
I was born in MILWAUKEE, a city built on the western shore of LAKE 
MICHIGAN. I don’t have any memories of the lake from my childhood, 
though it appears in the background of some old family photos. 

I recall feeling that crossing the MISSISSIPPI RIVER was also a big 
deal. Not sure why. Maybe I was afraid we’d drive off the bridge into 
the water. Or perhaps I’d picked up on what the big river meant in 
American lore. LIFE WOULD BE DIFFERENT on the other side of the 
MISSISSIPPI—the Great Plains, the Wild West. We were crossing 
over to a place of ADVENTURE AND UNCERTAINTY. 

When I was seven, my parents decided to move to SAN DIEGO. In June of 
1963, we hit the road in my father’s red-and-white Oldsmobile, planning 
to drive ROUTE 66 into CALIFORNIA. I knew this move was a big deal. 
San Diego was far away, and it was going to take us six days to get there.
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It’s impossible to live in SAN DIEGO without being almost constantly 
aware of the presence of the ocean. In my teenage years, my best 
friend and I would go the beach and stay into the evening, build a 
fire, roast hot dogs and marshmallows, swing on the swing sets, 
walk barefoot in the sand and put our toes in the water, listen to 
the sound of the waves, smell the ocean, and talk about making 
our way in the world. Those were WONDERFUL TIMES. Against the 
backdrop of the PACIFIC, I CAME TO KNOW WHO I AM.

I loved the beach, but 
my relationship with 
water was different. 
I was never a strong 
swimmer, and I 
harbored some fear 
of water. I didn’t like 
the pull of the waves 
because I was afraid 
I’d be pulled under. I 
also didn’t like putting 
my head under water, 
even in a swimming 
pool. And getting in 
a boat, especially a 
sailboat, was not my 
idea of a good time; I 
know because I tried it.

After college I lived 
for a while in northern 
Indiana, but it wasn’t 
for me. I always knew 
I wouldn’t stay. When 
the opportunity 
came, I got a job in 
Maine and settled in 
the coastal town of 
Brunswick. 
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 Some areas of Brunswick are on the water, but the ocean is not a 
big part of Brunswick life. There are no beaches, and in fact there 
is very little public access to the water in Brunswick. There are 
neighboring towns that are geographically and culturally more 
connected to the water—Harpswell, Phippsburg, Georgetown. 

After being in Maine for a couple years, I met the man I would 
eventually marry. For our third date, he invited me to spend the 
day with him on his boat on Sebago Lake. Me in a boat on the 
water? Then I learned this man had spent his life in canoes and 
boats, fishing and exploring and enjoying nature. He knew the lakes 
of Maine like the back of his hand. He knew the best fishing spots, 
the places that were deep and those that were shallow. He knew 
where you could pull up on the sand and enjoy a picnic lunch. He 
knew where to go to view the best sunsets. So it wasn’t long before 
he asked me to go canoeing with him.
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Soon after we married we 
bought some land on a pond 
in northern Maine and built 
a small camp. Over the years 
I’ve learned that life on the 
water is special. We do things 
there we wouldn’t do at home. 
There it seems important to 
sit on the shore and watch 
the interplay of the water 
and clouds, notice the colors 
change as night turns into 
day and day turns into night. 
It seems important to take 
time to watch the ducks and 
mergansers swim by. It seems 
important to pause and pay 
attention every time a loon 
cries out, or an owl hoots, 
or a coyote howls. It seems 
important to watch rings 
appear all over the lake as 
fish rise to the surface to grab 
a bug. And it seems important 
to walk down to the dock 
when the moon’s light reflects 
on the water.

OK, I’ll give it a try. But I was sure the canoe would tip over. He said 
that’s unlikely. I told him I don’t swim well. He told me we’d wear 
life jackets. He told me I’d love it. 

He was right. For my first time out in a canoe, we went to a very 
small pond so I would feel safe. To my delight, the canoe didn’t 
tip over, and I soon realized that gliding along on top of water is 
soothing and delightful. The view from the water is wonderful—
the sky, the vegetation and rocks along the shore, the birds flying 
overhead, and the fish swimming below. This I liked. 
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These days I’m out in my kayak most evenings when the water is relatively 
calm. I paddle around going no place in particular. Sometimes I paddle up 
one of the three brooks that drain into the pond—can’t get very far though 
because beavers have built dams. Occasionally, I spot a moose, beaver, or 
mink; eagles, loons, and ducks are commonplace. Sometimes I try to go as 
fast as I can as I head into the reeds that grow in the shallows on the south 
side of the pond. The sound they make as they hit the sides of the kayak 
and the way they look as they part to make way for me to pass through 
make me smile every time. Sometimes I paddle out to the middle of the 
pond, take my paddle out of the water, close my eyes, and float, feeling 
the slight rocking of the kayak and relaxing into its movements. When I 
open my eyes, I gaze upon Hay Brook Mountain to the north, Mount Chase 
to the east, and Katahdin, Maine’s famed highest peak, to the west. Then I 
carefully dip my paddle in the water without making a sound, slowly pull 
the paddle back and take it out of the water, and watch the water drip off 
the paddle, making circles on the water’s surface.

I’ve always lived in places where water was important—Milwaukee, San 
Diego, Maine. But it took time for me to appreciate its subtle qualities. Water 
is soothing and cleansing. It washes away all the encumbrances I bring with 
me to the water. When I’m gliding or floating upon that glorious expanse of 
shimmering liquid, I feel as if everything makes sense; all the pieces of life fit 
together perfectly. That’s all anyone can ask for. That’s life on the water. 
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