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Mississippi River: just right for iazing along -

By Joy Schalebon Lewls
speclal writor

ZNOME "Huck Finns” arrive In
sults and ties; others in bathing
suits, worn jeans and floppy
bats. They are busincssmen,

college students, grandpas and grand-
mas, and families wlth klds toting fish-
Ing gear and lnner tubes. ANl are fan-
cied riverboat captains about to experi-
ence Old Man River via a houseboat.

Most come from the upper Mlsslssip-
pi River's bordering states — Wiscon-
sin, Towa, {liinals, Minnesota and Miss-
ourl — but New Yorkers, Californians,
Texans and anyone clse who's dreamed
of life on the magle Mississippi come
for adventure on the mighty river, a
waterway with its own temperamental
wlll

So what if they cannot command a
steamboat as Mark Twain did. They
can lcarn to pilot a rented houschoat
and crulse the very waters Father Mar-
quette and Louts Jollet dId three centu-
ries ago. The beauty of the unglaciated
valley flanked with enormaus rock for-
mations and brooding bluffs remalns ag
it was then.

Houschonts are for rent at towns
along the upper Mississippt. Boatels, a
houseboat marina in McGregor, Towa,
has good bargalns for those content
wlith simple, cottage-llke furnishings:
It’s just south of the highway bridge
link(ng Prafric du Chlen, Wisconsln and
Marquette, Iowa.

“Pllotlng a houschoat isn't hard,”™.
says Bob Brown, a rugged river rat
who works at Boatels. “Push the throt-
tle forward to go ahead, back for re-
verse, It's that simple,” he assures a
beginner.

Alter explalning how the 55-horse-
power outboard moter works, he con-
tinues: “You can get gas up and own
the river. But you've got 50 gallons and
that'll take you about 100 miles. Pref-
erably stay within Lock and Dams nine
and ten — a 40 mile area, Many say it's
the prettiest part of the river. If you
get in trouble, we'll bail you out. But if
your houseboat s beyond our service
1lmit, we charge a small mileage fce.”

‘OVING TO the front of the
boat to the coveted cap-
tain's chalr and steering

wheel, he says: “Steering's
no problem. Even children can keep the
boat stralght in the channel. It's essen-
tial to stay wlthin the marked channcl.
1f you get into shallow water, you could
damage the propeller on a submerged
stump or wing dam. The black buoys
are the Jowa side; red ones, the Wiscon-
sinside.” \ .
“Don't travel at night — too danger-}
ous,” he waras, “It's best to pull up \
around four. When you're ready to call
it a day, nose onto 8 sandbar at a right
angle. That's so you don't hit a wing
dam, You can't sce them but they're up
and down the river. Yau've got two an-
chors, one on each side of the boat. Se-
cure the anchors by burying them in

! the sand at a 45-degree angle from the

boat, That'll hold you just flne.”

NEXT, BROWN teaches you to read
the navigatlon charts, then takes you
for a practice spin. “Now it’s your turn
at the helm,” he says cothustastically.

He wag right. Even a landlubber can
pllot a houseboat.

Boatels' houseboats range from 36 to
52 fect long, are 12-15 feet wide and
sleep from four to twelve passengers.
They're equipped with a gas stove,
sink, refrigerator, heater, running wa-
ter, eating and cooking utensils, toflet
paper, shower, blankets, plilows, life
jackets, clectric lights, table, deck
chairs and charcoal grill.

Bring your own sheets, plitow cases
(or slecping bags), towels, wash cloths,
paper towels, soap, charceal, starter
fluld, muiches and, If ou smoke, ask-

trays. Mosquito repetlent is a must. As

A houscboat vacation on the
Mississippi means lazy days
and quiet nights and such pur-
suits as floating along at the
same spoed your houseboat
moves, Onoe of the favored past-
times is fishin', even for those
who've never tished bofore.

A .
s00n as the setting sun turns the Missls-
slppl golden, mosquitoes delight In'join-
Ing you for cocktails. Also, flies ndore
river life. Your boat comes with a
swatter, but having a fly strip would be
prudent.

IF YOU don't bring

Normally a city dwaeller, ‘Cap'n’
Bob Lewis enjoys taking the
helm of a houscboat as he cru-
Ises past colorful barges on the
Mississippl.

hull and beach partles In full swing.
But come 10 or 11 p.m., boaters invari-
ably retire to let lapping waters tull
them to ateep.

THOUGH THE Mlssissippl is muddy
in appearance, everyone swims In this
sectlon of the river, What's super fun Is
to cut your motor and drift dowmriver
with the four-mlle current. You throw
in your inner tubes, plunge into the re-
freshing water and float downriver at
the same speed as your boat.

1t's only swimming from ashore that
you really feel the current. If you have

you'll be sorry, They're good for clo-
seups of what's happening on passing
barges, spotting good beaches, zeroing
In on flara and fauna, and reading mile
markers along the river. It's also o
good iden to bring a tool kit — pllers,
wrench, screwdriver, strong tape, elc.

You'll find that when you beach a
houscboat, there's always some water
between you and the dry sand. Slnce
the don't have
many people bring a small step ladder
or board to use [nstead of trylng to leap
to land.

‘Then there's food, Some people like
to preparc meals ahead of time and
bring them frozen In a cooler, Others
prefer to grocery shop just belore set-
ting out on thelr Mississipppi adven-
ture.

The houseboat rent varies with the
season, length of crulse and size of
boat. For example, rent for a midweek,
four-day cruise — from 1 p.m. Monday
to 3 p.m., Thursday on an eight-passen-
ger boat [s $500. You can also rent
houseboats weekly or weekends from
10 a.m. Friday to 3 p.m. Sunday. The
cight-passenger boat for a weekend is
$385. Fuel tanks are filled before leav-
ing and refilled at the renter expense
on refumn,

S YOU take off, Bob Meyers, the
owner of Boatels, has a favor-
ite blt of advice: “Remember,
a little commen sense goes a

tong way. For example, never get In
front of barges. If you're in their way,
they can't atop quickly.”

One pleasure you soon discover on
the Misslssippl 18 how simple life be-
comes. It's just you, the boat and that
magnificant rolllng river — 2,350
miles of 1t from Minnesota to the Gulf
of Mexico, For a cholce view of Missis.
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sippi llfe you bask on the cablin's roof-
sundeck. If you're lucky, you may spot
an eagle soaring among the high sand-
stonc bluffs.

The upper Mississippl — all of the
river north of St. Louls — is a great
pleasure boating area. Besldes other
houseboats cruising a leisurely six
miles per bour, you see canoes mean-
dering by lotus liitles in the back wa-
ters, rowboats anchored at favorite
fishing spots, speedboats towing skiers,
sallboats — some on their way to the
Gulf — and those wonderful, old-fash-

Lloned paddlewheclers loaded with the
waving tourists.

BUT UNFORGETTABLE are the
cnormous linked barges — some three
football flelds long, Strong towboats
push their cargoes of oll, coal and graln
up and down the river day and night.
Don't be alarmed [f at night a bright
light suddenly bursts through your cab-
in windows. It's only a barge's search-
light sweeping from bank to bank.

may be a problem, even though the riv-

er is dotted with wilderness Islands,
Ask before you depart where the best
beaches for houscboals ave and how far
away they are.

You'll find several good beaches
about 15 miles north of McGregor just
below Lock and Dam No. 8. Some pre-
fer the Wisconaln shore (cast aide) so
they can catch the last rays of
sunshine, Other say the islands across
the way, just west of the channel, are
unbeatable — more private and inter-
esting to explore.

ER, the steeper the

beach, the easier it is to pull

out the next morning. If a

beach Is too flat, your moator

could get caught In shallow water as
the river drops during the night.

Slx miles south of McGregor there's

a popular beach on a large-lsland on

the west side of the channel. It's across

from Wyalusing State Park on the Wis-

consin slde. In high senson, you may

find and b bull to
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young children, have them swim on the
northslde of your houseboat. That way
they're confined and you won't find
yourself chasing south along the beach
to retrieve a child not strong enough to
swim against the current.

Even If youre a non-flsherman,
you'll probably enfoy throwlng in a
line. Kids and adults alike arc thrilled

the sky might darken and tress bow o
the winds. Raln slliced with Iightning
1ashes the river, The Mississippl's awe-
some storms may be unnerving but at
the same time spellbindlng. .

Naturally, the best place to watch its
show of dazling lightning is lnside
your cozy houseboat — safely ashore.
So, whenever the weather looks menac-
Ing, figure on beachlng your boat. It's
not worlh second-guessing the river's
temperament.

TORMS CAN be 2 good time to
play all those games you
brought along or read those
books you never had time to at

home. And when they pass, the Missis-
slppl scems reborn, with glistening
greenery and sapphire skies, .
After a couple of days on the river
you might want {o take a break and vis-
it the friendly towns of Prairle’ du
Chien and McGregor. Prairle ‘du
Chien's famous landmark is Villa Lou-
is, a lavish Victorian mansion. It once
belonged to Wisconsin's first million-
alre, Colonel Hercules Dousman, a con-
fidential agent for John Jacob Astor.

In McGregor, you'll find many re-
stored 19th century buildlngs. Back In
the 18603 and '70s, McGregor was'n
gateway to the west and a thriving
grain and produce shipping center.
Stop at the Information booth on Main
Street for a free map with information
on points of interest, including an'old
winery known for its cherry wine, a
drugstore in operation since 1872, a
wagon works bullding dating to 1862,
and a museum open Wednesdays-and
Saturdays from 2 p.m. to 5 p.m. d

Five miles oorth of McGregor, are

191 prehistoric Indtan burtal mounds at
Effigy Mounds National Monument,
The largest is Great Bear Mound —
137 feet long. The year-round visitor
center there offers a slide show on the
Indians who called these Mississippl
bluffs home 2,500 years ago.

For a magnificent view of the Wis-
consin River meeting the Mississippi,
go to Plkes Peak State Park, three
miles south of McGregor. There, the
“Father of Waters” rolls by 500 feet
below, beckonlng you back to your
houscboat and your Huck Finn adven-

- ture.

Boatels houseboating scason runs
May 10 through Oct. 20, The compa-

to catch crapples, y

bass, sunfish and catfish, just some of
the 87 specles in the Mississippl. Some
houseboaters rent a 14-foot

ny ds two to siz-weck ad-
vance notice. Before June:1Z and
after Aug. 18, there is a 20 percent

i on mi ek and full-week

fishing boat and tow it so they can get
into the shallow sloughs and backwa-
ters to explore the islands and flsh.

The weather Is unpredictable. The
MississIppl can be still and sundrench-
Ing hot for days. Then, within an hour,

rentals, A 10 percent discount is of-
fered on weekends rentals after La-
bor Day. Two or three couples or
two families often share a boat. For
reservations and more information,
call (319) B73-3718. R

Watch for your U.S..Open
Golf Tournament Guide...
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