by DAVE PAYNE SR.








I went fishing Tuesday at Point Park in Parkersburg.


People stopped their cars to stare at me. I'd like to think they were admiring my graceful manipulation of a fly rod, but I suspect instead they were gawking at the fool fishing on a 33-degree day. 


As I whipped my fly rod back and forth I noticed my right hand turning red, then blue. After a half-hour, I gave up on fishing. 


Once there was a time, not that long ago, when a little cold wouldn't have bothered me. 


In 1989, I went on a winter camping trip to a remote part of Kanawha County with my Boy Scout troop. We expected only a light snow. 


But the next day we found ourselves huddled in tents, which were nearly buried in two feet of snow. Our humid breath condensed on the sides of the tents and then froze into a sheet of ice.


It was bitterly cold, cold enough that the scoutmaster would have canceled the trip and returned home if we could have. The dirt road leading to our backwoods campsite was impassible and invisible beneath the snow. 


Our only source of information was a small AM transistor radio, the sounds coming through its single crackling speaker our only link to the outside world. Between repeated plays of the latest Hank Williams Jr. song, "Born to Boogie," we caught an occasional weather report. 


A new record low was set for Charleston, -12. The wind chill index was somewhere between 20 and 40 below.


But redneck boys like us need to find some trouble, regardless of the cold.


Mark Davidson, I and a few other scouts braved the sub-zero temperatures to ambush our scoutmaster. With all the coffee he'd been drinking, he had to come out of his tent sooner or later. 


And soon enough he did. We met him with a barrage of well-crafted snowballs that had been squeezed tightly to form an ice core. 


Once we'd battered our scoutmaster and he ducked back inside his tent, the other scouts turned on Mark and me.


 We fought a desperate rear-guard action into the woods. There Mark and I resumed the snowball warfare, guerilla-style- hiding out, then stalking individual scouts, pelting them with a merciless barrage of snowballs (this time with rocks inside) and disappearing back into the woods before anyone could come to their aid.


Mark and I hid in the woods for a couple of hours.


We shot at squirrels and occasionally each other with slingshots.  We started a little fire and cooked deer steaks Mark just happened to have in his coat pocket. A friend who shares with you a pocketful of deer steak after you bounce rocks off of his head is a true friend, indeed. A decade later, he would be best man at my wedding.


 Once everyone else had returned to the relative warmth of their tents and we'd eaten our steaks, Mark and I sneaked back into camp.


We resumed our attack on the other scouts, opening their tent flaps and pounding them with snowballs.


Forty below didn't seem so cold to us. 


I suspect that maybe the diet of bacon and venison we subsisted on as boys provided plenty of fuel for our bodies' furnaces. Low calorie foods, I've since learned just don't cut it for winter camping.


   Maybe we were just younger then, at the peak of our youthful invulnerability. The other scouts, though, couldn't stay outside for long, quickly retreating back into their tents after a few minutes exposed to the elements.


Maybe they just couldn't hack the cold like we could. Maybe we were tougher than they were. Maybe they didn't sop biscuits in bacon grease like we did to unknowingly stoke our bodies' furnaces. 


Maybe they were peeking beneath a tent flap, gawking at the fools outside with armfuls of snowballs on a 40 below day.


Dave Payne Sr. can be reached via email at dpayne@newsandsentinel.com.  


  


