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What?
I'm the grandmother planning on kayaking alone from Maine to Guatemala to tell the story of the 
children and families living in the huge Guatemalan garbage dump community, and to raise money for 
a school for the children.  We're calling it the Kayak For Safe Passage Kids Expedition.

Starting in mid July, it will take me about a year to kayak and camp over 2,500 miles.  

Why?
Most people think this sounds crazy and ask why anyone in their right mind would do this.  Let me 
explain why it seems like a great idea to me.

After over 30 years as a cognitive scientist and university vice president, I decided to retire early and 
live simply, spending very little money on myself.  This frees up my time and resources for me to 
follow my passions, to give back.

Nine years ago I traveled to Guatemala with other Rotarians.  I visited the garbage dump.  I smelled the
methane and the rotten garbage, I felt the choking dust blowing around and saw the vultures circling 
overhead.  I talked with the parents who support their families by scavenging through the garbage to 
find food, clothing and items they can recycle.  I listened to the mothers talk about their wish that their 
children could go to school, learn to read and have a better future.  

That simple dream broke my heart.  I knew I had to help.  So I started volunteering with Safe Passage, 
a Maine registered nonprofit that works with the families and makes it possible for the children to go to
school.  I have been so inspired by the many successes I've seen at Safe Passage.

For example, I met a grandmother who earns her living scavenging in the dump.  At 73, she decided to 
learn to read to help her grandchildren with their homework.  She started attending Safe Passage a few 
hours a week, and learned to read.  Recently she wrote the story of her life using a computer.  She has 
inspired me by showing that it's never too late to do something extraordinary to help others.

I want to help by combining my passion for the children and families of the garbage dump, with my 
slightly unusual passion for long distance kayaking, by kayaking from my home in Maine to their home
in Guatemala.  I've been paddling for over the past 30 years,  leading many multi-week canoe and 
kayak trips for groups, and completing many solo kayak expeditions in the Canadian Arctic, along the 
Northwest Passage and along the sea coasts of different countries.   I've survived hurricanes in Nova 
Scotia and North Carolina, hauled my loaded kayak over miles of sea ice near Greenland, carried a gun 
for protection from polar bears, calmed my group when we had a canoe pinned overnight in a rapid in 
the Yukon, paddled day and night in an extreme adventure race in the tropics, and learned to tame my 
own mind during six weeks alone in the tundra around Hudson's Bay.  These experiences will help as I 
attempt this much longer solo expedition from Maine to Guatemala.  This will be a stretch for me, but I
like doing things that are just outside of my reach.  If it's easy it's not very interesting.  And yes, I do 
have some arthritis, and previous kayaking injuries which will add to the challenge.  I'll be living on 
pain killers.  Maybe I should get a pharmaceutical company to sponsor me.

Children and youth:
As I travel alone, I'll need someone to talk with in the kayak.  The preschoolers at Safe Passage are 
solving that problem for me by making a little waterproof  mascot for the expedition.  They will send it 



to me to travel along on my kayak.  Every month I'll send the children photos and stories of the 
adventures of the mascot.  I'll put the those on the blog as well for other children to enjoy.

There will also be an art workshop for youth from the dump and youth along the route.  They will 
create art that explores the value of perseverance in their own lives.  At the end of the expedition we 
will have a traveling art exhibit.  It should be fun.

Ways to get involved:
If people want to get involved, there are lots of ways:

• Follow the expedition on my blog and website www.KayakForSafePassageKids.org
• Offer me a place to stay along my route.  
• Invite me to speak to your group.
• Attend one of the expedition events in the metropolitan areas along my route
• Sign up your youth group for the art workshop
• Buy a raffle ticket for one of the big city send offs.  The Portland raffle includes a $1,000 

diamond donated by Camden's fabulous jewelry designer Etienne Perrot, a handmade 
Guatemalan quilt and a child's backpack in the shape of an animal.

• Sponsor me by the mile and help us to raise the money to add additional grades to the school.  (I
am covering all of my personal expedition expenses and 100% of donations are tax deductible 
and go directly to Safe Passage.)

 

Why?
First option for beginning answer:
I totally enjoyed my career as a scientist and university executive.   But the fast pace of working 60 to 
80 hours a week didn't leave much time for helping others - for “giving back”.   So my husband and I 
decided to retire early.  We now live a very simple life and we don't spend much money on ourselves.  
That frees us up to spend our time and resources on our other passions.

One of those passions is Safe Passage.  Nine years ago, right after I retired, I visited the Guatemala City
garbage dump.  

Second option for beginning answer:
I get asked that question a lot.  My favorite version of the question was from a TV news director who 
asked: “What went wrong in your life that led you to this?”

What went wrong was that I went to Guatemala.  I visited the huge Guatemala City Garbage dump. 

Final part of answer:
I smelled the methane and the rotten garbage, I felt the choking dust blowing around and saw the 
vultures circling overhead.  I talked with the parents who support their families by scavenging through 
the garbage to find food, clothing and items they can recycle.  I listened to the mothers talk about their 
wish that their children could go to school, learn to read and have a better future.  

That simple dream broke my heart.  I knew I had to help.  So nine years ago I started volunteering with 
Safe Passage, a Maine registered nonprofit that works with the families and makes it possible for the 
children to go to school.  



I have been so inspired by the many successes I've seen at Safe Passage.

For instance:
The grandmother who earned her living scavenging in the dump.  At 73, she decided to learn to read to 
help her grandchildren with their homework.  She started attending school a few hours a week, and 
learned to read.  Recently she wrote the story of her life using a computer.  It's never too late to do 
something extraordinary to help others.

Or:
Mothers who formed a small business making stunning jewelry from materials recycled from the 
dump.  Their jewelry is now sold around the world.  

Or:
Children who started school at age 12, pass two grades a year, learn English and graduate from 
Diversificado.  The Safe Passage graduates earn 5 times the income of others in the community.

That grit and perseverance of these families and children so impresses me that I want to do something 
to share their story.  I want to raise money to help the children and families of Camino Seguro.

So I decided to combine two of my passions – the families of the dump, and solo kayak expeditions.  I 
will kayak from my home in Maine to their home in Guatemala.  I'll stop along the way to share their 
stories and ask for donations to add more grades to the school at Safe Passage.  

What inspires me about the children and families of the garbage dump is seeing that ordinary people 
can do extraordinary things, with grit and perseverance.  That's a message I'd like to spread to people 
all along my route from maine to Guatemala.  That is why I am doing the Kayak for Safe Passage Kids 
expedition.

Why a kayaking expedition?
I've been asked why not just write a book to tell the stories, and organize some golf tournaments to 
raise some money.  Why?  Because I'd rather do something I love.  And I love long kayaking 
expeditions:

• the feeling of focus when the winds pick up and the waves build
• the endorphin rush from working hard
• the soul restoring joy of living outdoors
• the freedom of traveling self contained, with everything I need right in my kayak

Isn't kayaking from Maine to Guatemala a bit much:
I like doing things that are just at the edge of my reach.  Something I’ll have to stretch to accomplish.  
If it's easy, it's not very interesting.

This expedition may sound daunting, but not if you think of it another way.  This is just going out for a 
day of kayaking, coming to shore to sleep.  Lots of people do that.  I'll just do it again, and again, and 
again... until I get to Guatemala.  It's really very simple.  The Kayak For Safe Passage Kids expedition 
is just another case of an ordinary person doing something extraordinary, with a little grit and 
perseverance.

What's the route?
I'm not looking for a macho adventure of me against the sea.  I just want to kayak as safely as possible, 
staying close to the shore, and even inshore.  There will be some challenging sections, but it all looks 



doable, except for some sections of the coast of Mexico.  There are long stretches of dumping surf , 
which is a problem, but not impossible.  But there are also armed attacks on paddlers.  When I asked a 
sailor from Guatemala about the Mexican coast, he told me which drug cartels “own” which sections of
the coast, and said “Small craft just do not go there.”  So following the shore the whole way is not an 
option.  Some suggested I kayak from Florida to Cuba, and then from Cuba to Belize, over hundreds of 
miles of open ocean.  I'm crazy but I'm not that crazy.  My solution is to load my kayak onto a sailboat 
from Key West to Belize, and then to continue paddling from there.

How long will it take you?  How will you be engaging the public?
I'll be kayaking over 2,500 miles and plan to take about one year – not because I'll be traveling that 
slowly, but because I'll be making lots of stops.  In small towns I'll stop to speak about the children of 
the dump and about the expedition.  In larger cities there will be larger events, with other paddlers 
joining me on the water as I enter or leave a port.  We are organizing media coverage all along the 
route.  

I'll also be using social media for people to follow along my expedition.  I'll have a daily blog, as well 
as regular twitter, face-book and google plus updates.  There will be a “Where's Deb?” map on the 
Kayak for Safe Passage Kids.org website that shows my track, and current location.   The website also 
has links to all the social media.

I'll have technology on the kayak for video conferencing right from the kayak.  I'll take lots of videos 
and photos to share.  There will be regular television and press coverage as well.

How will the children at Safe Passage be involved?
The preschoolers at Safe Passage are choosing a little doll or toy animal to be a mascot for the 
expedition.  They will send it to me to travel along on my kayak.  Every month I'll send the children 
photos and stories of the adventures of the mascot.  I'll put the those on the blog as well for other 
children to enjoy.

There will also be an art workshop for youth from the dump and youth along the route.  They will 
create art that explores the value of perseverance in their own lives.  At the end of the expedition we 
will have a traveling art exhibit.  It should be fun.

How long have you been kayaking?  Do you have any kayak expedition experience?
When I lived in England, I climbed mountains.  When I moved to New York, there were no mountains,
so I started kayaking.  That was 33 years ago.  Since then I have lead many multi-week canoe and 
kayak trips for groups.  And I've done many solo kayak expeditions in the Canadian Arctic and along 
the sea coasts of different countries, and gained lots of useful experience:

• Surviving a hurricane during a solo camping/kayaking trip along the Atlantic coast of Nova 
Scotia which blew in so fast most lobstermen lost their traps

• Calming my panicked group when a canoe was pinned overnight in rapids in the Yukon, and 
organizing a climb along a cliff face to set up the rope pulley system that extracted the canoe 
the next morning

• Hauling my loaded kayak over miles of sea ice, when the wind closed the narrow lead we were 
paddling through off Ellesmere Island, near Greenland.

• Surfing my kayak in for beach landings in the Sea of Cortez.
• Racing ahead of storms in the Arctic Ocean along the Northwest Passage, to reach one of the 

few spots where it was possible to safely land.
• Paddling day and night, through calm and storm, to complete the 300 miles of the Everglades 

Challenge and placing first in my class



• Surfing my kayak in for beach landings in the Sea of Cortez
• Taming my mind during six weeks of solo kayaking through the tundra to Hudson's Bay.

This expedition will be a challenge, but I've learned to increase my odds of success through careful 
planning, not taking unnecessary risks, using only the best equipment.

Will there be a support boat following you?
There will not be a support boat following me, or a support crew following me on land.  That would be 
a really boring job.  But safety is a key concern, so I will have all the necessary navigational charts, 
VHF radio for contacting other boaters and the coast guard in case of an emergency, as well as an 
emergency beacon and even a cell phone.  Of course the first line of safety will be my kayak, being 
dressed for immersion and my skills at self rescue.  I've found that in rough conditions, a kayak paddle 
float reentry is my most reliable method of self rescue.

Where will you sleep?
Will not impossible, it's not really feasible to sleep in a kayak, so I'll come to shore every night to sleep.
I'll camp when I can, and will have along all of my food, water and gear for camping.  I will also accept
offers of places to stay along the way, and already many people have filled out a form on our Kayak for
Safe Passage Kids.org website to offer me accommodation.  

For some stretches, camping will be the only option for 3 to 7 days at a time.

Can you do this at 63?
Can I do this at age 63?  With my arthritis, and my previous shoulder injuries?  Why not?  Of course 
it's going to be painful at times, but it's not going to permanently damage my body.  I'll just be using 
lots of pain relievers.  Maybe I should ask a pharmaceutical company to sponsor my expedition!

(I can also add my story about a previous kayaking shoulder injury.   After a year of unsuccessful 
physical therapy my physician said said we could try surgery, but he wasn't optimistic about the 
outcome.  He suggested I give up kayaking and find a new sport.  As a last resort I was treated by a 
Mayan healer in a little village in the mountains of Guatemala – and recovered full use of my shoulder. 
Turns out she treats the sports injuries of the top soccer players in Guatemala as well.)

How are you getting in shape for the expedition?
I really don't like going to the gym, and it's hard to kayak in Maine in winter.  I've been getting in shape
using the Royal Canadian Air force XBX fitness program.  It requires only 15 minutes of flexibility and
intense aerobic exercises as day.  It's a progressive program where you start at a level based on your 
age, and then gradually progress.  I've now passed the level designed for 35 year olds and hoping get to
the level of a 30 year old before I start the expedition.  At the same time I'm using a set of shoulder 
exercises to deal with previous kayaking injuries.  Once I can get back out on the water I'll do a lot of 
interval training, and then during late may and early June, I'll take several 2 to 3 day kayak trips to 
build the endurance and test my gear.

Why kayak alone?
Kayaking alone is definitely a calculated risk.  I enjoy kayaking with a group, but I also enjoy kayaking
alone.  When alone, you take along less of your own cultural baggage, which makes it easier to meet 
and spend time with local people along the way.  Traveling alone, I feel a stronger connection to the 
sea and the land.  With a group we are often talking about our lives back on shore, which is fun, but 
means we often miss out on truly experiencing where we are.  It's also easier to get closer to wildlife, or
as my husband says “It's easier for the polar bear to get closer to you.”  Finally, there is a kind of 
meditative/spiritual reason for traveling alone, as you learn more about yourself.



Aren't you afraid, kayaking alone?
Of course I am, but a little fear is a good thing.  It keeps you aware and on your toes.  The thing to 
avoid is the mind numbing, debilitating fear.  Thus there is a mental aspect of traveling alone that is as 
important as the physical aspect.

Do you have any sponsors for the expedition?
I have been so pleased with the response of the outdoor community to the Kayak For Safe Passage Kids
expedition.   We have over 35 sponsors thus far, which is more than the previous record of 25 sponsors 
for a kayak expedition.  That means our message is resonating with sponsors.  Many mention liking 
that I'm just an ordinary grandmother doing this, not some kind of super athlete. 

Over 35 generous sponsors are donating their equipment and/or expertise to make this expedition 
possible.  Broadreach Public Relations of Maine is providing media and marketing expertise.    
Chesapeake Light Craft in Maryland is designing and donating a special purpose kayak, based on my 
requirements.   NRS is providing my paddling clothes and other gear.  L. L. Bean is giving me camping
clothing and gear to field test.  Polaris Capital Management is providing the sailboat and captain to take
me from Key West to Belize, and then back to the US at the end of the expedition.  Yakima is 
providing roof racks for the three different vehicles involved in transporting my kayak in Guatemala 
and the U.S.  The Unity Rotary Club is providing logistic support and a grant to Safe Passage for 
school supplies.  Almost every item I will be using or wearing has been donated by one of my generous
sponsors.  You can see the complete list of sponsors on the Kayak For Safe Passage Kids.org website.  
We are still welcoming additional sponsors, and you can learn more about that on the website, or by 
emailing us at kayak@safepassage.org.

How can people get involved with the Expedition?
I'm so happy when folks ask how they can get involved!  There are so many ways:
● Follow the expedition on social media.  You can find all the links on our website: 

www.safepassage.org/kayak 
(○ Blog: KayakForSafePassageKids.blogspot.com 
○ Google+: Kayak For Safe Passage Kids 
○ Facebook: Kayak For Safe Passage Kids 
○ Twitter: @kayakSP)

● Sponsor Deb by the mile on the website 
● Attend an expedition event where Deb is speaking along the route 
● Come out on the water to participate in the kayak sendoffs 
● Offer to host Deb or a place to store her kayak overnight along the route  
● Request a presentation at a location along the route 
● Have your school or youth group participate in the art project. 
● Join a service team to visit Safe Passage in Guatemala

What's the message you'd like to leave with folks?
I'd like to share one last story.  Last time I was in Guatemala one of the mothers, Mirna, told me the 
story of her life.  She was abandoned by her parents when she was a year and a half.  At eight she 
started working in the garbage dump. She went through a horrible period of drug addiction.  It was so 
bad that Safe Passage convinced her that her children would be better off not living with her.  But she 
kicked the habit. She entered the adult literacy program.  It’s taken her eight long years, but she has just
passed sixth grade.  She makes lovely beads from paper recycled from the dump.   I asked her what her 
dreams were when she was a child.  “I didn’t have any”, she said, “I wasn’t living, I was just surviving.
I want more for my children.”  She’s so happy now, that thanks to Safe Passage, her daughter wants to 
be a vet, and her son wants to be an accountant.  I had another question I wanted to ask, but some 
people said it was too abstract for a mother from the dump.  Phooey!  I asked her anyway: “What 



message would you like me to deliver on your behalf to the people I meet as I kayak.”    She looked 
thoughtful for just a moment, and then she said.  “Well, there’s a quote that I really like that has been 
very meaningful in my life.  I can’t quite remember who said it, but it goes like this.  “If you believe 
you can do it, you can do it.”  Wow, what a strong role model Mirna is for her children.  And what an 
inspiration for me.  If I believe I can kayak from Maine to Guatemala, then with perseverance, I will do
it.  I’ll do it taking along her inspiring message and the stories of the children.

You can learn more and/or donate by going to the website: www.KayakForSafePassageKids.org.


