On Rafts

When you are drifting on a raft down the Delaware River, three days after the completion of your rookie college season, there isn't anything to feel except untainted glee.  Even if you probably failed two of your exams and submitted a final paper in which you compared Michel Foucault to the proudest of all the game birds, the pheasant, there are more important diversions to cloud your drifting mind.  Clouds, for example, arrange themselves into dinosaurs and phallic murals for you to speculate about and debate.  The visions you conjured for weeks prior, of lazily donned straw hats, dissonantly crooned ballads, and the fervent nausea of chewing tobacco, those images that distracted you like pornography in the trenches of a great war, have replaced the stupid prose that crowds the conclusion of a college semester.
In May of 2003, I agreed to construct and board a homemade raft with eight friends I had made during that period of innocent freshman sociability that characterizes one's first-year at Swarthmore.  We were floating a 40-mile stretch of the Delaware River on a craft that was constructed a week previously on the lawn of Papazian, out of 2x4's and 55 gallon grain storage barrels purchased from a junkyard while on a liquor run to Delaware.  
The raft was born as a predominately abstract concept, and was the object of much architectural and literary debate prior to its construction.  Our modest, jalopy-esque craft was clearly a product of nebulous draftsmanship, hardly navigable in the sense that it took eight strong paddlers a good ten minutes to navigate a 50 ft. patch of river.  But when we pushed off from the shore, the sky darkening above us, the raft held our weight obligingly.
For two full days we sat on that raft, smoking, spitting, and laughing at the flatulence that lingered for a brief moment before being sucked upstream.  We flowed along like mythology: Chris guiding the winds with his mighty trident, Tev sitting at the back of the raft gazing at his reflection in the river, Ben singing along as sirens belted their alluring tunes from the banks of the Delaware.  Toby provided running commentary in iambic pentameter while Brandt practiced alchemy over the Coleman stove.  For once, it seemed to work.  By night we camped on the mucky banks and played with firecrackers around a waltzing campfire.  

The third and final day proved less auspicious than the former.  After fighting a losing battle with a wicked rapid in the river, we were forced to drag our dilapidated raft to a small island for renovations.  On the island I sliced open my arm with a very sharp knife performing some foolish and unnecessary task.  Once we had bandaged both the raft and the avulsed idiot (me), we were hardly on our way again before we were interrupted by accusatory law enforcement officials.  Somehow we managed to get off the river with only a small fine for our shoddy lifejackets.

As unprepared as we were for the voyage, its conclusion was even more troublesome. The final sentence of a clever book-report of our rafting trip might sum things up like this: "…then they pulled the raft out of the river and went home and felt very glum that the trip was over but they all knew that something had begun that would last for many, many years."
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Like the filling of a delicious WaWa sandwich, my time at Swarthmore was stuffed with an overwhelming abundance of flavorful ingredients.  During my third season at Swat, I moved into an apartment with my close group of friends, the ones from the raft.  A year later, as the conclusion of our Swarthmore education loomed before us like an abyss of leisure, we decided that it was too early for the dream to end. On one rainy night of our final collegiate semester, we gathered to imbibe and decided to move to Missoula, Montana.  In August of 2007, we descended upon 1319 Sherwood St., christening our new home "Camp Skip-Skip".

Like any flophouse, there were transients and regular patrons of Camp Skip-Skip. At maximum capacity we provided a home for 10 Swatties.  We were cooks, cabinetmakers, Army-Navy store employees, plasma-donators, biologists, carpenters, waiters, and full-time creative entrepreneurs.  We paid people to draw us, pulled down the pants of belligerent strangers, and gave each other tattoos that will someday terrify children, grandchildren, and eventually undertakers.  With our common oral traditions, consisting mainly of twaddle we had come up with at Swarthmore, we managed to alienate ourselves from many people while becoming great friends with others.  We were all disproportionately ecstatic, all the time.
As the spring of our post-graduation merriment approached, we made plans for a second rafting trip.  In the vast landscape of Montana, our options were less limited than in the rugged suburbs of Philadelphia.  We chose the wild Missouri River, assembled our motley crew, and constructed a peculiarly familiar raft from 2x4's and blue grain storage barrels.
The crew of this boat was slightly different, but with a similar essence and a familiar prevailing scent.  Each member contributed in characteristic fashion.  Aaron dealt with permits and regulations. Tev headed the construction of the raft.  Marissa and Jon planned the feasting and snacking options. Arpy devised a scheme to throw the map in the river, while J-Will and Ben diligently worked to foil his plot.  Meanwhile, I stood by lazily and felt overwhelming affection for my magnificent, industrious friends.


Soon we found ourselves on the river again, surrounded by stately white sandstone cliffs.  We watched and admired the land and did hardly anything to speak of as we floated.  There was some fishing, some reading, some snacking, and much rotating amongst these activities.  When the river became too shallow, we would jump out and walk through the cold water to lighten the load.  Periodically, Ben the bird-nerd would draw everyone's attention to an osprey or a snarling duck that had caught his fancy.
We passed most of our time on the raft lounging pensively and speaking of the things that had happened and the people we had known over the past five years.  This is what people do when they sit on rafts: they sit and they think and sometimes they talk.  It's like a story that Ernest Hemingway would write, where eight friends drift down a river on a raft, nothing much is said, nothing really happens, and yet it is still outstandingly pleasing and profound.
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

"Why Montana?" people would occasionally ask us, "Why Missoula?", and we would bumble through pretexts of work or skiing or an abundance of hippie girls.  Parents would call and ask incredulously, "You're building what? A raft? Again?"  They would sigh. "This time you're paying the hospital bill." We felt misunderstood, like seditious teenagers who, instead of slamming their doors and screaming, answered politely and effusively, bumbling through half-hearted reasoning that repeatedly failed to capture what it was we actually hoped to achieve.
We felt like the kids in the Apple Jacks commercials that were constantly plagued by grown-ups about why they ate and loved Apple Jacks with such ravenous passion.  "It doesn't really taste that much like apples," the dull old-fashioned dad stereotype would argue, "Why do you like it so much?", and the teenagers would answer by rolling their eyes at the grown-up's stupidity.  "We just DO!" they would shout in unison.  Here is what the cereal-fiend teenagers might say if they, like I do, had the acquired sagacity and pomposity of the completion of puberty and four years of a Swarthmore education:
They would say, "We eat this crap because it allows us to sit in our cluttered teenage bedrooms and enjoy the company of people we love."
I came to this conclusion on the second day of the second rafting trip, as we disembarked from the raft and ascended up and out of the Missouri gorge.  We climbed through a narrow canyon that tapered as it rose, until it was hardly wide enough for more than a single person to pass.  At the top, we could see for miles in all directions and we discovered that the landscape was nothing but barren hills.  
I looked down to the river and spotted our tethered raft.  It was tiny, but hard to miss because we had painted the deck green and mounted a plastic chicken on the front.  Dwarfed by the cliffs and the big river, the raft itself seemed irrelevant.  What was important, I realized, was the leisurely passage of time between friends that occurred on the raft.  I am fortunate to have passed the last five years of my life (including seven collective days on two rafts) sitting, thinking, and talking to a remarkable group of friends whom I love and admire.
