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PROLOGUE 

_________________________________ 

 

Dawn of a Dream 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
AT THE SOUTHERNMOST  surge of land rising from the 

vast footprint of the Rocky Mountains , a tall fin of 

peaks known as the Sangre de Cristo Range straddles 

the Colorado -New Mexico border. From the chainõs 

eastern face the terrain tumbles, dropping and 
flattening to form a swath of interior plains that tilt and 

sprawl eastward across Oklahoma.  Near the border of 

eastern Oklahoma and western Arkansas, the land 

again lifts, elevating into the Ozark, Boston, and 

Ouachita highlands before sloping down into the 
Mississippi River basin and the Atlantic plain of the 

Gulf of Mexico.  

 Snowmelt and rain s drain from the Sangre de 

Cristo Mountains, collecting and growing into the 

Cimarron, North Canadian, and Canadian Rivers, each 

etching its watery path across the arable and pastoral 
lands of Oklahoma, then washing into the Arkansas 

River at the eastern e dge of the state.  

 Melvinõs story began near the center of Oklahoma 

where the North Canadian River wigwags through 

Oklahoma County. Oklahoma County once held a place 
in the Unassigned Lands, a donut -hole of land 

surrounded by the Oklahoma Territory when t he 

territory served as a reservoir for relocated American 

Indian tribes in the 1800s. After President Abraham 
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Lincoln signed the Homestead Act in 1862, the 

Unassigned Lands opened to homesteaders in the Land 

Run of 1889 when, in April of that year, thousan ds 
lined its boundaries and, at the boom of a canon, 

rushed to stake their claims. Some homesteaders 

encountered òSoonersó who snuck past U. S. Army 

cavalry patrols the previous night to claim prime land. 

Many of these encounters gave rise to cuss fights, fist 

fights, and occasional gun fights as the homesteaders 
pushed toward their dreams of one -hundred -sixty acres 

of free land. Overnight the area billowed into a tented 

city of thousands, a cit y that 

some say  was òborn grownó and 

became known as Oklahoma 
City. Next to Oklahoma City, 

across the North Canadian River 

where it loops to the south and 

many homesteaders  landed, 

sprouted Capitol Hill.  

 In the early 1900s, a 
bricklayer named George Owens  

purchased two lots at the edge of 

Capitol Hill. Using salvaged 

lumber from a relativeõs 

construction job, he built a 
twenty -by-twenty -foot box house 

for his wife Nellie and himself. 

There, they raised two children: 

their daughter Marguerite, and 

her older  brother Melvin.  

 Melvin possessed an innate sense of adventure, and 
at Lee School in Capitol Hill in 1926, a single 

photograph sparked the point around which his life 

began to pivot.  

 òAlaska...,ó his fourth-grade teacher had said.  

 That  was the only wor d among the long string of 
others that caused ten -year -old Melvinõs slouch to 

straighten and his dusty leather shoes to shuffle and 

Melvin Owens, circa 1918. Melvin Owens, circa 1918. 



Dawn of a Dream                                                3 

rest flat against the wood plank floor beneath his desk. 

He leaned over the geography book and eyed the 

photograph to which his tea cher had referred. His 
hair ñblack as a mine shaft ñstuck out from the crown 

of his head where his mother had cut it too short.  

 He studied the black and white photo. A cabin sat 

at the edge of the woods where snow had tucked it in 

with a thick comforter of white. A bundle of fur traps 

hung outside the door above an orderly stack of 

firewood. Smoke curled from the chimney like a genie 

from a magic lamp.   

 Melvin had heard relatives talk about what life 
would  be like in Alaska, a place so far beyond their 

reach  there was  little danger anyone  would  prove  them  

wrong. Their imaginations still stirred by stories of the 

Klondike Gold Rush less than thirty years earlier, they 

talked dreamily of wilderness, abundance, and 
independence. Melvin envisioned the cool rush of rivers 

in the distant north, of having his own  cabin one day, 

of living near the mountains with lakes and streams 

Melvin at Lee School, Capitol Hill, Oklahoma, 1923.  
Second row from front, third from right.  
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where he could hunt, fish, and trap. He imagined 

scouring untamed land for game and surviving on his 

own know -how and inventiveness.  
 Though Melvin had heard of Alaska, he had never 

seen any pictures of the place. Now one lay on the desk 

before him, the incarnation of all he wanted: the woods, 

the mountains, the wild, the undiscovered. It  was an 

image that would never fade, one that raised the first 

ripple in a watery world he knew little a bout, to get to a 
world he could not forget.  

 

 

Melvin  was my father.  

 



 

Route of the Red Dog 
____________________ 

 

Fort Smith to Galveston 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



 

ONE 

_________________________________ 

 

A Watery Highway 
 

Hartford to the Mississippi River 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
A FEW DAYS  after pulling away from the dock at Fort 

Smith, Arkansas, and heading east along the Arkansas 

River in November of 1971, Dad stepped to one side of 
the steering wheel in the pilothouse and looked at me.  

 òThink you can take it for a while?ó  

 Wearing brown -leather fisherman slip -ons and his 

usual  garb of dark -green J. C. Penny work pants and 

shirt, his body stood like the trunk of a tree ñstraight 

and stout, but not too tall. His black, shiny hair, slick 
as a raven, lay straight back from his wide forehead. 

Against his fifty -five-year -old olive ski n, his eyes 

became tropical waters.  

 It looked easy enough; I had watched him do it for 

three days now. No other river traffic  was in sight; in 

fact,  because we began our journey so  late in the year, 
we had encountered very little watercraft since leaving 

Fort Smith.  

 òOkay,ó I said with a quick grin at the prospect of 

steering the boat for the first time.  

 I scooted into the captainõs seat, pushed my hair 
behind my shoulders, and focused on the river ahead. 

A thin veneer of Montana tan still darkened my a rms as 

I took hold of the spokes of the steering wheel.  
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 òJust keep us headed downriver and donõt get too 

close to shore,ó Dad told me. òThe speed is good where 

it is.ó 
 He stood nearby and watched me steer a few 

minutes before thumping down the steps to t he galley. 

Shortly after he left me alone in the pilothouse, I angled 
the forty -seven-foot Red Dog around a wide bend of the 

river to find two barges loaded with freight coming 

upriver toward me. Pushed by tugboats, the barges 
moved side -by-side as one pas sed the other on a long 

stretch of river.  

 Only my father, my mother Cecil Marie, and I, their 
twenty -two -year -old daughter , occupied  the Red Dog. 

And with no navigation experience, I  was oblivious to 

the hazards of cruising too close to tugs and their 
barges in narrow waterways. I didnõt know that the 

tremendous suction created when a tugõs huge 

propeller pulls water  into  it  could draw a smaller boat 

toward the tugõs hull. I had no idea that a blind spot 

sometimes extended hundreds of feet in front of the 

pilot of a tug pushing a loaded barge. I had never heard 
of òwheel wash,ó a strong underwater current caused 

by powerful t ugboat engines. And I didnõt realize the 

risk and difficult y for tugboats with barges to change 

course, that they needed to maintain speed in order to 

steer, and that it could take them a mile or more to 
stop.  

 Sounds of rattling flatware and something sli ding 

across the galley table drifted from the main cabin 

below as my parents prepared sandwiches from the 

ham Mom had cooked that morning. I chose not to 

disturb my folks by calling for my father when I saw the 
barges coming toward us. Instead, wanting to handle 
the situation myself, I began to move the Red Dog to 

one side of the river to avoid the monster vessels.  

 But the tugs and barges moved upriver faster than I 

expected, approaching so quickly I suddenly feared 
steering the Red Dog across the path of either to get to 
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one side. So, with what looked like a reasonable 

amount of space between them, I decided to stay on 

course.  
 It  was a dangerous decision.  

 
ƴ  ƴ  ƴ 

 
My father had constructed the Red Dog in the backyard 

of our Hartford, Arkansas, home. Af ter selling our farm 

near Perkins, Oklahoma, in 1965, where we had lived 

off and on for the last twenty years, he had built our 

house on a small hill at the edge of Hartford, a 

community of seven -hundred -nineteen residents 

according to the city limit sign near our driveway. 
Tucked into the rolling hills of western Arkansas, the 

townõs modest homes clustered around a handful of 

businesses that lined a single street and closed at noon 

each Wednesday. Small, isolated farms and an 

occasional long, white, broile r house where thousands 
of chickens cheeped and squawked until ready for 

market, dotted the rural terrain along dusty back roads 

and cutoffs. The community rested at the northern 

edge of the Ouachita National Forest, which spilled into 

the area and sprinkl ed the land with tall, airy pines.  
 The catalyst for building the Red Dog was my folksõ 

second trip to Alaska the spring of 1968 when they 

spent the summer in Ketchikan. Situated on one of 

hundreds of islands in the Alexander Archipelago in 

southeast Alask a, Ketchikan fascinated my parents. 

They loved its forested terrain, inland waterways, 

fishing boats, float planes, historic architecture, and 
small -town flavor. They reveled in its mild summer 

weather, glad to escape  the scorching heat of Oklahoma 

and Ark ansas where they had lived most of their lives. 

Before returning to Arkansas, they decided Ketchikan 

would, one day, become their Alaska home.  
 That fall, behind our house, the epicenter of my 

fatherõs dream began to rattle and bang as he stacked 
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sheets of  steel, piled steel bars and clamps, shuttled 

the welding machine into place, and prepared to build 
the Red Dog.  

 By then I had entered my second year of college  at 
Arkansas Polytechnic College , a ninety -minute drive 

from Hartford . When I returned home on e weekend, I 

found my father under the shelter of our carport, 

studying the blueprints for the boat where he had 

spread them across a makeshift table of plywood and 
sawhorses.  

 òWhereõd you get those?ó I asked as I walked 

around the table to get a better look.  

 òPete made them for me. Theyõre a copy of some he 

ordered from some boating magazine.ó 

 Pete had worked for my father for several years and 
had dreams of building his own boat, but had not yet 

done so.  

 The backgrounds of the plans  were as dark blue  as 

the deepest seas. The thin white lines of the boatõs 

framing plans arced and stretched delicately across the 
sheets, symmetrical and parallel as they ticked along 

the line of the keel like the fine bones of a fish. Fore 

and aft cross sections, construc tion details of the keel 

pipe, the escape hatch, and various connections 

crowded the sheets with lines, notes and figures.  

 I read the title block of the drawings.  
 òForty-two -foot, twin screw, steel patrol boat.ó 

 òIõm going to just put in one engine,ó Dad said, òand 

Iõll probably add five feet to the length so weõll have 

more room in the cabin.ó 

 Dad also planned to add trawling outriggers, hoping 
to make a living commercial fishing in Alaska.  

 As days passed, my father made plywood templates 

from which h e cut the ribs, keel, and connectors from 

flat steel bars and welded them one by one into a 

skeletal grid. Because I  returned  home only on 

weekends, visual progress on the boat jumped at me 
like an old -time movie. Within weeks the steel grid 
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jerked its way  high above the ground and diced the sky 

behind our house into triangles, squares, and wedges. 

Dad then began the difficult task of cutting, clamping, 
and welding the large steel plates to the frame to form 

the hull.  

 òWelléerrrats,ó he often said, always using some 

form of òratsó whenever things didnõt go right.  

 The band of his cap would darken with sweat as he 

strained to pull each sheet of steel in at the prow where 
it needed to curve against the ribs. The plates weighed 

around three hundred pounds. Al ways working alone, 

he used cables, come -alongs, pry bars, jacks, and òa 

truckload of clampsó to maneuver and hold each 

cumbersome piece. One by one, he welded the plates 
into place.  

 The constru ction of the house -sized Red Dog in our 

backyard, hundreds of miles from the nearest ocean, 

drew a trickle of onlookers who noticed the boat then 

turned into our driveway for a closer look.  

Melvin building the Red Dog, Hartford, Arkansas, 1969.  
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 òI have a friend who built a steel boat, and it was no 

good,ó one man said. 

 Some folks stopped by, asked a few questions, and 

nodded pleasantly, but obviously felt my father had 

undertaken a  crazy endeavor . Others liked looking at 
the boat and enjoyed the adventure it brought to mind.  

 òYouõre starting something youõll never finish,ó my 

father  was told.  

 Not the chatty, gregarious type, Dad usually 

answered such comments by washing them away with 
a polite laugh. Even though he worked as a 

const ruction superintendent in charge of a crew of 

tough laborers, his soft -spoken manner  fell  upon others 

as easy as a gentle rain, able to nourish the fields 

without the thunder.  

 Mom, too, who became the only wife in town whose 
husband  took on the task of bu ilding  a boat in their 

backyard, fielded questions from passersby.  

 òIs your husband a genius?ó 

 òDoes your husband help with housework?ó 

Melvin building the Red Dog, Hartford, Arkansas, 1969 and 1970.  


