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The PoRTaGe
Retracing the forgotten paddling trail that made New Orleans

By Dave Shively  //  PhotoS By RoBeRt ZaleSki

“WELL, I GOT BEER, AND I GOT SOME WATER. NOT SURE WHAT ELSE WE NEED,” 

Marc says as he walks into the Clover Grill, preparing for a grueling day of 
walking and paddling across the city. This is New Orleans after all. 

I’d been told that Marc Tremblay is the only person in The Big Easy who 
regularly paddles the Mississippi River. The city firefighter first arrived here in 
2002, at age 18 after paddling from Elk River, Minn. Yet, at 28, he’s still got one 
trip on his bucket list: The old “Indian portage” marking the shortest distance 
between the Big River and Bayou St. John, or as Marc puts it, “the reason that 
New Orleans is here.” 

“I’ve been waiting to do this since I moved here, just never had an excuse ... 
or anyone to do it with,” Marc says as photographer Rob Zaleski and I head south, 
across the river to Algiers Point. And with a backpack full of Miller Lite tallboys, 
we set off back to New Orleans in the 16-foot Alumacraft that Marc bought in 
his hometown of Greencastle, Ind., for $300 and paddled here 10 years ago. 

Marc sets an angle upstream and we start plugging away. He’s not worried 
about the heavy barge traffic; when he worked at the Crazy Lobster bar near the 
Canal Street ferry terminal, this river crossing was often his daily commute. I’m 
not so sure. A distant, shrieking hoot jolts me upright, alert for errant river traffic. 
As we near the riverbank, I realize the sound is coming from the steam organ on 
the S.S. Natchez, a sternwheeler safely tethered to the docks. 

We land slightly upriver from Algiers, at the eastern end of the river’s crescent 
curve around the city, the start of our 2.5-mile portage. We lug the boat up to the 
riverwalk, and the gawking begins. It feels like a social experiment—carrying a 
very large and recognizable object through a gauntlet of disbelief. People really 
want to acknowledge us, but they’re not sure how. Our passing provokes the 
kind of awkward double-takes you might give a hitchhiker in a pink afro wig. 
People just can’t let you know it’s that crazy. Not in New Orleans, where they 
come prepared to see just about anything.

Still, with Marc shouldering the boat for the first shift through the French 
Quarter, we’re a strange sight. As we cross the busy Jackson Square in front 
of the St. Louis Cathedral, a saxophone player from the jazz troupe can’t help 
himself. He stops blowing long enough to belt out, “Is that Lewis or Clark?” 

In the middle of his 10 a.m. can of beer, a guy hops up from a park bench 
to shout, “Where’d you come from?”

“Across the river,” Marc says.
“Where you going?”
“Pontchartrain.”
The man flashes a grin, showing all three of his front teeth. “You got a long 

way to go, Bubba,” he hoots.
Marc finally comes up for air once we’re outside the Quarter, propping the 

metal beast against a fence across from Louis Armstrong Park. It’s my turn. Eighty 
solid pounds through two piercing pressure points, each step incrementally more 
painful than the last. With the weight off his back, Marc strolls along offering 
consolation about how this is going to be the best portage ever, because it ends 
at a bar with the best po’ boys in the city. 

As we keep walking, and sweating, that hitchhiker invisibility returns as we 
get away from the tourists. The locals have seen far stranger. We still get a few 
honks, some offers for rides. Somebody tries to sell us some weed.
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Shortcut to the Sea: Marc Tremblay on Lake Pontcha-
train, after finishing the old portage through present-day 
New Orleans from the Mississippi to Bayou St. John. The 
portage, which bypasses the last 100 miles of the river, was 
established long before the city. 
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W e need to loose the extra weight we’re carrying—meaning the 
beer. There’s no going back after crossing under the I-10, and 
we crack a few cold ones, joking about how far we are from 
the Boundary Waters. 

The start of the old trail—the original high ground—begins here. We follow 
the cobblestone Bayou Road that cuts diagonally across the grid of streets. We 
pass the elegant Edgar Degas house, but after another carrying spell I stop 
noticing Victorian details of 200-year-old homes built along this ancient artery. 
We cut left into a grittier neighborhood and I focus on the smells of barbecue 
pork wafting out of a cafe. 

Finally, we catch a glimpse of the bayou’s calm waters. And dropping the 
canoe, as if on cue, a truck pulls up. It’s Macon Fry, a gardening advisor of sorts 
who through-paddled the Mississippi in 1993 and still lives by the river, just inside 
the levee on a planked house that he built. Tremblay met and befriended Fry 
on his own big-river journey and the two paddlers immediately hit it off. When a 
friend told Fry that two guys were lugging a canoe across town, he knew one 
of them had to be Tremblay.

We hop in the back of Fry’s pickup and take the long way around the block 
(the truck has no reverse) to the Parkway Bakery. Famous for introducing the 
“Poor Boy” sandwich in 1929, and being one of the first restaurants to reopen 
after Katrina, we’re disarmed to see that it’s closed on Tuesdays, and settle for 
the “debris-topped” disco fries at the bar next door.

The sun pierces through the November clouds as we put on the glassy 
bayou water, which, channelized by concrete and paralleled by roads, is more 
of a canal. The tried and true Alumacraft cleaves the water, the humidity settles 
and we set into our strokes, my stomach making short work of the disco fries 
submerged in Miller Lite. We head north, past the art museum, the fairgrounds, 
the old cemetery, City Park to our left, vibrant with afternoon joggers. We follow 
an arm of the bayou though a neighborhood where an alligator slithers into the 

People want to acknowledge us, but they’re 
not sure how. Our passing provokes the kind of 
awkward double-takes you might give a hitch-
hiker in a pink afro wig.

water. We even pass two other paddlers, feeling good to not 
seem so out of place. The canal stops at the original floodgate, 
decaying with sharp grouted rocks. We just drag the canoe up 
and over. “Can’t do that with a fiberglass boat,” Marc says proudly.

Oak trees branch back over the bayou as we make our 
last push to the lake. The leaves are changing and so are the 
surroundings as the homes turn to mansions. We stand on the 
new floodgate structure, the mass of concrete, the giant control 
doors, the stabilized levee hills. Looking at our last tiny portage 
I let out a groan. Marc taps his inner voyageur, lips a little cigar, 
lights it and says, “I’ll just put it on my back,” and strolls back to 
his canoe. n


