team Denali or African-Americans who 

have excelled in outdoor adventure pursuits (e.g., Sophia 

Danenberg, the first African-American woman to make 

it to the top of Everest). 

 

One of the striking things about the members of Team 

Denali was their diversity – in addition to three college 

students, there was an entrepreneur, a science teacher, an 

outdoor educator, a mechanical engineer, a telephone 

tower line technician, and a bartender from Queens. 

There were six men and three women and the age range 

was from 20 to 45. At the same time, most shared 

important characteristics (which influenced their 

selection for the team).  They typically had been 

introduced to outdoor activities at a younger age by a 

parent or relative. They were athletic. At some point they 

had gotten hooked on some form of outdoor adventure - 

whether mountain biking, surfing, hiking or 

snowboarding – and it had become their passion. And 

most importantly for this project, they all wanted to 

serve as role models for other African-Americans and 

dispel the belief that climbing is “something that black 

folks just don’t do” (p. 134). 

Mills, James E. (2014). The Adventure Gap: Changing the 

Face of the Outdoors. Mountaineer Books. 204 pages, 24 

Photos  
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Upcoming Events 

 

Paddler Survey Coming Soon 

I am going to be doing a large, multi-state survey on the reasons sea kayakers love to paddle. I will be contacting 

many of you soon to ask you to participate. It will be a chance to have your views heard and counted, while 

contributing to what we know about the paddling community. People who participate will be entered into a 

drawing and have a chance to win some great prizes, like a VHF radio! 

 

People paddle for a lot of different reasons: some do it for challenges and thrills, others do it to connect with 

nature, others do it for the social aspect, and others do it for all those reasons. But, very little is known in a formal 

way about why people paddle. I want to use this survey to help fill that gap.  

 

The survey is automated (Survey Monkey) and your responses are confidential.  It takes only about 10 minutes to 

complete. I did it and actually enjoyed it because it made me think about exactly what my motivations are for 

paddling.  Keep an eye out for an email invitation that I’ll be sending out in the next few weeks. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

September 2021                        Coastbusters                   Page 28 

 

                         Contributors 
Mike Aaby – is a current participant in Cross Current’s Unconscious Competence (UnCon) 

program and lives in Carrol County, MD 

 

Jill Allbritton – is a dermatologist and dermatopathologist. She is currently a participant in the 

UnCon program and lives in Howard County, MD 

 

Ashley Brown – is an ACA L5 instructor and L4 Instructor Trainer who teaches at the College of 

Charleston. She is also the Chair of ACA’s Coastal Kayaking Committee and is a Wavepaddler. 

 

Bonnie Gease – is an early intervention specialist for children with disabilities and a graduate of 

the UnCon program who lives in Harford County, MD. 

 

Richard Essex – is a current UnCon participant and an L3 paddler who lives in Montgomery 

County, MD 

 

Roseria Frey – is a recently retired adjunct professor of  Education at Moravian College. Ro 

lives in northeastern PA. 

 

Jaclin Gilbert – is an ACA L2 instructor and rough water afficionado. Jaclin lives in the metro 

D. C. area. 

 

Rick Leader – is the former Executive Director of the Scenic Rivers Land Trust. He is an UnCon 

graduate, and lives in Annapolis, MD  

 

Rick Wiebush - runs Cross Currents Sea Kayaking and is the editor of Coastbusters. He is an 

ACA L3 IT  who lives in Baltimore.   

 

Coastbusters welcomes submissions of trip reports, incident descriptions and analyses, skills and 

“how-to” articles, boat and gear reviews, book and video reviews, and sea kayaking-related 

photographs. We are interested in receiving submissions from all paddlers. It just so happens that 

some of this month’s contributors are instructors. That is not a requirement.  

Articles should be limited to about 1,000 – 2,000 words and submitted in Word. Photos should be 

submitted in .jpg format. Please send your submissions to Rick Wiebush at rwiebush@gmail.com.      

 

Coastbusters is a publication of Cross Currents Sea Kayaking 
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