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A Hobby to Humble Me 
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 It starts with my friend Josh, who is very confident, while I’m like cereal that’s 
been soaking in milk too long. Nothing about me is crisp, but Josh, he does push-ups 
for fun and he wasn’t scared at all about running this stretch of the Arkansas River 
in a two man inflatable raft. This Colorado stretch from Fisherman’s Bridge to Hecla 
Junction has 14 rapids, two of which are Class IV. Class IV means “intense, powerful 
but predictable rapids requiring precise raft handling in turbulent water.“ This doesn’t 
worry Josh at all. 
 At first the water’s calm. The sun’s out and we’re waving to people fishing. I’m 
up front, and Josh in the back. The river’s wide and I let the old confidence out, saying 
stuff like, “Hell, we could do this stretch at night,” or, “Hell, we should have brought 
beer.” Right after Ruby Mountain we pull up on the sandy shore and eat lunch. I say, 
“This river’s boring. We definitely should have brought weed.” 
 Back in the raft the miles slide over river stones like clouds over snowy peaks. 
Then Browns Canyon starts to narrow and the river picks up speed and boulders 
suddenly appear: over the water, on the water, and “lunch counters” hiding under the 
water. Relentlessly down river, obstacles rush at us, faster, the current, the froth, the 
howl of water into a chute slamming, the wind shoving, a turn, another turn, a turn we 
almost don’t make. I’m thrown two feet into the air and come down on the right side 
of the raft; somehow I recover without going in or losing my paddle. “That was a close 
one,” Josh says. I say something about my amazing balance. 
 We go, rapid after rapid. We’re in a rapid, we’re looking at the rapids ahead of us, 
we’re looking at rapids behind us. Wow, this is fun. I remember this, this is my hobby. 
I love this, etc. Next thing we know our raft is sideways and folding. The snowmelt of 
the Collegiate Peaks pressing hard into us, pulling us from our raft. The raft is folding 
in on us, maybe I should let go, I’m gonna let go, I have to let go, “Josh! I’m letting go!” 
and I’m sucked into the current, spread like lukewarm butter over the rapids and lunch 
counters, over and under, tumbling headlong like a fragment of styrofoam over the 
waves, trying desperately to get my feet in front of me. Always put your feet in front of 
you to protect your head. It’s cold in here. Where’s my paddle, where’s Josh, where’s 
the raft? I’m charging down this rapid then another one and I’m mostly above water 
holding on to my paddle, on to my breath, a quarter mile, a half mile...
 The river slows enough for me to fight the current to a shore of slippery 
boulders. Somehow Josh manages to not lose the raft. We shake it off, but not all cute 
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like Taylor Swift. We know this is part of paddling. We balance for a minute on the 
rocks until our bodies stop shaking. We get back in the raft, what else can we do with 
canyon walls so high on either side? When I’m at work dreaming about running rivers, 
this is my favorite part of paddling a river: you have to go forward no matter what, 
there are no guards to help you, there are no emergency exits, no going up, just down.
 We turn a bend in the river and all I see is boulders. It’s like the river just 
disappears into a wall of boulders. Where the hell did the river go?! I scream to Josh, 
“Aim right!” and suddenly we’re sideways in a white fang of water, the raft folds again 
like a banana in a vice, and I’m in the middle of the raft and have to let go, but where? 
I’m sucked under the raft. I haven’t told my wife or my mom this part. You don’t tell 
your wife or your mom this part, if you ever want to paddle again. 
 But here I am, paused, right in the middle of this part, under the raft, 
underwater. I look up and see the bottom of the raft. How long am I under there, a 
second? A year? An MFA? A decade? How long am I caught in the palm of that rapid, in 
the fist of that force? I don’t have my paddle. I don’t have anything but a breath I don’t 
remember taking. I’m not a father or a lover or a son or a brother, I’m not anything but 
letting go. What am I holding onto? A pretense? A hobby? A dare? I let my body go and 
shoot into a dark tunnel of stone that spits me out a ways downriver. And the water’s 
speeding as I gasp for air and the same old questions: where’re my feet, where’s my 
paddle, where’s Josh, where’s the raft, where does this end? I see my paddle floating 
behind me. With my left hand I grab the paddle, with my right hand I stroke hard for 
the shore. 
 On shore I find Josh and the raft. Even though we have wetsuits on we’re 
shivering, mostly out of fear. It’s 60 degrees and sunny. We both want to quit. Screw this 
hobby. Whose idea is this hobby? I start looking down at the river stones, so peaceful 
there in the shallows. So austere and relaxed. I’m tired of moving. We get back in the 
raft, shattered and weak. We get back in the raft reminded that nature has the upper 
hand, and with that upper hand she has spanked us, twice. Maybe I deserve it. We get 
back in the raft trusting in life’s softer moments, while simultaneously feeling betrayed 
by the hard ones. I guess if it were easy to do, to get back in the raft, it wouldn’t interest 
me much as a hobby. I need my hobbies to be humbling, sort of like Jack London does. 
 As our takeout, Hecla Junction, approaches in the distance, Josh says, “I didn’t 
want to tell you, because I needed you to be confident, but a river guide told me last 
week that we could expect to be flipped twice.” I don’t blame him. I wouldn’t have told 
me either.


