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CHAPTER 1 

Dreams 
 

 
 

Day 46 - June 12, 2008 – Southwest corner of Swampy Lake in 

Manitoba 

The alarm rang with unnerving normalcy. It was far too early in 

the morning. My slumber had begun what felt like only minutes prior. 

This feeling, too, had become normal. I poked my head out of the 

sleeping bag to investigate the source of the ear-shattering buzz. A 

battery-powered clock was lying directly above my head at the wall 

of the tent.  

“4:30 A.M.” flashed mockingly in the florescent backlight. The 

light was totally unnecessary. Days away from the Summer Solstice 

and just beyond one hundred sixty miles southwest of Hudson Bay, 

Manitoba, so far north that polar bears outnumber people, it would 

have been difficult to find darkness had we wanted to.  

Below the time was a small thermometer. Inside our tent, the 

temperature was registering in at a frosty twenty-five degrees 

Fahrenheit. It seemed impossible that it was June. At six feet tall and 

one hundred forty pounds, I was as lanky as they come, and 

throughout the eighteen years of my life, cold never mixed well with 

lankiness. This morning was not the first of our trip that I wished for 

several extra pounds of insulation. 

My head turned and I peeked at the door to our tent. It was 

unrecognizable. Mosquitos, in quantities that I had once thought to 

be impossible, masked the screen door, waiting for the one barrier 

standing between them and their prey to be removed. Their thirst was 
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understandable; less than a dozen people travel through this area each 

year, and human blood was a valuable commodity. We were their 

Thanksgiving feast.  

From my sleeping bag, after my head came both hands. I gingerly 

removed them to inspect the damage from two days prior. Aside from 

the many blisters, they were visually fine. That stood opposite from 

the way they felt, as if on fire, every skin cell scalded by the most 

severe burn imaginable, caused simply by a mistaken coating of oil 

via our can of bear repellant. It made sense now what the rangers had 

told us – that bear spray could be more useful than a gun against polar 

bears. To be honest, if I had to pick between getting shot in the leg or 

sprayed with bear mace again, I would strongly consider the former. 

 “Alright, that’s enough out of you,” I finally groaned, tapping 

the button on the right side of our clock and bringing the obnoxious 

buzz to a halt. 

Less than one foot to my left, always to my left, lay my paddling 

partner, Colton Witte. Unsurprisingly, his head had yet to surface 

from his sleeping bag. I was always the first to rise and accepted my 

responsibility of waking Colton dutifully. 

“Colton, get up,” I said, shoving his bag with more force than 

necessary. Without explanation, my wake-up calls had grown in 

aggression as our trip progressed. Despite this, or perhaps because of 

it, Colton had made a habit of simply groaning and rolling over. 

Giving up for the moment, I crawled out of my bag and to the 

door. In one swift movement, I slapped the screen to give the 

mosquitos a momentary shock with one hand, unzipped the door with 

the other, and rolled outside onto the damp soil. Only several days 

prior, I would have frantically escaped the swarm of bugs that were 

now happily making my blood the breakfast of a lifetime. Mosquito 

bites were now the least of my concern, and my obligatory screen-

slap before opening the tent-door was the most defense I was willing 

to exert.  

Standing up, I reached into the pocket of my raincoat for the 

white woolen winter hat, which was now a mainstay for the cold 

mornings of our expedition. Pulling it over my thick, shaggy black 

hair, I thought back to the day on the Red River when I had lost my 
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first hat. Fortunately, my parents were able to bring along another one 

for our re-supply in Winnipeg, but I shuddered at the thought of 

losing a hat up here. 

Though it was technically light outside, the sun was nowhere to 

be found. Roughly twenty feet of knee-high grass sloped its way from 

our tent, beneath a layer of morning frost and down to the lazy Hayes 

River. Resting above the water was a still, windless fog. Across the 

river, the land was relatively bare, having recently fallen victim to a 

forest fire. We were just on the edge of the fire’s reach, so several 

trees remained upright amidst the rubble of their fallen comrades. As 

I made my way to the water, my boots crunching in the stiff grass, I 

remarked at the eerie sensation that the fog had draped over our 

morning. Perhaps it was a calm before the storm ahead.  

At the riverbank, I knelt down and soaked my hands in the frigid 

water. We heard from a group of fishermen on Knee Lake a couple 

of days prior that less than two weeks ago, pickup trucks were driving 

on the lake’s ice. While scooping the water with my palms and 

splashing it into my face (the closest thing to a shower in nearly a 

month), I wondered how long a person could survive if they swamped 

their canoe in these conditions. 

Best not to think about it. 

Breakfast was a quick, in-the-tent ordeal after Colton finally 

awoke, and then we were on our way. The mosquitos continued to 

swarm our heads and attack our eyes as we loaded the canoe and 

pushed off into the idle river. It regularly took several minutes for the 

herd of “skeeters” to lose our scent and trail off. No doubt, due to a 

lack of bathing, we could surely be smelled from miles away. 

Just beyond our campsite, the Hayes flowed into Swampy Lake, 

which the two of us crossed in silent anticipation. At the far eastern 

end of the lake would be the start of what we called the “rapids 

section,” forty miles of nearly constant rapids or falls, after which we 

would be home free – in theory. Here, our white-water paddling 

would be put to the test, and after a shaky outing the evening before, 

I will not deny that I was at least slightly nervous. 

It was Colton’s turn this morning to captain the canoe from the 

back, or stern. On a normal day, this meant little more than a change 
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of scenery and slightly less legroom. Being several inches shorter, 

legroom mattered less to Colton than it did to me. Leading into a day 

full of raging rapids, though, meant he would have to be on the top of 

his game. The stern position was responsible for steering, and to be 

in control of the canoe in rapids was to be in control of our lives.  

On an island at the eastern end of Swampy Lake, we took refuge 

from a blistering wind and steadily increasing drizzle. Here we 

changed out of our dry, pleasant hiking boots, and into our cold, moist 

neoprene boots. Normally meant for scuba diving, neoprene boots are 

naturally more at home in the water than your typical footwear. They 

provide better traction when submerged, continue to offer some small 

amount of insulation while wet, and they don’t retain nearly as much 

water. As such, dive boots worked quite well for lining, or dragging 

our canoe through rapids, and kept our regular hiking boots dry. Dry 

feet is as essential a commodity towards survival as food. 

While rounding a bend at the entrance to the river, I looked 

longingly back at the whitecap-filled Swampy Lake. Wind is perhaps 

the most frustrating force of nature to a canoeist, but what was ahead 

for the next two days would be the greatest challenge of our lives. 

The immediate dangers of running rapids are obvious. Canoeists 

could, for instance, tip their canoe and fall out, subsequently hitting 

their heads on rocks, or become pinned beneath fallen branches… so 

on and so forth.  

What was even more worrisome, however, was imagining the 

aftermath from tipping our canoe. We would almost surely be missing 

important bits of gear. If we were to lose our tent or stove, any hope 

of moderate comfort during the remaining journey would be killed. If 

we were to lose our food pack, we would have an immediate 

emergency on our hands. Lost paddles or a wrecked canoe… I didn’t 

want to think about what being stranded in these conditions would be 

like. 

Beyond the plan-of-action type problems that would arise from 

tipping or wrecking, we would also certainly be risking hypothermia 

in the near freezing downpour. If all went according to plan, the cold 

and wetness that so tortured us would be limited to our extremities. 

Falling in, though, would wet our bodies to the core, resulting in 
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possibly unrecoverable disaster. 

I swallowed nervously and looked briefly at Colton. His sandy 

brown hair, normally a short buzz, had grown long and untidy. The 

headwind blew icy rain onto his exposed head… a final straw. 

“Hold on,” he called, setting his paddle down in frustration. “I 

gotta bundle up some more.” On went the black and grey hat that had 

become such a common accessory to Colton’s wardrobe. He then 

pulled the hood of his orange rain jacket over the hat and zipped it up 

so snug that only his eyes were visible. 

“Can you see?” I asked, knowing that his vision would be vital to 

our success. 

After he nodded in the affirmative and returned his paddle to the 

water, I turned my head forward towards the open, seemingly 

innocent river ahead of me. One thing that Colton and I noticed was 

that the person in the bow (me at the time) always seemed to be more 

anxious while running rapids than the man in the stern. The bow 

yielded far less control of the craft. You never truly trust a friend, we 

found, until they’ve had your life in their hands. 

“Ready?” asked Colton. 

Do I have a choice? I thought, somewhat sarcastically. I paused 

for a moment and stared forward towards our eventual goal, one 

hundred sixty miles ahead: Hudson Bay. “Yep,” I said. “Let’s do 

this.” 

 

Three months earlier 

A vertical strip of light glimmered off the spotted carpet floor of 

Ms. Flom’s second floor classroom. Her windows pointed to the east, 

and the rising March sun shone through the cracks in the blinds, 

adding a frosty glare to the otherwise dimly lit room. The projector 

hanging from the ceiling shot the image of a map onto a whiteboard. 

Thirty sophomores stared sleepily at me as I stood in the front of the 

room, wondering who the shaggy senior before them was and why he 

was showing a map that combined Minnesota and central Canada.  

“Sean, why don’t you describe your trip to the class?” said Ms. 

Flom, who was standing by the door with an encouraging smile.  

“Sure,” I said, pointing a yardstick to the map projection. “We’re 
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starting out here in Chaska, April 28th this year, on the Minnesota 

River, and then paddling up that for about three or four hundred 

miles.” I looked back out to the class to gauge their interest. A couple 

faces I knew well from sports, or as the younger siblings of friends, 

but most were strangers to me. Each grade of Chaska High School 

held near seven hundred students, so it was a rare sighting to find an 

underclassman with whom I was on a first-name basis; perhaps it was 

the first period lull, but the looks on their faces suggested they cared 

little to change that. One boy’s eyes flickered and I noticed his head 

twitch, like he had just awoken abruptly from a dream in which he 

was falling.  

“From the headwaters of the Minnesota River,” I continued, 

“we’ll hook in with the Red River over on the Minnesota-North 

Dakota border. The Red flows north into Canada, eventually flowing 

into Lake Winnipeg.” 

I pointed to a massive blue blob on the map, just north of the 

Canadian border. A few of the tenth graders perked up when they saw 

the big lake.  

“It’s the eleventh biggest lake in the world, but surprisingly 

shallow. The average depth is under forty feet. . .” I looked back to 

my audience. I was losing them. A rookie mistake to get into the gritty 

details. They wanted adventure.  

“After Lake Winnipeg, we’ll connect with the Hayes River, 

which flows through a series of rapids, rivers, and lakes all the way 

to Hudson Bay.” I flashed a satisfied grin, almost like I had already 

completed the trek. The class looked uninspired. It was time for my 

trump card. “The area around Hudson Bay has one of the highest 

concentrations of polar bears in the world.” If I had any muscles on 

my arms, this was where I would have flexed them.  

“Oh, polar bears are so cute!” a group of girls in the front piped 

up. Hardly the impressed reaction I was hoping for.  

The tenth grade English class I was presenting to had just finished 

reading Into the Wild by Jon Krakauer, a classic true story of a young 

man who, upon graduating from college, gave up his money and 

possessions to live in the wild. Two years later, he was found dead in 

the Alaskan bush (hardly a spoiler, as this fact is made clear on the 
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book’s first page). The story has inspired scores of adventurers, both 

wise and not, to live their dreams of wilderness escape. We hoped we 

would go down as the former. 

Our own story started out for the same simple reason: adventure. 

Since the dawn of man, humans have craved adventure; its wonder, 

its imagination, and its absolute freedom. Adventure may come in a 

variety of shapes and sizes, but ours was one that Minnesotans in 

particular have shared for decades. It included a search for a simpler 

life, one where the imagination of what lies around the next bend 

captures you, and where we could truly find ourselves at the core of 

human existence. There is nothing easy about surviving in nature, yet 

the concept holds such allure for generations young and old. Perhaps 

the human mind has not yet adapted to the confines of city-life, where 

technology and modern comforts provide us with more than our 

ancient ancestors could have cared to hope for. Maybe we have tied 

adventure to escape, and our need to escape the rituals of life in the 

21st century pushes us out that front door and into the unknown, 

where the security of knowing what lies ahead is left behind. 

Our thirst for adventure stemmed not from Into the Wild, but 

Canoeing with the Cree. It is the story in which Eric Sevareid 

chronicled his journey along the same route as ours. Many remember 

Sevareid from his subsequent award-winning journalism career, most 

notably at CBS. The book follows two Minneapolis teens, Sevareid 

and his friend Walter Port, fresh out of high school in 1930, who 

paddle a canoe from their hometown to York Factory at Hudson Bay 

in northern Manitoba. 

 “Why are you guys doing this?” piped up a boy in the back. He 

asked the question as though I couldn’t convince him to take our trip 

for a million dollars.  

“For fun.” I shrugged. Some people only seemed to see the 

misery of our journey.  

“I think it sounds sweet!” A few boys finally woke up and began 

to whisper their own summer adventures to each other. These were 

my kind of sophomores. My experience was that, in fact, most who 

heard of our voyage envied us. Kids our age and younger discussed 

their camping trips, while adults reminisced of their ambitious 
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outings from a past life. 

Minnesotans have a special love for the outdoors, one that has 

been tapped into their culture and bloodlines for generations. 

Unfortunately, urbanization lies in the way. The love is still there, but 

the resources for children to build log cabins in the woods or to go on 

hikes through seemingly uncharted land just outside their backyards 

are quickly dwindling. Perhaps that was why we chose our route; the 

Minnesota River flowed right through our growing suburban town, 

and while the river bordered civilization, it connected to virtually 

uncharted territory beyond our imaginations. That we would be 

forced to escape civilization by paddling the river upstream was 

harshly symbolic. 

For many Minnesotans, dreams of the outdoors can be partially 

fulfilled by venturing into the Boundary Waters Canoe Area (BWCA) 

on the border of Minnesota and Ontario. It is a home away from home 

for many outdoorsmen; a Minnesota holy-land for anglers, canoeists, 

campers, and anyone else who lives for the beauty of untouched 

wilderness. Here, in the Boundary Waters, was where I was 

introduced to canoeing at the ripe age of seven. Naturally, I did little 

more than dip my toy paddle into the water from the middle of the 

canoe, while my parents did the real grunt work, but I caught the 

paddling bug nonetheless. 

It wasn’t until the summer after fourth grade that I was able to 

share this bug with a fellow dreamer. A neighbor of the previous three 

years, Colton Witte, and his father joined my father and me, along 

with Colton’s uncle and cousin from Duluth, on a weeklong trip into 

the heart of the BWCA. From here on out, this group, along with 

another family or two, would take an annual trip to somewhere in the 

vast Boundary Waters wilderness. Colton and I were hooked, indeed. 

My childhood home in Chaska, Minnesota was in a neighborhood 

typical of the suburban sprawl that took place across the United States 

in the late twentieth century. A four-level split wrapped in brown 

wooden siding, it sat beneath the shade of a massive cottonwood tree 

and backed up to a small lake. Three houses down the shoreline was 

Colton’s home. After catching the paddling bug in elementary school, 

the two of us spent our summers around the lake, building forts on 
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shore and using our canoe to explore the chain of lakes connected to 

ours.  

At age twelve, several weeks before reading Eric Sevareid’s tale, 

Colton and I took our first solo canoe trip. It was nothing 

extraordinary: a one-night excursion away from our parents’ camp in 

the Boundary Waters. We were highly unprepared. Having eaten 

dinner at the camp with our fathers, all we brought for food were four 

granola bars and miniature bags of dry cereal for breakfast the next 

day. The night went well. While staring at our campfire, we listened 

in awe to a pack of wolves howling on the opposite shore and went 

to sleep on top of the world.  

Morning came with a cold wind blowing from across the lake into 

our exposed campsite. The wood we had gathered the day before was 

soaked from an overnight rain, and so after a miserable attempt to 

create a fire from them failed, we moved on in futility to the previous 

night’s wrappers. Defeated, we hiked into the woods to escape the 

wind and eat our cereal, cold and uncomfortable. Eventually, we 

swallowed our pride and paddled back to our parents’ camp, making 

sure to sound like we had conquered the outing with flying colors. 

Perhaps the beauty of being twelve is that you soon forget your 

mishaps and believe that the next time you do something, it will be 

different, undoubtedly better. For this reason, we were far from 

deterred and continued to dream. Shortly after returning to Chaska, 

Canoeing with the Cree came into my possession. I was electrified. 

As soon as I could peel myself from it, I presented the book to Colton. 

Not long after, we decided, “What the heck? Let’s do it!” 

“What have you and Colton done to prepare for your adventure?” 

asked Ms. Flom. “Chris McCandless, many would argue, was 

woefully unprepared. How have you guys convinced your parents 

that you will have a different fate?” 

I laughed. It had been a long road convincing our poor parents to 

approve of the trip. Initially, when we were in 7th grade, they kind of 

chuckled and gave us encouraging smiles. Clearly, their expectations 

of our impractical dreams weren’t high. I can’t blame them; Colton 

and I had a reputation of hatching cockamamie plans. This was 

around the same time that we were convinced we would be 
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“quintillionaire” business owners who invented high-tech gadgets 

and invested wiser than anybody else in the world had yet imagined. 

Our business would be called “Bloomitte Enterprises,” a combination 

of our two last names, and I’m certain we had an entire binder full of 

plans and sketches.  

For several years, canoeing to Hudson Bay remained only a 

dream, something our friends and family assumed would be lost 

along with our other childhood ambitions, the way that grandiose 

desires have a way of doing: ceded to more easily achievable and 

applicable goals.   

Everything changed the summer after ninth grade. We had just 

finished another annual Boundary Waters trip, and Colton and I were 

spending a week at his grandparents’ house in northern Wisconsin. 

Here, we happened to be near the headwaters of the St. Croix River. 

A simple drive to the river was all that it took. Colton looked at it and 

said, “You know, this river flows all the way down to the Mississippi 

River back by home. We should paddle down it, just the two of us, in 

preparation for the Hudson Bay trip.” 

I laughed at the idea on first thought, just as others had previously 

laughed at our plans. But after thinking about it for a moment, I 

realized that there was really no reason we could not do it. We were 

a mere three years away from when we planned on doing the Hudson 

Bay trip and we still had yet to prove ourselves in the wild. Hudson 

Bay would be over two thousand miles of adventure. After some 

research, we found that the St. Croix River, which for a majority of 

its course defines the border between Minnesota and Wisconsin, was 

about one hundred forty miles long. It became obvious that if we had 

a chance at surviving the Hudson Bay trip, let alone finishing, we had 

to begin preparing with trips of this sort. 

“Two years ago, we canoed down the St. Croix River, which took 

us six days,” I said to the class. “And then last summer, we paddled 

from Lake of the Woods to Lake Superior, along the Canadian border. 

That was about four hundred fifty miles and took twelve days. We’ve 

really just been able to convince our parents by succeeding on our 

practice trips. 

“Would you guys like to see some pictures from the last trip?” I 



Dreams 

11 

had forty-five minutes slotted to speak and had only used five. My 

question was risky, for a big part of me assumed they would say no. 

To my fortune, they were good sports and nodded along pleasantly 

the rest of the time. As I bade the class farewell, I was sure that I 

heard a few remarks about their desire for us to come back alive. A 

cheerful thought! 

The remainder of our senior year came and went quickly. We 

accelerated our studies and graduated later that month upon the 

conclusion of third quarter. That gave us time to prepare for an April 

28th departure. Everything went off without a hitch, except for a 

senior prank we childishly decided to pull on our last day of school 

by dropping crickets from a balcony over the school commons. After 

a long talk with the school-assigned police officer and administrators, 

we each received two-hundred-fifty-dollar fines for Public Nuisance 

and an hour of community service, which we dutifully completed by 

cleaning the grounds of Chaska High School. 

One thing did come unexpectedly in the week leading up to our 

departure – publicity. We had previously attempted to garner media 

attention by contacting several newspapers along the way, some of 

the Twin Cities’ news stations, as well as local and national sporting 

goods stores for sponsorship. Silence was our only response, but that 

did little to bother us. We even convinced ourselves that it was better 

this way; the last thing we wanted to be was “corporate sellouts.”  

Only days before setting off, two local news channels received 

word of our trip and recorded special segments about us. Then two 

days before we left, a Minneapolis Star Tribune columnist named 

Nick Coleman wrote a piece on Eric Sevareid, detailing how he had 

been inspiring Minnesotan adventurers for years. He had not yet 

heard of us. My father read the article and emailed Mr. Coleman right 

away to inform him of our trip. Upon learning of it, Nick was nearly 

as excited about the adventure as Colton and I. 

Sunday, April 27th arrived too quickly. Exhausted from a long 

night spent cherishing our final moments with friends at our senior 

prom, Colton and I found ourselves with far too much to do in one 

day. We picked up several last-minute supplies from a nearby 

outdoors store and squeezed in time to spend with our friends and 
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families. It was amazing how we could be lounging so luxuriously 

one day, knowing full well what was ahead of us the next. 

We spent that evening with our friends and went to bed early. I 

remember while trying to fall asleep, thinking how quickly the next 

day had come upon us. For almost as long as we could remember, 

canoeing to Hudson Bay had been a dream of ours, and when a dream 

comes true, it’s oftentimes difficult to believe, yet here it was. My 

stomach turned over itself at the realization that this would be my last 

real bed in some time. Closing my eyes, I smiled in nervous 

excitement. 

 

 

 


