Roller Coaster Ride on the St. Johns

 By:  Kitt Kane
Omen -anything perceived or happening that is believed to portend a good or evil event or circumstance in the future. 
Arriving at the dock, my ski, Jezabelle, glistening cardinal red in the early morning sunlight; mixed feelings of exhilaration, anxiety and anticipation bubble within- like the excitement and trepidation prior to a daunting roller coaster ride.  
Twisting turns and danger tantalize this spectacular sixty mile PWC trip.  The St. Johns River is one of the few North flowing rivers in North America and the longest river in Florida (310 miles).(1)  This Central Florida section with ill-defined banks and web-like bogs meanders snake-like through the unique terrain of grasslands.  It is a water-coaster ride fraught with the thrill, challenge and uncertainty of land-coaster rides:  the thrill of majestic wildlife in unspoiled wetlands, the challenge of a dynamic environment, and the uncertainty of being lost among the flora and fauna of the forever ocean of grass.  In the book Travels, by William Bartram (1774), the southern basin is described as a“…blessed land where the gods have amassed into one heap all the flowering plants, birds, fish and other wildlife… a true garden of Eden.” (2)  Include the predictable afternoon lightning extravaganzas of Central Florida and you understand the adventure, angst and enchantment of this unique ride.  Other club members were already launched.


Ten skis bobbed around the dock like toys in a bathtub, three skis churned the coffee colored water as glee filled riders frolicked like playful dolphins, and one new club member stood with a look of utter frustration and dismay atop the dock.  Car keys had plunged into zero visibility waters.  In an attempt to assist, another member’s dreadfully expensive prescription sunglasses plunked.  The waters behaved like a black vortex consuming inanimate and costly human objects.  Three folks helped by dancing on the mucky bottom, searching with their feet and diving amid the grasses and murky water. A lone fisherman warned of moccasins among the reeds.  Lost items-an omen?  Getting lost is the ultimate fear on this ride-especially with gators loitering?
Two weeks previously, Danny Oliver sent word the water was high enough to navigate and he would lead a trip.  Yahoo!  Raised on these waters, like an Indian guide in uninhabited forests, his knowledge and experience could steer and return us safely. He had never lost anyone in his vast experience.  Many modern riders with GPS devices have misgivings about travelling without a trained lead.  Would you climb Mt. Everest without a Sherpa or travel space without NASA’s mission control?  When Danny offers his expertise, enthusiasm is high.  The water table had dropped, though.  Today it barely reached the minimum height- increasing the likelihood of skis grounding on obscured patches and grasses invading propellers. Added adversity!  We were undeterred!  Ignoring omens, we proceeded.
9:30 am:  twenty-four skis set off, experienced and newbies alike.  So many skis and inexperienced riders promise an interesting adventure.  From first to final, the train measures nearly one mile.  The convoy embarked, lost keys and sunglasses could not dissuade. Curt, the President of the club, made an extra effort to include the remaining members with the already departed party.  Concern and consideration are plentiful among this club.
As a member of the hunting crew, the intensity of my disappointment had been cloaked as the club pulled away.  A spare pair of prescription glasses were obtained and coincided with Curt’s arrival.  Relief washed over me when he emerged, seemingly out of nowhere, renewing our ability to participate. 
Gliding Jezabelle through murky waters, my heart soared.  Aquamarine skies, fluorescent white linen clouds, swaying hues of olive to jade grasses mingled with wet soil scents and buzzing insects.  Ohh, the gift of nature’s brilliance! 

After winding joyfully through the first miles of the trip, I join the crowd of nestled vessels and cajoling riders at the “bluff”.  Jezabelle slides to a halt and the moment is perfection personified.  The sight of 24 moored skis with riders mulling about, munching snacks and enjoying each other’s company hints of a flawless day ahead.  Hmmm, omen?  

Embarking on the next leg, two dozen skis churn the waters in seeming disarray.  Transforming to an orderly procession (remember, once en route the chain is about a mile long), as visions of rooster tails spew like little geysers snaking through the grassy sea, obscuring machines and humans. Slithering under a bridge, the meandering waterway narrows to creek dimensions and the twists tighten and coil like swirled ribbons.    At 30 to 40 mph it is imperative to stay with the chain.  Thus begins the labyrinth portion, every 100 yards or so multiple threads branch off, entwining more threads, creating exponential possibilities.  An error may result in a dead end, stuck in muck, or travelling into “no man’s land” (and leading others to the same fate).  Like maze hedges in a Victorian estate, these multiple junctions exhilarate and agitate the emotions of this water-coaster web.  The labyrinth allows only 50 yards of vision ahead and behind.  A spewing trail of rooster tails, like runway lights, comfort and guide as I navigate my way through the complicated maze. 
Glancing back frequently, noting the following ski is second nature now.  The rule is to stop if the next ski is not evident.  Theoretically, each preceding driver stops when the following ski isn’t seen and it works its way up to Danny, who mends the chain.  That initial trip I felt like a first time teen driver.  Managing the onslaught of information- sights, turns, banks, low areas, speed, like a sensory overloaded novice.  I must admit, I was remiss in remembering to check behind on that trip, but not today!  Preferring the tail end of the train, only three skis follow me. I find myself checking for all three instead of just one.  It provides added reassurance.  At these speeds, a mere 90 seconds can create a one mile gap in the chain.  Mary ahead, Frank behind and two more rooster tails around the curve.  All is well, for now.
Mary slows and follows through a narrow door like opening amid a crop of bushes. Something doesn’t feel right, shallow water.  Is the distance across acceptable for my 47 inch wide machine?  At 1000 lbs. and 250 HP, Jezabelle is a BIG GIRL!!  
“Stay on plane, stay on plane but slow down.  Hmmm, this is different….” my mind tries to assess the situation.

Ten to twelve friends float aimlessly in an enclosed lagoon about the size of a small cul-de-sac. Emotions play across several faces: stunned, puzzled, questioning and a few looks of unease moving into fear.  The normal 2 – 3 mph current vanished, signaling the loss of the major thread.  The dreaded broken chain!  
The ultimate fear of being stuck in “no man’s land” begins dawn on the group.  Many have been patient.   Seeds of panic begin to blossom.  Under moments of duress and rising anxiety, finding a person to blame for the dilemma can transform calm to squall.  A few rumblings begin.   Sensing the approaching emotional storm, Larry calmly beckons us- THINK!  No injuries! We’ll be rescued!  WOW, this spot is spectacular.  Like a magical elixir, the storm dissipates.  Quiet calm returns as eyes absorb the surrounding nature.  It truly is an awe inspiring place and a magnificent moment of appreciating earth’s majesty ensues; as though an unseen force orchestrated this pause, compelling us to value this paradise.  Grandpa’s gentle voice whispers in my mind, “remember: it’s the journey, not the destination!”
That little measurement of time, the minute, can be so deceptive when waiting.  One teeny tiny minute; normally quick and insignificant stretches and acts like an imposter, feeling more like ten for each one. Deceptively, fifteen minutes seems over an hour, but Danny appears, as usual, and herds us back on our way with confidence and ease.  We stop at “Hatbill ramp”, count skis; hydrate and nourish, rest and chat.  After the nerve wracking encounter, it is amazing the prevailing tone is relaxed and unruffled.  Once bright, the skies darken with a foreboding feel, signaling time to mount up before rain and lightening descend.  The return trip is a different route with varied scenery.  Again, twenty-four machines haphazardly maneuver in seeming confusion but proficiently form the procession.
Moving smoothly atop the dark liquid like a dancer, sashaying to and fro sinuously-water, machine, me.  Ecstasy! Hot sun embrace.  Bliss!  Flash scenery.  Joy!  Humid wind rush.  Freedom!
Slowing, the path widens and shallow sides have lured a rider too close.  Grounded!  An unidentified rider circles back, dismounts (no gators in sight) and reaches under the ski to remove the grassy culprit. They’re off!  No, stuck again. Dismount, grass removal, and they’re off, again.  No.  Third time’s a charm (or omen).  Who was that unmasked man?  This club is great!
Three of us wait and then rush as a group to join the parade.   The twists and turns loosen, eventually opening into a lake area the size of a large Wal-Mart parking lot.   Oh, Mother Nature, your trickery matches your splendor!  Your serenity of smooth glass-like water belies the secreted grassy sand traps beneath. Like a skillful soldier, you’ve placed land mines haphazardly across this field.  The keystone cop scene unfolding ahead began with the patience of a parent watching a child untangle itself from rope, only to become more entangled.  It moves from complacent to comedy in a nano-second.

Unlike the labyrinth’s limited visibility, the lake area stretches out about a half mile forward.  Barely perceptible, the foremost ski a mere dot.  Winding and twisting in parade formation, each resting dot increasing in size and form as the foreground approaches. Forward movement paused like gridlock as two skiers worked their machines out of separate grass traps.  It is easy to remain immobile on land, not so with floating vehicles.  As each trapped ski extricated itself, Mother Nature seemed to ensnare two more.
Waiting, each rider attempts to remain in formation against the current which is virtually impossible.  Avoiding buoyant vehicles and sand traps while fighting the current is like trying to control a roller coaster ride or herd cats.  About 50 yards ahead and to the left, Frank encircles a stranded motorist, using his wake to lift and push the ski.  Adroitly he avoids traps.  Amazing!  75 yards off, is that the same unidentified friend from earlier, submerged and reaching under to assist a skier?  I witness this same person help two others during the comedy of events.  Does he have a magical force field protecting him from gators?  As the original two are freed, three more are trapped, and so on.  50 yards right, Sharon deftly jumps in, pushes quickly and neatly remounts to avoid the hazard.  Even from this distance, relief beams across her face.   Jim circles his ski sharply, avoiding a “mine” but momentum rolls the PWC dramatically port side and he’s airborne! Submerged!  Scrambling! Onboard!  Surprise and amazement transition across his features.  Overconfidence is my folly.  Marveling at my ability to maintain buoyancy and freedom this time, I feel that familiar hand of fate try to restrain Jezabelle.  Following Sharon’s grace-jump, push, climb!  Released!  Phew! Has our commotion sent the gators into hibernation?  As suddenly as the keystone routine began, it ends, hilarious in hindsight.
Magically the watercade of skis moves into sequence and the lake slowly transforms back to a maze.  One particularly unique event few skiers were privy to (but those of us toward the end experienced) was the BOLD BULL!  A bank dotted with grazing heifers appeared on the right.  Unexpectedly, 2000+ lbs. of black bull streaks into the river toward an unmatched skier!  Swerving with the curve, the oblivious rider’s spray soaked the charging bull.  Miffed and mystified, a subdued guardian returns to his harem.  Did my eyes deceive?    Did that really happen?
Charging through the watercourse, a curtain of granite gray connects earth and sky in the distant south west.  Showers descend and are moving our way.  Sliding through the water, air temperature drops, insect buzzing surges and the air smells damp and electric-signaling rain and lightning approaching.  Mother Nature’s magnificence again!  Why do I find advancing rainstorms on the St. Johns so beautiful; especially the sight of those brilliant white birds evident only against somber granite-colored clouds?  Rising heavenward, in formation, their radiant white contrasts against the foreboding sky, mysteriously illuminated by an unknown light; hinting of otherworldliness.  It fills me with peace in contradiction to the approaching storm.  Divine!
We ride….

Six and a half hours have elapsed when the familiarity of the dock area approaches.  Calmly, amid the encroaching thunderstorm, half the riders go to the north dock while the other half peel off and under the bridge to the south dock.  Twelve skis exiting simultaneously at one dock could be hectic.  Not so with this crowd.  Once again I marvel at the organization behind the confusion and the camaraderie.  An unidentified order emerges as members assist each other.  
“Need some help, Frank?”  Steve kindly queries.
“What about your keys?” someone asks.

“The locksmith is on his way,” frustration and dismay replaced with satisfaction and wellbeing.
The omen at the outset, lost articles hinting at lost skiers? Yet, the most important omen had been overlooked, subtle acts of kindness, which continued to play through the day.  The water-coaster ride fulfilled the experience of exhilaration, adventure and nature’s beauty.  But, human nature’s beauty was the true omen!
Ride On!
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