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My daughter Kate and I love the rivers of New Jersey ( most of the time).  We have had a goal of kayaking every river in New Jersey together before I am too old to do it. ( Probably unreachable, since there are over 30 rivers and we only do 2-3 a year). 

On Friday July 20, 2002 the forecast was for a very hot day, high around 90, "possible thunderstorms" in the late afternoon.  We decided to do an "easy" river, a nice short trip.  Just the last, "easy" section of the Metedeconk, from past Greenwood Dam to near the mouth.  It looked to be only about six miles. Ed Gertler, in Garden State Canoeing,  says, about the river past our put-in spot, "the remaining miles to the North Branch are  easy because, thanks to the efforts of a local outfitter, most deadfalls have been sawed out. The water flows mostly smooth. Except for brief passages by an asphalt plant and a few buildings, this final section seems wild and remote …" {n.b. -- he got that right.}  … Below the lake, "probably any reading you see will be enough to float you."

 I got an early start ( for me-- 8 am), met my daughter at a Garden State rest stop, and we had dropped off my car at the takeout and were in the water well before 11 am.  The takeout was near a nice looking restaurant. We talked about having lunch there, on the assumption we would be back before lunch was over. 

It was already hot.  The water looked only a few inches deep, but we figured the river would get better as we approached the joining of the North and South branches and the mouth. We decided against some of the normal gear I tote, like helmets, rain gear, neoprene gloves, waterproof flashlight, granola bars ,  the guidebook that might have shown where the Metedeconk  came near any roads.  I only had one bottle of iced tea and one bottle of water, a couple of cookies. But this was just a short trip, right?  My daughter was wearing only cotton shorts and teeshirt. We had not told anybody where we were going. (Count the mistakes, folks…)  We did have our life preservers, one hand pump, and a cell phone. (n.b.-- these would all prove necessary!!)  

The first thing we decided was that good ole' Ed must have last kayaked this stream before the last hurricane.  There were a LOT of logs down.  Most of the "river" looked like a little brook. It was less than a foot deep, except in front of the strainers, where it often had dug out the streambank to be waist deep.  It was tiring as the temperature rose and there seemed to be more and more logs and strainers to lift the boats over.  By 3 pm, it was very hot, we figured we had come maybe only two miles in four hours, and even soaking wet, I was feeling overheated and in need of a rest.  We joked about the "purported" river. We pulled over under one of the few clearings, beneath some power lines.  We contemplated the next visible stretch of "river," which was only about 6-12 inches deep and had 4 big logs across it in the first 100 or so yards, all sticking well above the water. We munched our cookies, finished the iced tea.  Then we heard a little thunder in the distance.  We decided that being up on a dry hummock in a clearing, about 20 feet away from the nearest tree, was about as good a spot as we could be in, and decided to stay. After all, it would probably only last 20-30 minutes, and then blow over, right?  We pumped out our kayaks and hunkered down in them as best we could. 

This thunderstorm was "something else."  It felt like Zeus was hurling thunderbolts at us!  The ground shook beneath us when the bolts hit, and the air smelled like ozone. We kept saying, "it's got to be over soon."  Then we started saying, "if it gets too bad, we'll leave the boats and walk out along the power lines, there has to be a road someplace."  We were getting very wet and cold. The boats kept filling up and we kept pumping them out, wondering if the boat would offer any insulation from electricity if it also had water INSIDE. 

After about an hour,  the storm seemed to be moving away; we started to prepare to go in the water; then it circled back again, more ground shaking, more ozone smell. About 4:30, we noticed that we were not sitting on dry ground anymore.  The area under the power lines had become a river, too. And, the logs that had been above the water at the beginning, were now under water.  It was pretty dark.  We decided that we could not stay there and that it was useless to dial 911, nobody would be able to come after us without endangering themselves.  Kate called a friend, described our position under the power lines, and said that if we did not turn up by morning, that is where they could start looking for the bodies.  At that point, we were not joking. 

Things only got worse.  There were no places on the banks to get out of the river, except in briars under trees. The river had risen to be over our heads, and it was over the banks.  In many places, bushes and things had completely overgrown the purported river, and the current dragged us through the briars and poison ivy and whatever.  At one place, we saw a little dock, and pulled in there to see if we could walk out. A little path led to a very tall fence with barbed wire on the top (probably the asphalt plant.)  Another place, there was a building, probably a water treatment plant; but no people, tall fences all around, and signs saying "danger, keep out."  

About 5:30 we came to some bridges under about six lanes of highway. But at that moment, the storm seemed to be abating, and there was no easy way out by the bridges, just very steep banks, raging waters, and a fence at the top.  We decided to press on {another mistake}. We tried a call, but the cell phone was dead-- probably drowned.  

Eventually we came to the salt water area where the river becomes more of a bay; then we were the tallest thing around, really good target for Zeus!  We started hearing a lot of sirens. (Turns out that half the roads in the area of Brick were flooded, and electricity and thus traffic lights were out, and lightning had started some fires.)  It was now 6:30 and pretty dark and pouring hard and still big lightning bolts. We saw a BACKYARD!  With a dock, and an American flag, and even geraniums!  We literally dragged ourselves out of the water. The folks there were good Samaritans and gave us water and granola bars and a towel, and told us how to walk to the van-- we were too muddy and filthy and also bloody, from ripping through the briars and brush, for them to want to put us in their nice clean car, and besides, they were afraid to go out in the storm!  Getting to the takeout by foot, then returning and loading kayaks etc. took another hour.  It was about 10 pm when we got to my daughter's house.  It was still raining and thunder was still rolling in the distance. 

If you think I am making this up: here's some excerpts from the NY times, Saturday July 20, page B5

  "Fierce Storms Wreak Havoc in Northeast"

  "A wild system of thunderstorms whipped across the Northeast yesterday evening, knocking out power to nearly 90,000 people in the region around New York City and dumping as much as six inches of rain...

 "The biggest challenge we had was lightning, {no kidding !!} lightning hitting equipment, lightning hitting poles, hitting trees and causing limbs to take down wires..." 

 The heaviest downpours stayed well south of the city. Parts of Ocean

County NJ were inundated with 5 to 8 inches of rain, the Weather

Service said ..." {it all fell on us!}and {in the 'it could have been

worse dept.} in Bethay Beach, Del a weather spotter measured 7.4 inches

of rain and a wind gust of 86 miles an hour, in the hurricane range. "


Both of us had briar cuts and punctures, bruises from banging into things, sore muscles, but amazingly, nothing serious.  There is a saying about going into the ocean, "never turn your back on Mother Nature."  We lived to tell this tale, and hopefully, we have re-learned the girl scout lesson, "be prepared."  As for Kate and I, I think maybe next time we spend a day together we will do a more normal mother daughter activity.  Shopping sounds good!  Yes, a nice indoor mall.  "Let's do lunch." 
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