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“Knock, Knock, Who’s There?”

For several of my Park Service assignments, we had the somewhat dubious “benefit” of living in government housing right in the park. While most people assumed that our house was provided at no cost by the NPS, in fact we were just tenants, paying rent to Uncle Sam for places of widely varying quality. In recent years, park housing has come under considerable political scrutiny, and the NPS is under a lot of pressure to eliminate as much housing as possible.

The reality is that most rangers would prefer to have the chance to buy their own homes, which makes a lot more sense economically than being renters for most or all of their careers. Sometimes, however, this is virtually impossible, since at some parks there is no privately owned housing available for purchase within many, many miles of the ranger’s duty station.

In other parks, the housing in reasonable proximity to the park is so expensive that even the most highly paid employee in the government could have trouble affording a place. Without park housing rangers would end up living an hour or two’s drive, or more, away from the park. The politicians don’t seem to feel that’s a problem, but when an emergency arises late at night and a visitor has to wait two hours for someone to show up and help, I predict that there will be some mighty unhappy customers.

That ability to respond to emergencies 24/7 (that is, any time, any day) is the main reason some rangers end up living in park housing. How they get the call for help varies from place to place. Sometimes the houses are at least tucked away on a little side road, and some degree of privacy is possible. In those cases, visitors with a problem report it via a payphone in the campground or outside the ranger station—or these days often by cell phone. In other cases, the rangers have the chance to get notified by a knock on their front door.

At Lake Mead National Recreation Area, the isolated location for most of the developed areas makes park housing the only practical solution. At Willow Beach, there were four houses used by park employees. These were separate units connected by a common roofline—a kind of cozy quadraplex design—with rangers living in the two end units, and maintenance personnel living in the two center units. Each house had a large sign hanging over the front door, with our name and the words “Park Ranger” or similar title. We were directly behind the ranger station itself and right across from the entrance to the campground. In short, we were pretty “accessible,” and virtually all of the regular visitors to the area knew where we lived, in case we were needed.

Sometimes there really were valid, life-threatening emergencies, and we were glad to be close by. Other times we recognized that the level of “emergency” was in the eye of the beholder, but some of these could provide a little comic relief, even at 2 a.m. In short, when there was a knock on the door, we never knew what to expect. There was one consolation—we could be pretty sure it wasn’t someone wanting to sell us vinyl siding or magazine subscriptions.

One lesson we learned early on was to always keep the door locked, even if that meant securing the screen door when the front door was standing open. That was confirmed after I had been out early one morning to deal with a problem and had come back home long enough to clean up and have breakfast before heading back to work at the “official” starting time. I had obviously forgotten to lock the door when I came back in, because as I was standing in the bathroom shaving, a total stranger walked right in and asked if I was about finished, because he needed to use the john! I was glad I was almost completely dressed, but it was still a shock!

When I politely explained that he was in a private house, he countered with the fact that it was “owned by the taxpayers, one of which he happened to be,” and he needed to use it, pronto. I think I still managed to be polite as I ushered him to the door and pointed the way across the street to his correct destination.

We should have kept a list of all of the reasons for late-night knocks. They included the expected missing children, missing pets, missing wallets, and missing spouses (usually overdue from a trip on the river). When the campground was filled to capacity, we’d get a fair number of disputes over who had the “rights” to a campsite. This often happened when one group would register for a site, go off for the day without leaving anything to show that it was taken, and return late at night to find somebody else set up and asleep in “their” site. Possession may be nine-tenths of the law according to some people, but that other tenth can be a sticky wicket in such situations.

In retrospect, many of the people we met at our front door could be grouped into two categories: the “haves” and the “have-nots.” The “haves” included the problems that were often a little less pleasant for the visitors. They included people who had fishhooks in their fingers (and many other parts of their anatomy), cactus spines in their feet, sand in their eyes, bugs in their ears (more about that shortly), and keys in their car.

Now, what’s so bad about having keys in their car—isn’t that where they’re supposed to be? Well, not if the car is locked, the keys are inside, and the people involved are “on the outside looking in.” Back in the days before so many vehicles had electric locks, this problem could often be corrected by a helpful ranger with the right tools and a little time. But the newer models pose more of a problem. Here’s some free financial advice: If you’re looking for a potential business opportunity, you might see if there is already a locksmith in the vicinity of a large recreation area!

The “have-nots” were usually a little easier to solve and included people who had no air in a tire, no gas in their tank, no ice for their cooler, and no charge in their battery. A thankfully rarer problem was the person who had no money in his wallet, a situation which occurred occasionally and seemed to have some correlation with the fact that Willow Beach was in the general vicinity of Las Vegas.

That connection is illustrated by a group that was taking a conducted bus tour of several attractions in the Southwest, and spent one night in Las Vegas. As they pulled out of the hotel parking lot, the tour guide got on the vehicle’s P.A. system and asked if they had learned anything during their night in Vegas. After a moment’s silence, a rather mournful reply came from the back of the bus: “Never play a game you don’t understand!”

The “no gas in the tank” scenario took an unusual twist around one holiday, because Thanksgiving weekend was always a busy one at Willow Beach. Since the place was so hot in the middle of the summer, but weather was more pleasant during the winter, our “busy
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“Ranger, We Lost, We Lost!”

It had been a nice, quiet, early spring day on the Buffalo River in the Arkansas Ozarks. It was still too chilly for most campers or canoers, the spring break crowds wouldn’t show up for another month, and I was looking forward to a relaxing evening at home.

I had just pulled out of my parking space across from the ranger station when I saw a big, 16-passenger van and a small sedan drive up to the station and stop. In good, rangerly fashion, I paused and looked back to see if there might be a problem. Almost immediately, a crowd emerged from both vehicles, and, being an alert observer, I realized these weren’t our typical visitors in this part of the country. Many were wearing turbans on their heads, several were wearing Middle Eastern–style robes, and a vigorous discussion had immediately broken out among various members of the group.

Most rangers subscribe to the theory, developed over many years of dealing with park visitors, that you can sometimes get lucky and nip a problem in the bud—if you can just catch it early enough. This one looked like it had potential, so I backed into my parking space, climbed out of my truck, and eased over toward the group. There were about six conversations underway at the same time, and none of them were in English. After a few seconds one of the group noticed my arrival and soon got the attention of the crowd. Silence descended as we sized each other up. The numerical odds were about nineteen to one, but at least they looked friendly.

I know the essential phrase in several languages. For example, I can say, “no parlez vous Francais,” “no sprechen Sie Deutsch,” and “no habla Español” to let folks know right up front that I don’t speak French, German, and Spanish. (Actually, I can get by with the basics in Spanish, but it’s a lot easier to avoid getting in over your head right from the get-go.) However, my experience in what sounded like Middle Eastern languages was sadly lacking. That being the case, I just gave it my best shot.

“Hi! Can I help you folks?” Nothing ventured, nothing gained.

After a brief silence, I realized it was my lucky day. Well, maybe not, but at least I had an interpreter. One of the group stepped forward and responded in heavily accented but passable English. By the time this story sees the light of day my readers will probably find it interesting that I learned that they were all from Afghanistan.

These folks now lived down in Little Rock and wanted to camp for a few days and take a river trip. I gave my interpreter some basic information and directions to the campground and said I would stop by their campsite in the morning and tell them what they needed to know about the river trip. This was repeated in rapid-fire fashion to the rest of the group, who responded with smiles and much excited conversation. The group then piled quickly into their van and car, and roared off down the road to the campground.

The road from the ranger station to the campground at Buffalo Point winds down a fairly steep grade for about a mile, ending at the boat ramp and campground on the banks of the Buffalo River. I could hear the loud squeal of tires as the van took each sharp curve at a speed that was obviously a lot faster than the posted or realistic speed limit. During the interval between squeals, I could catch snatches of loud music from the van’s stereo. Still operating optimistically under the “nip it in the bud theory,” I locked up my personal vehicle, climbed into my government truck, and eased down the hill to check on things.

I knew from my earlier patrol of the campground that there was only one other group in the area, a middle-aged man and his wife. They had been there for several days, were camped at one end of the only section of the campground that was open at that time, and had a very large German shepherd dog. Fortunately, they had been good about keeping the dog on a leash. I had directed the latest arrivals to a site at the opposite end of the campground loop, to allow plenty of space between the two groups.

I reached the campground just in time to realize that my international group had missed the entrance to the campground and had ended up in the adjacent parking lot for the boat launch area. This put their vehicle only about fifty feet from the occupied campsite and about a hundred yards from the spot I had in mind for them. Before I could catch up, they parked both vehicles, piled out, and headed by the most direct route from their parking spot to the camping area. That took them right through the middle of the campsite occupied by the couple and their dog.

If that German shepherd had not been tied up with a really good chain, I’d probably still be filling out the paperwork for the resulting international incident. As it was, the whole group of new arrivals trooped cheerfully through these people’s campsite, apparently oblivious to the man who was screaming, “Stay back, he’ll bite,” and to the dog, which was in an absolute frenzy, barking, leaping, and straining against his chain. Apparently, this dog didn’t bark in a universal language because this canine’s message had absolutely no discernable effect on this little caravan. The good news was that their route took them just out of range of those snapping jaws, and everyone passed safely by and headed on to look for a campsite.

By the time I reached the scene of this near-disaster, the man and his wife were standing there in open-jawed amazement, unsure about whether to be mad or worried. I let them get through the expected, “Hey, ranger, who are those guys?” before I apologized for the inconvenience and thanked them again for keeping their dog properly tied up. I then assured them I’d go have a talk with the new arrivals.

The good news is that I did arrive in time to steer the group toward my originally intended destination, a site as far as possible from the other campers. After sending the drivers around to retrieve their vehicles, I did my best to explain the basic rules of campground etiquette. Darkness was quickly settling over the area, and after waiting to make sure they were successfully started on setting up camp, I finally headed for home.

As I mentioned in an earlier chapter, one of the fringe benefits of being a park ranger is that sometimes you get to have your home phone number listed under the heading, “In case of emergency call …” This gives you a wonderful opportunity to engage in a lot of interesting conversations at all hours of the day and night. Occasionally, they actually involve a real emergency. Most of the time, they run more along the line of “Is it going to rain tomorrow?” or “Are the fish biting today?” or if you happen to be working in Arkansas, “Is this the number to reserve a campsite at the Grand Canyon?”

On this particular night I had only been home for about an hour when the phone rang. It was the campers who owned the German shepherd, calling from the pay phone in the campground. The gist of the excited conversation was that I needed to “get back down here right now.” As best I could tell, no one was hurt and the campground was still intact, but I was assured that there was trouble. I asked the man to remain calm and stay away from the other group, and assured him that I was on the way.

It was really dark as I headed down that steep grade to the river, and a couple of sharp curves before getting to the bottom of the hill, I began to see an ominous orange glow in the vicinity of the campground. My worst fears weren’t realized and I arrived to find that the whole campground wasn’t ablaze, but it didn’t miss it by much. The new group of campers had proven to be exceptionally efficient at picking up loose firewood in the area. In fact, I later found that they had collected the vast majority of downed limbs, branches and twigs in at least a quarter-mile radius, and had turned most of this fuel into a truly gigantic campfire. It was a conflagration that almost any school would be proud to claim for their homecoming game bonfire!

I was at least lucky on two counts. Due to the size of their group, I had put them in an unusually large campsite, one that had no trees overhanging the campfire grate. As a result, their fire had not yet ignited the surrounding forest. Lucky news number two was that the weather had been very damp for several days, and so the flying embers from the fire had not yet caused a problem. At any time, however, this could change, and definitely for the worse.

Try to picture this scene from the perspective of the middle-aged campers in the other campsite: Here’s a huge fire, surrounded by what looks like a crowd and a half of bearded guys wearing turbans and long robes. To complete this tableau, the group had the stereo in their van cranked up to the maximum level, playing what I’m sure was a favorite tune in a distant land, but one which sounded pretty weird to American ears. During rare pauses in the music, multiple animated conversations could be heard in a dialect probably never before spoken in the Arkansas Ozarks.

Before heading over to talk to the group, I stopped to check in with the two local campers, and found them sitting in their truck, motor running, with eyes about the size of ping-pong balls. The dog was in the back of their pickup, evidently suffering from serious laryngitis after barking non-stop for the previous hour or so and looking somewhat confused by the whole situation. If I had walked up behind them and said “boo,” I’m sure they would have gunned the motor of their truck and headed up the hill, leaving tent and gear behind.

After confirming that they had not had any actual contact or trouble with the group, I assured them I’d try to calm things down and headed over to the scene of the action. I was greeted warmly by my friendly interpreter and managed to explain over the din that they needed to turn the music way, way down. After it became possible to carry on a conversation, I was able to discuss the problem with the fire. It took some doing, but we were finally able to use a long-handled rake from my truck and spread the pile of burning wood far enough apart to get things back under a reasonable semblance of control. I made the most headway by reminding them that it was going to get pretty chilly at night, and they needed to save what was left of their wood for a much smaller fire that would last until they were ready for bed (which I hoped would be soon). In an effort to reinforce that idea, I reminded them that they would need a good night’s sleep before spending the next day on the river.

When it looked like order had been restored and they were actually working at getting ready for bed, I used the standard ranger ploy of driving away, parking out of sight up the road, and then slipping back down on foot to observe for a while. Lo and behold, all looked calm and peaceful, so after touching base with the other camping couple one more time, I headed home.

In a burst of optimism, I decided that the tide had turned when I got through the whole night without any more phone calls. The next morning I headed down the hill to the campground and located my interpreter to discuss the group’s planned river trip. I viewed this expedition with some trepidation, even though I was assured that several in their party were “very experienced.” Only a couple of the local canoe rental outfitters were going to be open that early spring weekday, so I called and gave them a “heads-up” about their unusual potential customers.

The rest of the day was uneventful, and even the couple in the campground seemed satisfied that peaceful coexistence was possible. Another family group had arrived and taken a spot between the two groups, so the original duo seemed to take some comfort from the presence of local reinforcements. As the end of the day neared, I made the usual round of the campground, and was flagged down by a man in the campsite of the latest arrivals.

The gist of his message was that I might want to “go check on the river for those guys with the robes.” He went on to explain that his family had just come off the river and the last time he had seen the big group, they had been on a gravel bar a long way upriver, trying to start a fire. His impression was that all of them had capsized their canoes and gone for an unplanned dip shortly after leaving the launch ramp. They had seemed “Okay, just wet, but we haven’t seen them come back off the river yet.”

With a strong sense that this would be another long day, I headed across the loop to the group’s campsite. There I discovered the possibility of both good news and bad news. The bad news was that the whole group was obviously not back from their trip. The good news was that there were at least a couple of guys in camp, so maybe they were just the first arrivals, with the rest coming along any minute now.

A conversation of sorts followed, since my main interpreter didn’t prove to be one of those at the campsite. One of them did speak enough English for me to determine that yes, the rest of the group had gone on the river, but the two in camp had stayed behind; no, the boaters weren’t back yet; and, not to worry, they would return “very soon, very soon.”

I checked my watch and glanced up at the tall, rocky bluffs above the river, noting that they were entirely in shadow, the sun having already sunk behind the ridgeline. I got on the radio and contacted Mike, the other ranger on duty, asking him to pick up the boat and bring it down to the launch area. We might as well get started while we had at least a little bit of daylight left. Meanwhile, I’d check with the outfitter where the group had rented their canoes and see if they had heard anything from the group. I’d also check the only other takeout point on the river between their starting point and Buffalo Point, which was located at the Highway 14 bridge, only a mile or so upstream from the campground.

As a contingency, I also left instructions with people at all three of the occupied campsites at Buffalo Point to telephone the park’s emergency number right away if the group returned on their own. That would hopefully avoid a lengthy and unnecessary search for someone who didn’t need to be “found.”

The Buffalo is a beautiful river, its clear, cold water flowing over a rocky bottom and its channel winding back and forth below dramatic bluffs that can tower hundreds of feet above the river. Depending on the time of year and how much rain has fallen in recent weeks, its depth can vary from many feet in deep pools to less than a foot if you get out of the main channel in riffles and rapids. Much of the year there is enough current along most of its length that paddling upriver for any distance can vary from a good workout to impossible. Those same qualities—sharp bends, a good current, occasional rapids, and sometimes shallow water—can make for a really challenging trip in the dark. As a result, I didn’t want to wait until nightfall to get started on what was beginning to look like a search for an overdue group.

While most of the river traffic on the Buffalo is by canoe, flat-bottomed “johnboats” with small outboard motors are also used occasionally, especially by the locals. These provide the ability to travel both up and down river, as long as you are knowledgeable about the location of the channel in the shallow areas and rapids. Rangers at the park use both canoes and johnboats, and sometimes even inflatable rafts for their patrols, depending upon the job at hand and the water levels. On the lower end of the river, where I was working, the motorized johnboat was normally the preferred craft since it allowed us to carry a lot more gear, cover more river miles in a short time, and provided room for a couple of passengers in event of a rescue. Unless you were both careful and river-savvy, however, that rocky river bottom could spell an untimely end for an outboard motor’s prop, or even the whole lower unit of the motor.

The best news in this situation was that my fellow ranger Mike Holmes was a great hand on the river, and he had the skills needed to give us a safe and efficient run upstream. The fact that there was a pretty good current that evening helped us in one regard: We could be fairly sure that our overdue group couldn’t have gotten confused and gone up stream from their starting point. That gave us three possibilities.

Most likely, they would be on the river somewhere between the campground at Buffalo Point and the spot where they started their trip. That was a river access point named Maumee, eleven miles upstream from the Point.

Second, it was always possible that they might have cut their trip short, abandoned their canoes, and tried to get back to camp overland. This was unlikely, since there was virtually no sign of “civilization” between their starting and planned ending points, except for a takeout point where State Highway 14 crossed the river a mile or so upriver from Buffalo Point. Even if that had happened, we should at least be able to spot their canoes at the place where they had been abandoned along the edge of the river.

Finally, and worst of all, they could have overshot their takeout point at the campground and continued on downriver. If so, their next possible access point was at a place called Rush Landing, about seven miles downstream. However, given what we suspected about their skills and the information from the other boaters, it was unlikely that they had made it as far as Buffalo Point.

With all those factors in mind, Mike and I launched our boat and headed upstream in the fading light. Mike was in the back of the boat, handling the motor and keeping a close eye on the river ahead, picking his route to stay in the deepest water. My job from the front seat in the boat was to help keep an eye out for any obstructions in the water such as partially submerged logs, and to scan both shorelines for any sign of our group. It was already getting chilly, but the skies were clear and it would have been a nice evening for a slow, relaxing ride on the river. In this case, however, we weren’t interested in going slow, and we weren’t exactly relaxed. We just hoped we’d be home by bedtime.

For the first couple of miles we made good time, but soon Mike had to slow our speed as the twilight faded into a very dark night. There was no moon, and only the stars provided the slightest hint of light. While we could have used a battery-powered spotlight, we chose so far to rely on Mike’s knowledge of the river and our night vision, which would have been ruined for an extended period of time if we used artificial light for even a second or two. At frequent intervals, Mike would kill the outboard, and we would give a yell, to try to avoid the possibility that we might miss the group if they had pulled up on the bank of the river.

When you start one of these search missions you’re never quite sure what to expect. Fortunately, this one didn’t make us wait too long for an answer. As we eased around one bend in the river, I thought I spotted the tiniest glimmer of light ahead on the water. I strained to see if I could pick it up again, and all at once, there it was. I turned and yelled at Mike over the sound of the outboard. He immediately cut the engine and we both peered ahead into the darkness as the boat quickly began to lose its forward speed. The sound of our motor would have been heard for quite some distance upriver.

Cupping my hands around my mouth, I let forth a long, loud (and hopeful) “Helloooooo.”

Almost instantly, we were rewarded with a returned “Helloooo.” Did we detect a hint of an accent? Hopefully an Afghani accent?

I responded with a loud, drawn out, “Park rangers.”

After the briefest of pauses, we heard a distinctly accented, “Hey, park ranger, we lost, we lost!”

I couldn’t resist. “We know, we know,” I hollered in reply. “Wait right where you are, we’re coming.” What we didn’t want was a game of bumper cars on a dark river with a bunch of inexperienced canoeists.

Mike started the outboard, and we eased upriver. We were soon alongside the first of six canoes, most with three passengers. In an inspired bit of planning the group had taken along what they described later as a survival kit, which consisted of some matches, long since used up in attempts to start a warming fire on the bank, and a single pen-light flashlight. It was this light, carried by the man in front of the lead canoe, that we had spotted. To their credit, even those meager supplies were more than were carried by a lot of people who were making what was intended to be a short, easy day-trip on the river.

We managed to gather the group on a nearby sandbar, counted noses, and confirmed that everyone was accounted for. Thankfully, everyone was, and through a babble of excited conversation we were able to determine what had been happening through our helpful interpreter. After starting their trip, everyone had managed to capsize his canoe within the first half-mile or so of river. Thankfully, the shallow water made it easy for them to wade to shore and start again. After repeating this process several times, they had stopped and tried to build a fire to dry out. This was unsuccessful, so after using up their supply of matches, they set out again downriver. During the course of the day, they had eventually gained enough experience with their canoes that everyone had been able to stay upright and dry for the past several hours.

Mike and I weighed our options. I could wait with part of the group while Mike shuttled them, three at a time, back to the nearest road access at Highway 14. That would take a good part of the night, so we quizzed the group about their collective ability to finish the trip by canoe. The remaining stretch of river was basically “flat water” (with no rapids to contend with). They were eager to get back as quickly as possible, so after making sure everyone was wearing his life jacket, we set out again.

Our little flotilla must have resembled a mother duck and family of ducklings, with our boat puttering along in front, barely above idle speed, six canoes trailing along in our slight wake. We called ahead by radio and arranged for the canoe rental company to meet us at the Highway 14 launch ramp with their vans and canoe trailers, and, sooner than we had originally dared hope, everybody was safely back in camp.

As a result of the previous night’s bonfire, firewood was in pretty scant supply, but the remainder of the group in camp had managed to scrounge the rest of what was left in this end of the county and had a small fire and a hot supper waiting for their reunion. Mike and I had only one chore left before putting away the boat and gear—the inevitable, official United States Department of the Interior Case Incident Report. I intended to keep it as simple as possible, but decided to at least try to get the names, addresses, and ages of our rescuees.

Our translator understood what I needed and helpfully called each man over to be introduced. He was willing to help with the spelling of names. I was quickly reminded of the meaning of “extended family.” (It’s been a while since this incident back in the late 1980s, so I’m using fictitious last names, but you’ll get the idea.)

“Okay,” I told my interpreter. “Who’s first?”

My friend flashed a quick smile and gestured to the nearest man. “This is my cousin, Mr. Azir.”

I jotted that down, along with his age and an apartment address in Little Rock.

“Now, who’s next?” I asked.

“This is my cousin, Mr. Azir.” He had the same address.

“Next?”

“This is my brother, Mr. Azir.”

After repeating this process a couple of more times, I decided to cut to the chase. “Anybody here have a different address and name?”

As it turned out, they did come up with two apartment numbers for the whole group, and a couple of them did have different names, but we quickly decided in view of the successful outcome, we’d just list the interpreter and “sixteen others at same address” on the report. I was about to wrap it up and wish them a good night’s rest when one of the group tugged on the arm of our assistant and rattled off a quick question. Our go-between then turned back to me.

“Oh, ranger, my cousin reminds me that he lost his camera when he tipped over his boat on the river. He would like for you to take him back and find it.”

I think the correct adjective for my reaction would be incredulous. “Tonight?” I asked. “Does he know where he lost it, and was it in any kind of waterproof bag or box?”

After a brief inquiry, our interpreter turned back, nodding his head and smiling. “Oh, yes, he says it was at a place where the water was very, very fast and very, very deep. It was not in anything because he was trying to take pictures of the fast water.”

“How long after you started your trip?” I asked.

Another consultation. “He’s not sure, he did not take his watch. He didn’t want to get it wet, but it was before you found us.”

I quickly determined that this description could cover several spots up and down the ten miles of river they had navigated, and was not exactly optimistic about the condition of the camera even if we succeeded in finding it and then fishing it out of the river. “Tell you what, it would be pretty hard to spot in the water in the dark. How about if we go look for it in the morning?”

The interpreter relayed this to his cousin, who agreed that this was a fine idea, and who pointed out, “Not to worry, we have insurance.” At least these guys had quickly picked up on some of the essential points of life in the USA!

The best news of all came the next morning. I headed down to the campground to try again to get a better idea of the location of the elusive camera and found the group breaking camp. After discussing the virtues of American insurance over supper, they had decided to write off looking for the camera and were ready to head for home. I wished them a safe trip.

When all was said and done, they had not been a whole lot different from many other visitors. Proving that there is almost always a silver lining in any situation, I knew of at least one person who would be really glad they had come. After the visit by this group, the guy who sold firewood to campers during the summer was bound to have a banner year!
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Sometimes, Chicken Soup Is Not Good for the Ranger’s Soul

Arkansas Highway 21 is a scenic delight as it winds its way through the northern Arkansas Ozarks. Just south of the little community of Boxley, the two-lane road twists and turns around a series of sharp curves as it drops down toward the Boxley Valley and crosses the cool, clear waters of the Buffalo River. The headwaters of the Buffalo are not far to the west of Highway 21, up in the rocky slopes below Turner Ward Knob and Devil’s Den Canyon. This is a beautiful and often rugged landscape, with miles of green forest broken occasionally by family farms and small, crossroads communities. The modern world can seem far away when you’re making a leisurely drive up and down the hills along Highway 21.

There are only four highway crossings over the Buffalo as the river makes its way from west to east across 150 miles of the Land of Opportunity. As a result, there are more large trucks using these winding mountain highways than you might expect. Growing and processing chickens and turkeys is big business in this part of the country, and a lot of those big rigs are connected with that industry. Sometimes the combination of those mountain roads and big trucks provide an unwelcome opportunity for excitement for the truckers and for the rangers working at the Buffalo National River.

It wasn’t a dark and stormy night, but it was definitely a cold and wet winter’s day in the Ozarks. I was assigned to the Lower Buffalo district, about a hundred miles downstream from that pastoral scene in the Boxley Valley. We had only about a dozen full-time rangers assigned to the entire park back in the late 1980s, so allowing for days off during the week and two shifts on busy weekends, there were many times when only a handful of us were on duty. When a serious emergency arose, rangers from all up and down the river had to pitch in and help.

We got the call from the Upper Buffalo District late in the morning. A truck driver had either lost his brakes or taken one of those curves too fast for the rainy conditions. The initial report from a passerby included both good news and bad news.

The good news was that the driver was reported to be okay. The bad news was that it was a tanker truck of some kind. It was said to be on its side in the ditch and leaking an unknown substance from the ruptured tank. The even worse news was that the wreck site was near the top of a short, steep ravine that led directly down to the river, and the combination of gravity and a steady rain would help carry the spill down to the river. The nearest ranger was headed up the mountain to investigate. In the meantime, two of us from the Lower Buffalo District were requested to load up our hazmat gear and “expedite” our response.

So many similar situations had occurred over the years that each of the three district offices in the park kept a cache of supplies to help contain hazardous materials spills. Because the park is located in a pretty rural area it could take quite a few hours for a commercial hazmat crew to respond to accidents in our area. My fellow rangers and I had seen spills of gasoline, diesel, and millions of tiny plastic beads destined for a nearby boat manufacturing plant. We’d handled truck wrecks involving loads of charcoal, lumber, and furniture legs. A truck en route to a fish hatchery overturned and dumped hundreds of live catfish on the road. We’d seen spilled loads of frozen chickens, live chickens, and chicken feed. I thought we’d seen most of the weird cargos associated with chickens, but on this day, we were all in for a surprise.

When you’re en route to an emergency response you want as much information as possible so you can start developing a plan and preparing yourself mentally for what lies ahead. Occasionally, however, you almost wish in retrospect that you didn’t know in advance what you’re facing. This was going to be one of those days.

The first ranger to reach the scene called us on the radio with an update shortly after his arrival. We were advised to continue our response, but we could “back off” on the speed a bit. He had more good news and bad news. It seems the leaking material was in fact headed down the slope toward the river, but it was moving very slowly. That was the good news.

The bad news was that the reason it was moving so slowly is that liquefied chicken fat doesn’t move very fast when the air temperature is about 35°. Yep, this had been a whole tanker truck full of chicken fat. The only estimate was that the truck had been carrying several thousand gallons of the stuff, very little of which was still in the tank. That’s news that will definitely bless your heart.

The chicken processing industry has apparently copied a page from their counterparts in the pork business, which is said to use “everything except the oink.” Chicken fat is a by-product of the chicken processing business, and the substance is liquefied by a process probably classified top secret by the industry. This allows it to be piped into tanker trucks and hauled away to points unknown, where it is used for a variety of purposes. (Don’t ponder this information too deeply, unless you and your cats intend to become vegetarians.)

My partner and I arrived at the scene after adjusting our speed to take due care on the wet roads—and hoping that for once a cleanup crew hired by the trucking company would beat us there. No such luck. Since we were on the turf of the upper district ranger, he had the responsibility of being the IC or Incident Commander. We were simply there to follow his directions, which were really pretty simple: take whatever you’ve got to work with and keep that “stuff” contained in the ravine as close to the road as possible.

We took a quick inventory of our hazmat supplies, which consisted mainly of some pads that look a little like oversized pampers and some long booms of the same material that resemble pampers rolled into giant, six-foot-long sausages. These are all made from a special fabric that is mainly designed to absorb petroleum products. Hey, if they would work on gasoline, why not chicken fat? Plan number one was to just deploy some pads and booms in front of the advancing ooze and contain it until the pros arrived to take over the clean-up.

Actually, plan number one wasn’t a bad one, except that the ravine was filled with a thick layer of leaves, and the goop had a strange tendency to run under and through the leaves instead of on top of them. That meant that we had to rake and shovel most of the leaves out of the way before we could place the pads and booms. In the process of raking and shoveling, we just had to be sure we didn’t spread the “stuff” around.

Plan number two, to just build some low earthen dams in the ravine and contain the flow sounded great, but it, too, was quickly discarded. There’s a good reason there aren’t many farms on these rocky Ozark slopes—loose dirt is a very scarce commodity in those parts, whether you want it for a garden or for damming up a gully to contain chicken fat—and a dam built from the abundance of rocks was too porous. We finally settled on a combination of low rock dams lined with sheets of plastic and absorbent pads.

To get the full picture, try to recall that it’s about 35° and a steady rain is now falling. Runoff from the rain was carrying our adversary down the hill, although thankfully rather slowly. Whatever process is used to liquefy this stuff apparently prefers an ambient temperature somewhat higher than 35°. If you are looking for a path to fame and fortune, I’d suggest you unlock the hidden secret about how to turn partially liquefied chicken fat into industrial-strength adhesive. I can testify from first-hand experience that under the conditions described above, it will really, really, stick to almost anything, with a decided preference for boots and pants legs. Somewhat to our surprise, the cold temperature didn’t do much to reduce the aromatic qualities of the substance and as an added bonus a distinctive odor hung heavily in the air.

Well, once again sheer persistence triumphed over evil; we contained the enemy, saved the Buffalo once again, and eventually turned the rest of the cleanup job over to pros. It was about dark when I made it back home, cold, wet and suspecting that I was hungry, but not entirely sure. I had already changed clothes back at the ranger station, consigning my uniform for the day to a well-sealed trash bag and wondering whether it was worth washing. I won’t blame you for thinking the end of this story is too good to be true, but it is.

I had asked that a message be relayed to my family that I had been working a truck wreck and might be a little late getting home, so those were all the details they had to work with. I opened the door to be greeted by a loving wife, who welcomed me home with the cheerful news that she knew I’d be ready for a nice supper, so she had prepared a great meal. It was just coming off the stove, so all I had to do was wash up and sit down at the table.

Yep, you guessed it—fried chicken, mashed potatoes, and cream gravy made right from those tasty chicken drippings! Velma was a really good sport when she found out why I said I’d just wait outside until the smell of freshly cooked chicken was aired out as much as possible, and for once the rest of the family didn’t have to try to beat Dad to the best pieces! Time eventually restored my appetite for a good drumstick, and chicken is now back on the menu for our household. On that particular evening, however, a cheese sandwich sure tasted a whole lot better!

Unusual incidents involving trucks are certainly not limited to the Buffalo National River. As evidence I offer a situation at the Big South Fork National River & Recreation Area in Kentucky and Tennessee. According to a report from the park, “rangers found themselves in a real ‘pickle’” on March 15, 2004, when they received a call about a tractor-trailer stuck along a road in the park. When they arrived on the scene rangers found that the tractor was gone, but the trailer had been abandoned—with a full load of cucumbers.

This case initially proved to be a real dilly, since there were no license plates or other identifying marks on the trailer, but good rangers relish a challenge. Success is sweet, however, and the owner was located after investigation determined that the rig had been stolen from a truck stop the previous weekend. Incidentally, this situation occurred on a Monday, so you can keep it in mind the next time you think your week is off to a weird start!
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