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Preface

What Could These Guides Be Thinking?

Lucky. I have to admit it. I’ve been exceedingly fortunate in too many ways to count to have experienced so many high adventures in so many ruggedly gorgeous regions of our fair planet—and to have survived them. This chronicle is intended in part to pay my debt of survival to Fate by sharing those adventures with readers who love true wilderness but might rather avoid personally experiencing hippo attacks, malaria, crocodiles, and potentially hostile tribesmen. Sad to say, but most wilderness destinations in this book are now impossible, so these accounts offer an insider’s experiences in wild regions that no longer exist but which never should have been allowed to be destroyed. This book attempts to bring them back to life and reveal what was lost. For the record, almost every person’s name in this book is real (with only a few noted exceptions). Dates, locations, incidents, and even conversations are accurate.

Influencing my decision to write this book were the many hard lessons learned. Decades ago I read Into Thin Air, Jon Krakauer’s chronicle of two professionally guided Mount Everest trips in 1996 that turned lethal. As I scrawled notes in the margins of Krakauer’s epic of high-dollar disasters, I had to admit to myself that he had posed important questions about professional guides: What are the ethics of professional guiding? How do the clients’ odds of survival factor into a trip leader’s decisions? A third important question emerged for me as an international wilderness river guide for 50 years, during which I’ve run 693 trips on 40 different river runs—plus wilderness treks—working as a trip leader or guide for a dozen companies and doing so alongside about 300 various fellow guides with whom we led at least 12,000 clients on adventures. During all this I’ve seen a few things happen. What is that third, most haunting question? What could those Everest guides (and so many others)—who broke so many of their own rules and then lost their lives and those of clients—have been thinking?

These questions forced me to review what we professionals do to keep our clients alive among the crocodiles of Ethiopia’s Omo River and atop the icy rim of Kilimanjaro and in the chilling rapids of the Grand Canyon Colorado, places where we shepherd our clients to the edge of lethal exposure but not quite over it. The result, this book, not only penetrates some of the most important and fantastic wild places on Earth, again, many of them now lost worlds, it also journeys through the minds of myself and fellow guides as we tempted fate. Unlike most accounts of this kind, this one is written from an insider’s perspective (I emphasize this because Krakauer, for example, was a journalist with climbing experience, not a paid Everest guide), not from that of a client or journalist guessing what might have been happening in the guide’s often concealed mind. Hence this is not the sort of book that focuses on the psychodramas of passengers such as overequipped Eric from Erie, oversexed Sharon from Seattle, and overdemanding Dick from Duluth as they struggle to make sense of their experiences in the outback. Instead this chronicle of adventure digs deeper to expose the painful metamorphosis of Homo sapiens into Homo guidus, a jack of many trades and hopefully a master of survival.

Each expedition, nine of which were river trips, into the back of beyond that I discuss in the following pages fostered my evolution as a guide. Many seemed to stumble all too close to disaster. This book also penetrates the fascinating exploration, history, ecology, conservation (or instead destruction), and physical challenges of rain forest, bush, canyon, montane forest, and desert to reveal what exists out there (or once did exist) that seduces us wilderness adrenaline addicts into becoming professional risk takers. Hobnobbing with lions, tigers, and bears, this book attempts to chronicle how risky these dangers truly are and to also take you along for the ride. Into the Unknown also looks at what sort of trusting animal it is who pays good money to become our clients. An unsettling insight here is the answer to that vital question when death via the forces of nature is on the line: What could these guides be thinking?

The answer?

Read on.
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Chapter 1

The Stanislaus

Paradise Lost

Our anticipation of big water had pushed each of us to rig our boats even tighter than usual. I looked upstream toward Andy, lean, tanned, and broad-shouldered. He hunched over his last trucker’s hitch cinching the poop deck across his Avon Professional. He looked up and flashed a smile framed by a mane of golden curls. His normal studious, gold-spectacled composure had transformed to one of secret excitement.

Why the smile? High water. The deep snowpack in the Sierra Nevada now was melting under the blazing sun of a hot May. California’s Stanislaus River roared out of the High Sierra and rushed beneath our moored boats at more than 7,000 cfs (cubic feet per second), instead of the mere 1,000 cfs or less that I’d learned to row on the previous summer. From here at Camp Nine, the river dropped thirty-four feet per mile for the next few miles through rapids named for death, disaster, mayhem, and for the people who screwed up in them worst or first.

Were the river to rise just a bit higher, John Benedict, the Bureau of Land Management river ranger, would arrive at our beach shaking his head at us and canceling our permit to run this commercial trip. As it was, Benedict’s hands were full trying to dissuade novices from putting their little rubber ducky boats onto this flood. During the past few days the Stanislaus had proved a killer at high water. For more than a week now it had punched its scorecard almost daily. In a strange twist of bureaucracy, Benedict possessed no authority to stop an unprepared or unskilled private person from launching a boat. He could only police commercial trips like ours run by professional licensed guides. Today, again, this lack would prove tragic.

I scanned our other guides on this, our first high-water trip of 1975. January, Suzie, Jim, and Andy each stared at the tubular nylon webbing they had weaved and knotted to rig their aluminum rowing frames and wooden decks to our inflatable Avon river boats. I, being both the newest and most naïve, had seesawed all morning between elation and terror. Our rafts floated fifty feet higher up the slope from the usual shoreline, now SCUBA territory. I had never before seen the big whitewater exploding one minute downstream of us, let alone run it. What I imagined had my neurons dancing the samba. I kept wondering: What would this “new” river throw at us? And how well would I perform when it did?

The brakes of our old ex–school bus screeched along the last curve of Camp Nine Road. The bus disgorged an array of shiny sunglasses, white shorts, and noses smeared with zinc oxide.

Jim, our trip leader, gathered the newcomers into a circle as we guides lashed their gear—stowed in military surplus rubber bags—using one-inch tubular nylon webbing cinched with bowlines, trucker’s hitches, and rolling hitches. These knots had to be bomb-proof. Rigged to flip. Just in case …

Jim stood surrounded in the growing heat by a dozen men and a dozen women squirming in anticipation of a roller-coaster ride though one of California’s most beautiful canyons.

Jim’s job was to explain what to do when a dangerous mishap occurred in whitewater: flipping, wrapping, entanglement, passenger overboard, being forced to swim a rapid (or several), how to escape the river via an eddy but avoid getting trapped in the sieve of trees lining the now drowned shoreline, and so on. An important part of his talk was the importance of one’s life jacket.

He shrugged a Mae West life jacket onto his tanned chassis, obscuring some of his wild blond hair. He demonstrated the jacket’s ties and clips. He tugged on his beard and uttered staccato instructions on how to take an active role in your own whitewater rescue.

Afterward, a tall wiry client I’ll call Bill sidled up to me as I obsessively bomb-proofed my rig. He was bushy headed and wore thick, horn-rimmed glasses.

“Pretty big water!” he said, gesturing downstream with his bushy beard.

“Yeah,” I agreed. No way was I going to tell this guy it was so big that we were already wondering who among us would be paying the River God in lost pride, damaged gear, or worse. Nor was I about to admit I had never even seen water this big before.

“It would be great if we could run paddleboats,” he added. “A lot of us were counting on it.”

“Well, it’s illegal for us to run paddleboats on this river above six thousand cubic feet per second. It’s too dangerous, an easy way to get killed with inexperienced paddlers.”

“We’d love to run paddleboats,” Bill said, as if he had not heard me. “Would you put in a good word with the boss over there?” He indicated Jim.

In my rookie inexperience, I was surprised at Bill. Paddleboats dictate the kind of trip in which everyone’s destiny is tied to the performance of amateurs who can and do decide to go limp at any moment, often a critical moment. His oblivious response to my warning seemed eerie. Maybe he was on drugs. This happened a lot. As time would reveal, this was yet another one of those times. Other guides had warned me that some adult clients proved far less cautious and exercised less common sense than the average kindergartner, but I had not believed it. Now it was sinking in.

Bill, I learned, had paid Odyssey Explorations to treat his ten friends—most living in the same hippie commune—to this river trip. For Bill, this two-day trip into whitewater mayhem was one expensive party. He wanted it to blow their minds. On whitewater, this meant taking things to the edge. And paddling stoned on flood-level whitewater maybe seemed to Bill too good to pass up.

Bill next solicited January, then Suzie, and finally Andy. Each told him the same thing: paddleboats on this flow could not happen. Bill then walked back to Jim and reported that some of us thought paddleboats sounded like fun. Jim’s beard creased into a faraway smile. Our paddles were stacked in our boathouse sixty miles away.

Zero hour. Passengers wearing bulky orange Mae Wests filed to my boat. My stomach sank as Bill and the caretaker of his commune and three women climbed aboard. Why’d he pick me?

Nolan, our operations manager, planned to shove us off one by one through the dense phalanx of trees out onto the spate. I wanted to row in the middle of the pack where I could watch at least one of my fellow guides run these “new” rapids before I had to. We’d be incapable of stopping to scout any rapid from shore. With no eddies and instead shores lined with entrapment trees, stopping posed more danger than running the rapids blind. With no boat running ahead of me, I’d be forced to analyze each unknown rapid in short seconds while racing into them. I felt immensely grateful to be able to follow someone more experienced. The river out there was a minefield.

Nolan untied January’s boat and shoved it. This was good. January had been my whitewater mentor last year. I owed to her almost every technique and trick of rowing I knew. Learning her style of efficient rowing, the sort that women must master instead of the sloppier, brute-force styles used by some men, already had proved an invaluable advantage. Following her would be perfect.

Nolan next shoved my boat into the current. Meanwhile January’s boat had lodged atop a boulder before clearing the trees. It stuck there. The faces of her five passengers furrowed in worry.

My sixteen-foot raft, however, shot off the bank like a torpedo and rocketed past hers into swift current. I had become lead boat.

My first glimpse of the tumult ahead spurred a twinge in my gut. Instead of a mainstream flanked by occasional eddies, the entire river raced in a bank-to-bank sweep with no eddies. Along both shorelines swift current sieved through big alders and Oregon ashes, pushing shining pillows of water against each trunk. These trees posed more danger than rapids because, again, like a strainer, they could trap a boat or person and pin either underwater for days.

My bad dream had just come true: I was an untested high-water rookie running lead boat with five clients on board on a milky green flood of racing ice water I’d never seen before.

The current immediately accelerated my boat into a whitewater roller coaster. This flood had transformed what normally was a bobcat of a river into a sabertooth. Trees on the shoreline blurred past. I worked my ten-foot ash oars. Caroming downstream, my ever heavier, non-self-bailing boat responded like a dead tree. I pivoted to increase my ferry angle against the current. It helped. But not much. Obvious already, there must be techniques I had yet to learn about how to make a boat do its tricks in this sort of runaway flow.

Dangers popped up ahead like cardboard bad guys in an FBI firearms training camp. Bad things, I realized, were going to happen out here today. I resolved that none would happen to people on my boat. As adrenaline pumped, I felt myself shunt into the boatman’s whitewater time warp. All action seemed to slow down.

Again, the swollen Stanislaus River looked like a stranger. Every landmark I knew from low water in each rapid was submerged. Death Rock (named the hard way; swimming Boy Scouts roped together became the victims when they drifted past the rock on opposite sides) was our first big whitewater. Twin huge boulders normally towered in midriver above others in this tumultuous rock garden. These two formed the crux of the run. I scanned downstream for these markers.

No boulders emerged from this rapid now. Instead huge waves bulged in the middle of the channel and gave birth to a great sucking hole roaring like a Boeing 747 at takeoff. My raft raced toward these ugly boat eaters.

“At high water,” I’d once heard, “run Death to the right.”

I pivoted into a right, upstream ferry angle. Next I pulled toward the right side of the rapid for all I was worth. My wet wooden oar handles slipped in my grip. I felt blisters begin across both palms. My ever more swamped boat felt sluggish, as in one of those caught-in-molasses dreams. Icy waves smashed over our starboard gunwale, drenching all six of us. Bill grunted at each cold slap in the face. I squinted to clear my eyes. Another big wave slammed me so hard it nearly knocked me off the boat. I scrambled upright back on the rowing bench. Strangely, the ice water did not feel cold. It had no temperature. But each big wave crashing over the bow swamped my boat ever heavier.

The midriver hole zoomed ever closer, as if it had trapped us within its gravitational event horizon. If we dropped into it, we would emerge upside down, with no one downriver to rescue us.

Desperate, I back-pivoted sideways to the big waves at the edge of the biggest hole. This nudged my boat at the last second into the safe but narrow strip of current to the right, nearly in the trees. I shipped both oars. We plummeted backward past the midstream giant foaming rooster tail. I caught a glimpse of the boat-gulping hole below it.

“Whew!” I blurted.

Were my passengers aware of how narrow our escape had been? As the alders whipped past us in flickering emerald blurs, I stole a glance at their faces. Narrow margins, it seemed, were exactly what my five thrill seekers expected.

“Bail, you guys!” I yelled. The boat’s undersized, eighteen-inch tubes had slurped river into the bilge in ever bigger gulps. The boat weighed well beyond a ton.

For ten minutes, my clients tag-teamed our two bailing buckets. Meanwhile my attempts to maneuver continued to feel like navigating molasses. For a fast mile I struggled merely to recognize each rapid. Devil’s Staircase was around here somewhere. And Bailey’s Falls. Then Widow Maker.

We ran big roller-coaster haystack waves I’d never seen before. They were fun, or would have been had I not been so worried about plunging into a hidden hole and flipping upside down.

As with a real roller coaster, we could neither stop nor step off the monster waves ahead. My bow snapped upward to almost vertical. Whitewater deluged us. My boat teeter-tottered atop a wave crest, then dove deep into the trough downstream of it. My stomach floated in space. Then the bow snapped back up onto the next standing wave.

Everybody gripped their panic lines.

No rapid thus far had resembled the rock-studded, technical whitewater I had learned to row here a year before. Reading this new water while running, I wrestled my oars to avoid a gauntlet of new pour-overs, huge sucking holes, and nasty, curling diagonal waves created by submerged boulders. So far I had slipped laterally past a dozen boat flippers. I felt all too aware that if I let things fall apart anywhere, I lacked the experience to put them back together. Even a little mistake by a lead boatman with no safety personnel downstream could yield big consequences.

I needed to catch an eddy and allow a more experienced guide to pass me.

The next rapid was Devil’s Staircase. There should be a huge boulder near its head. But that rock had vanished. Instead a huge sucking cannibalistic hole crashed and thundered there. I zipped to the right of this hole and scanned ahead at the riot of tumbling river for more menaces. Mister Toad’s wild ride.

Below Devil’s I spotted my first eddy. But the sieve of white alders growing between me and the high-water shoreline made taking a shot at this postage-stamp eddy look suicidal.

I next looked for an eddy below Bailey Falls. No dice. My lack of mastery of downstream ferrying (a vital technique I had not yet learned because almost no boatmen on California rivers used it) made trying to enter these sieve-eddies too risky. So, trapped in the fast water, I continued to point my bow downstream and watch ahead to avoid new huge dangers by pulling away from them.

“What am I even doing here?” Some corner of my mind screamed at me. I could be, in fact should be, I admonished myself, safe in the staid halls of academia and working on grant proposals to fund my proposed new project on an unstudied community of wild chimpanzees in Tanzania.

Why? Less than a year ago, during the summer of 1974, Jane Goodall had reported observations that threatened to change the basic definition of what it is to be human. Groups of up to seven male chimpanzees from her study group in Kasekela had made repeated forays miles to the south, where they murdered, one by one, in brutal twenty-minute maulings, every adult male chimp of their southern neighboring community near the Kahama Valley. These Kasekela males also brutally murdered the old females of the Kahama group. Next they absorbed most of their vanquished neighbors’ territory and its young females into their own territory. This coordinated, warlike behavior among our nearest evolutionary cousins instantly became the hottest and most controversial issue in anthropology. The Holy Grail. Tackling this successfully demanded a knight errant.

The Big Question? Was the waging of war by apes a natural behavior? Or instead was it merely a local but bizarre artifact fostered by the abrupt truncation of Goodall’s eight-year-long program of feeding the chimps hundreds of bananas per day to encourage them to visit her camp and thus facilitate observations? Finding the answer demanded making more years of observations of a new community that was part of the same genetic population but which had never been observed or provisioned with food or habituated to humans or tainted scientifically in any way.

Months before, on July 30 of 1974, my major professor at UC Davis, Dr. Peter S. Rodman, had mailed me a letter from a castle in Burg Wartenstein, Austria, where nearly every one of the couple of dozen scientists who ever had studied any species of great ape—in a rain forest or in a lab—had met to compare notes. Here Jane Goodall had just informed the other twenty-four attendees that the chimps in Gombe had been committing this shocking series of murders. Peter saw how huge this issue was and how difficult it would be to determine exactly why the apes were waging war. He had written me from Das Alter Rothouse to tell me that both Jane Goodall and David Hamburg had spoken well of me, to the point where Peter now asked whether I would consider Goodall’s suggestion that I plan my PhD work to investigate the interrelations between chimpanzee communities in the Gombe Stream region. My field research directly focused on the chimp warfare phenomenon, Peter encouraged, could shed critical light on “a problem of tremendous theoretical importance.”

This letter was every grad student’s wildest dream come true. It smacked of Hollywood fiction. One grad student being offered the most interesting scientific project of an era? Academic platinum. The anthropological version of the Apollo 11 lunar landing. My project would be designed to reveal the Kasekela apes either as natural warriors (as among ants or humans) or instead as traumatized victims of having been provisioned with forty-four thousand calories of bananas per day for eight years, then cut off almost cold turkey. Some scientists suspected that Goodall’s banana “bust” had infused in the apes a sudden famine reaction, one that had kick-started them into a dog-eat-dog melee much like what might happen among starving rats in a psychology lab experiment or among starving human prisoners.

Which was true? Natural warfare or artificially imposed mayhem? Or was it both?

This huge question—not rowing whitewater—was what I was supposed to be working on right now. I should have been polishing my grant proposals to win funding to observe the Mitumba Creek chimp community for a few years to reveal the social ecology of chimps in northern Gombe (more on this later).

But self-recriminations right now would not rescue me from this whitewater.

I glanced over my shoulder again to check our four boats behind. They bobbed and ducked and crashed into exploding waves, disappearing then reappearing.

No, wait! One looked wrong. All I could see was the shiny black bottom side of an Avon floor careening over the exploding waves toward us.

That boat had capsized.

And the six people on board had been dumped into the drink. Because the current carries people in the water faster than a boat drifts on its surface, those six should spew down toward us.

“Look for swimmers upstream!” I yelled to my exhausted bailers.

Everyone scanned upstream. None spotted a swimmer. This was not good. If people were trapped beneath that boat—entangled perhaps in its spider web of rigging—they could drown.

The flip protocol is: Unless a guide has counted all heads on the surface from his or her flipped boat, it is his or her job to swim under the raft and search for trapped passengers, rapid or no rapid. This was one reason we all carry a knife. To slice the nylon rigging. Rigging is especially dangerous when the spring clips of a Mae West life jacket accidentally self-clips onto it. Having heard stories of fatalities and near-misses, I carried two knives—a big Buck “General” and a Swiss Army pocket knife—in case I dropped one while trying to cut someone loose underwater.

Had the boatman behind us needed to dive into that scary dark Maytag from hell to sweep under his or her boat for missing people? Was anyone trapped beneath it?

If so, then our connecting with that boat could mean life versus death.

We had cascaded through Widow Maker. I rowed hard upstream to slow us down to intercept the flipped boat drifting a hundred yards behind us. But doing this, I saw, would not let us rendezvous quickly enough. I needed to park in an eddy and let the damned thing catch up with us.

Whose boat was it? Suzie’s? She was our smallest guide. And she had been hauling a guy I’ll call Watson. At 350 pounds, he added 200 pounds of extra weight that Suzie had to muscle with her oars every time she maneuvered. She probably should not have had Watson on board, but women had been forced to fight so hard to be considered whitewater guides that Suzie was not about to complain about weight. Moreover, telling a paying passenger he cannot ride on your boat because he is too incredibly heavy and to please go find someone else willing to haul him around is the road to several things going wrong in a hurry. At any rate, Watson sitting in Suzie’s stern easily could have “low-sided” her boat into a flip.

The seconds dragged. The river shot us through more haystacks dancing an explosive ballet. White spray fire-hosed over my bow and our heads as we slammed straight and hard into these standing waves, only to suddenly plummet into the next trough as if falling off the edge of the earth. But instead of enjoying this wild ride, half my crew bailed while stumbling around on our loose, swamped floor while the other half gripped panic lines and scanned for swimmers.

Frustrated with my failure to catch a micro-eddy, I next felt amazed to see Rose Creek Canyon appear ahead on the left shoreline. Had we really run nearly three miles this fast?

In my swamped boat, catching even the huge eddy there proved a struggle. We crossed the swirling eddy fence between the downstream current and upstream eddy. The left side of my boat sank, sucked underwater by the eddy current. Two people sitting there screamed and leapt for the starboard gunwale. I glanced at my palms. My blister count had climbed to eight.

Framed to the north by a marble cliff soaring a thousand feet high, the upside-down runaway drifted past us. January followed a few yards upstream of it. Her passengers frantically bailed bucket after bucket. She looked at me and rowed upstream as if to join us. But her long, perfect oar strokes did not break her out of the mainstream across the eddy fence. This was not because she was being dragged by the upside-down boat. She had not tethered it.

Her eyes locked with mine. Exhausted, her glance seemed to say, “What’s the use?” (Soon I would discover she was not saying this at all.)

Seconds later, Suzie pulled into our eddy with the weighty Watson still half sinking her stern. Our fifth boat was nowhere in sight.

“Who flipped?” I yelled to Suzie.

“Jim.”

“What about his passengers?”

“I think Andy got some of them.”

Some of them? Andy, the whitewater master with the golden smile, had been rowing sweep. Did he have all five passengers plus Jim? Or was someone still trapped, now hypothermic at best, under Jim’s boat?

I sized up what I thought I knew. January had seemed too exhausted to tow the runaway to shore here. Suzie’s load was too heavy for her to build up the speed to catch it. If the capsized boat did conceal someone trapped beneath, that person could die. Even if not, the boat could drift miles past where we planned to camp.

To maybe save someone’s life, I reasoned further, I had to move fast. But hauling five people would prove a handicap. If I shifted three of my passengers to Suzie, then I could row like the wind.

This would prove very poor thinking on my part because upstream of Rose Creek we had maybe ten passengers and two guides but only one boat (Andy’s) for all of them until they rendezvoused here in the eddy with Suzie. But when that happened, because of me, she would have eight people already on her boat. My decision to jettison three people here would cripple Suzie’s ability to carry half the extra people from Jim’s missing boat.

Yet, spurred by my imagined need for immediate action, I left three people with Suzie. I rowed out with Bill (aka Mister Paddleboat) and a guy I’ll call John, his commune caretaker, as my elite tactical team. A ship of fools.

I pulled hard downstream, slamming through minor rapids stern first. The flickering emerald of willow-and alder-covered banks blurred past. A mile downriver near Otter Bar, January’s boat was wedged among a thick stand of willows several feet from shore. Tethered to it was Jim’s boat, still upside-down and deeply entangled in a sieve of trees, brush, and current.

I moored to a beach upstream. We three waded chest deep into the current and spent nearly half an hour wiggling, jerking, and hauling each boat out of the tangle to shore.

By the time the nine of us had tied the ropes to reflip Jim’s raft, I knew I had made a big mistake by not waiting at Rose Creek for Andy and everyone else. Had any chance existed that someone was trapped under this boat, both Suzie and January would have been frantic to swim under it. I should have known from their body language that they had reckoned the boat to be clear. I should have asked them point blank. I had botched up. My screwup could be even worse if any of Jim’s people were injured. And worse yet because now he had only two other guides, Andy and Suzie, to help him render aid instead of three.

As we poised to reflip Jim’s boat, January explained. “I caught up with this just below Rose. I thought I was going to bust my guts pulling this thing to shore. I got it to shore twice but the current swept us back out … Hey, where are your other passengers?”

“I left them with Suzie so I could speed after Jim’s b—”

January’s eyes now flashed. “Didn’t you see I was right on it?”

“I didn’t know whether someone might be trapped underneath …” I stopped. Anything more I might say would not help. Instead I focused on our bigger potential problem: possible injuries from Jim’s flip. Downstream of Rose I was useless. If worse situations exist than feeling useless in fixing a problem, but knowing the problem is your fault, and also knowing that everyone else is paying for your uselessness while you are being paid specifically to be useful, it can’t be a very long list.

Jim’s boat flopped right side up on the beach. No one was trapped underneath. I stared at his load of dripping river bags and wished in vain I had stayed at Rose Creek.

“Let’s derig these,” January said, “and check for leaks.”

Some bags had leaked. We draped wet clothes and sleeping bags to dry on trees and rocks under the morning sun. The only items missing were Jim, five passengers, and one ten-foot oar.

How they all might rejoin us despite three boats missing upstream gnawed at me like an ulcer.

“Jim had been running right down the center of the river,” January explained. “He stayed center even at Devil’s Staircase. He dropped straight into that humongous hole at the top.”

I groaned.

“His raft pivoted in the trough then climbed diagonally up that huge standing wave. His boat stood sideways and vertical. His passengers dropped like flies into the hole. Jim tried climbing to the high-side. Then it flipped backwards into the hole.”

An hour later, as I imagined ever worse complications upstream due to my ill-conceived exit from Rose Creek, Suzie and Andy rowed into our cove with their passengers plus my missing three. Suzie explained how Jim and his five were waiting at Rose to catch a ride down to us with another rafting company once they finished their fun-in-the-sun visit up to the swimming hole. This was good news. But, again, their wait and our trip division were due to my mistake.

Andy had rowed sweep. He now told me he’d been able to chase, catch, and rescue only one of Jim’s passengers. The other four plus Jim had risked the sieve of trees by swimming to shore. Commercial guides behind us had picked them up and delivered them safely to Rose Creek.

We fixed lunch under a broiling sun and waited for our missing six.

Five women of the “Stanford faction”—from that Palo Alto commune—strolled topless toward the digger pines. The rest of our passengers were more typical couples, including one father with his twelve-year-old son, now goggle-eyed.

Hours passed. Jim and company still had not arrived via the courtesy of the company behind us at Rose Creek.

We normally would have stopped a mile farther downriver for lunch at Duck Bar and for a hike to Coral Cave. We now polled our twenty clients for their preferences. Half wanted to spelunk the cave. The other half wanted to tour Forty-Niner mining relics scattered here on Otter Bar.

January and I shoved off with ten spelunkers.

This river flowed through California’s only major undammed limestone and marble canyon. More than a century earlier it had helped fuel the California Gold Rush. Placer mines and abandoned iron equipment left by Forty-Niners punctuated this river. As we floated now on a smooth swift flow bordered by thousand-foot walls of marbleized limestone, we repopulated the canyon by discussing the “ghosts” of those vanished Argonauts.

In fact, the Forty-Niners were Johnny-come-latelies. The first whites to visit were Spanish missionaries in 1802. They named this river Rio Guadalupe and deemed this region far too harsh to settle. Yet missions spread elsewhere quickly across California’s other pockets of paradise closer to the coast. The padres soon rounded up every local Indian they could into huge, unnatural congregations to better serve God (and serve the padres as slaves and serfs). In these missions life for Native Americans went horribly wrong.

At Mission San Jose (near the southern tip of San Francisco Bay), for example, thousands of Ohlone Indians forcibly gathered by the church died of a measles epidemic and of other European diseases so quickly that the few survivors were forced to toss their thousands of ravaged corpses into a mass grave. Many coastal Indians, including Miwoks, fled the horrors of the missions. The padres, in turn, branded these “converted” fugitives as “neophytes” to be arrested and returned. One wily and influential neophyte (a chief) fled here to this river canyon in 1821 from Mission Santa Clara, where he had been christened “Estanislao.”

Estanislao sought sanctuary among the nine thousand inland Miwoks whose territory stood rich in black oaks and valley oaks producing crops of edible acorns and whose rivers hosted large salmon runs. As with many neophytes, Estanislao was pursued by punitive Spanish military expeditions. Luckily, Indian coalitions defeated nearly every one. Estanislao became so influential locally that in March 1844, when explorer John C. Fremont marched west over Carson Pass then turned south to cross near here, he recorded this river in his journal as the “Stanislaus.” Five years later a ruthless rabble of gold-hungry American and European Forty-Niners invaded this isolated sanctuary of peaceful Miwoks; they killed even more Native Californians than the Spanish had.

We tied our boats at Duck Bar, a wide meadowland that had been a Miwok camp for about two thousand years, until 1943. Twenty minutes of hot hiking downstream through a riparian forest along a marble cliff face saw us perched a couple of hundred feet above the river across from Chinese Camp, where Chinese immigrants had successfully placer mined a low-gradient portion of the river. We stared into the ragged maw of Coral Cave.

January herded our ten spelunkers into its antechamber and lectured on how limestone caves originate and how the strange and beautiful formations that grace such caves—from stalactites to the more exotic helictites, draperies, and false floors—were formed by calcium-rich groundwater dripping or flowing into the cave over centuries.

“Remember, you can’t touch anything in here.”

“Why not?” a woman asked her, wondering how it could be possible to crawl through the narrow passages ahead without touching anything.

“The oil on our hands spreads a thin film on any formation you touch. Then no more molecules of calcium carbonate can adhere to the formation. Touching them is the kiss of death.”

One by one we crawled through dog-sized passages and under fang-sharp stalactites and sloshed through midnight-black rimstone lakes. We regrouped deep in chilly Stygian darkness. January recounted tales of Jesse James and his gang of bank robbers eluding the sheriff’s posse by ditching their horses and swimming through a secret subterranean spring burbling in some Missouri cave. Meanwhile I held the second flashlight.

After an hour of ink-black darkness marred by two weak flashlight beams, we emerged from Coral Cave to blink and squint in the afternoon glare under a cobalt blue sky.

Hundreds of feet below us a lone boat navigated the emerald green ripples of Pipeline Rapid. Bureau of Land Management ranger John Benedict was rowing. Five years earlier Benedict had held the dubious honor of having been the swamper (boatman’s assistant) and apparent boatman in a prize-winning LIFE magazine photo by Ken Klementis depicting a thirty-three-foot ARTA motor rig actually driven by Tim Allen as it flipped upside down in Lava Falls on 30,000 cfs in Grand Canyon. Adventure travel gone sour. Benedict’s boat now, however, looked even more sour. Strapped to its deck was a black body bag.

Wondering who the victim was, we hiked the slope back to Duck Bar between the blooming lupines, fairy lanterns, and Chinese houses dotting the cliff face along the narrow, winding trail.

At Duck Bar Andy, Suzie, and Jim with his five involuntary swimmers finally joined us after regaining his boat. He now tugged on his beard. His eyes danced as if dodging too many thoughts. His job was to make certain I knew how I had blown it—in hopes that I would not blow it again.

“A lot of mistakes were made this morning …”

“Yeah, I know,” I interrupted. “Mine was pretty stupid.”

He nodded. “Four of my passengers and I got picked up by a trip behind us. You all should have waited, January included, for us at Rose Creek, and not chased my boat. It would have been caught anyway by the big eddy above Razorback.

“I didn’t hike up to the swimming hole with my people,” he continued. “Instead I stood on shore to think about what I’d done wrong to flip in Devil’s. I had to be clear on that before I could feel competent to row clients down the river again. Then I heard someone yell, ‘There’s a body!’

“I saw it and asked a guy nearby, ‘You know CPR?’ He said yes and we both dived into the eddy. The guy out there was floating face down and wearing one of those useless horse collars. We towed him to shore. Bystanders helped get him out. Two started CPR before I’d even climbed out.

“My first thought when I saw the man’s face was forget it; this guy’s dead. Rescuers worked on him anyway. Then some new guy broke into our circle. He checked the guy’s pupils. They were fixed and dilated. He felt his carotid pulse. There wasn’t any. Then he stood and said, ‘You’re wasting your time; I’m a physician, and I declare him dead.’

“Then Benedict rowed into the eddy. He walked up to our dead guy. At Camp Nine Benedict had tried to convince him not to launch with his ten-year-old son in their little rubber ducky raft on such big water. Their boat was too small and their life jackets were crap.

“But this big guy told Benedict he knew what he was doing.”

Ironically, only now, when the man’s status had changed from private rafter to dead body, could Benedict take legal action by doing what he did next: stuff the man into a body bag.

The son had been rescued by another guide upstream. Upon catching the Rose Creek eddy, his rescuer decided not to let the boy see his father and not tell him he had drowned. That young boy had just lost his father to abject stupidity. Nothing in his life ever would be the same.

“You know,” Jim added, “it was really strange to go in after that guy. It blew me away. I kept thinking about my flip—I didn’t swim under my boat to check for anyone trapped!”

Jim’s lapse hit close to home not just because he violated a life-or-death safety rule then afterward had to haul a drowned man out of the river. It hit harder because of January’s mother Joyce. She’d been a passenger on a twenty-two-foot snout rig that flipped in Tuna Rapid in Grand Canyon. Her boatman, John, had swum under his rig and searched the airless expanse of loosely flopping rubber bags, pulsing straps, and shifting military surplus boxes. He had found Joyce with her head wedged between two big boxes. A few more seconds trapped there and Joyce would have drowned. Instead, her guide had jerked her loose and towed her back up to the world of air and sunlight.

We all knew this story. Jim now measured himself against it and came up short. This was haunting him far more than my foolish decision at Rose Creek haunted me.

For our passengers, however, Jim’s flip was a bonus. As each person told his or her own war story, their subjective reality became: You couldn’t buy this kind of adventure (incidentally, Webster defines “adventure” as undertaking a hazardous enterprise). This was taking it to the edge. Then over it.

At camp, people scurried through the pines and oaks like squirrels to find sleeping spots. We set up our kitchen. I grabbed the axe. Our company owners had decreed that a cook stove would demolish the wilderness ambiance of our clientele’s experience. So we hauled firewood on our boats and cooked all meals over coals. Hence we needed to get a fire blazing now. I swung the axe to split oak into cook-fire size.

The sun set. Today’s adventures and narrow escapes, the beauty of the canyon, the fire shooting embers into the sky, the fatigue, and Sierra Club cups of sangria convinced our people that it “doesn’t get any better than this.”

But today’s lessons would not rest. I’d gotten off easy this morning. So had Jim. But what about next time? Stewing over this, I sliced a heap of strawberries for the shortcakes I was baking in two cast iron Dutch ovens. Again I questioned my being here. Sure, a big reason was money. Since my honorable discharge from the U.S. Army I’d had to scramble for every dollar for my university education, living expenses, tuition, et cetera. At first, the small but essential checks from my G.I. Bill educational benefits had made it possible. These, however, had run their full course and ended when I earned a master’s degree in environmental biology focusing on lowland gorillas. But, I asked myself, did working now as a river guide every weekend during school make sense, no matter how badly I needed the money, no matter how good (and free) the food was, and how fun the job? Was I trapped in my working-class mentality? Did I have to earn every dollar I needed? Did students at Harvard work their full way through a PhD? My opportunity to study the most important issue in animal behavior under Jane Goodall’s tutelage seemed vastly more important than did this part-time job of taking people on river adventures they could never attempt on their own. Still, one must eat …

One of the Stanford Faction just old enough to vote, I’ll call her Sharin, walked up and stopped inches from my face. She gave me a dazzling smile under her honey blonde page-boy. “Want some help?” I felt a jostle. January suddenly stood beside me. She whipped out her five-inch Buck knife and started converting fat strawberries into delicate slices. Sharin read her telegraph, smiled, and drifted away. Toward Andy.

I wondered how long it would take before Suzie straightened her out.

Mere seconds, it turned out. But before Sharin could zero in on Jim, someone inveigled her into singing her “Indian song.”

In a clear strong voice she sang, “Tongo … itchi itchi kumai yah!”

We would hear this song a lot during the next twenty-four hours. But after this first rendition, she admitted that it sounded more impressive when she sang it from the roof of their commune.

Someone asked, “What do the words mean?”

“I have no idea,” Sharin admitted.

Suzie smirked.

After sleeping under a brilliant, star-strewn sky, we consumed huge fire-cooked omelets, then tried to break camp. One member of the Stanford Faction had treated his nine commune brothers and sisters to a synthetic psychedelic known by some combination of numbers and letters we’d never heard of. Some Stanfordites were already coming on like gangbusters. Packing their bags to head downriver now seemed silly to them. Jim had to convince them otherwise.

While loading my raft, I heard whistles. Sharin had perched twenty feet above us in a valley oak. She alternated between whistling bird calls (which weren’t bad but sounded like no bird I could identify) and singing fiercely intense renditions of her Indian song.

Finally the current carried us downcanyon. The river felt like freedom. No phone calls, no junk mail, no bills, no summons, no commercials, radio drivel, politically manipulated news, reports due, taxes due, overbearing coworkers, traffic jams, road rage, weeds in the lawn, or existential riddles like “Why am I wasting my life in a nowhere job like this?” Rivers do not cure every ill of civilization. But by separating us from them, they allow us to see that they are, in fact, ills.

A couple of miles beyond Parrotts Ferry I spotted something jutting six inches vertically out of a pond in a maze of small, mostly submerged grass-topped islands near shore. I rowed over. I hauled sixteen feet of vertical but hidden fiberglass canoe out of the river. It was an unusual model in perfect shape with low gunwales and no internal flotation, pretty but a bad choice for whitewater. A few hours later I would learn that a few days ago the two people paddling it without life jackets had put in at Parrotts Ferry, floated for minutes, capsized, and drowned. I dragged the boat sideways across my stern and tied it down to haul to take-out.

We floated between rolling hills clad with spring grasses and dotted with the umbrella-like oaks. These fourteen miles of the Stanislaus between Camp Nine and Melones had proved a bonanza for Forty-Niners, the mother of all mother lodes. The canyon had creaked under its weight of placer gold. And it walls had oozed quartz-veined gold. Some miners had extracted fortunes here in merely a week. Others languished for years only to depart with gaunt faces and empty pockets.

Carson Hill rose above us at river mile 12.8. This was a Forty-Niner’s most avaricious dream come true. It yielded more gold per cubic foot of ground than any other place on Earth. In 1854, coaxed by dynamite, the Calaveras Nugget emerged from the hill. This fifteen-inch-long hunk of gold weighed 194 pounds. It still holds the record for the largest gold nugget found in America. But even this dream nugget proved only a fraction of 1 percent of the many millions of dollars in gold this hill yielded. So much gold that by the year 2000, there would no longer be a Carson Hill.

The bonanza on the Stanislaus lured more men than had Odysseus’s Sirens. These greed-crazed fortune hunters obliterated the Miwoks, pulverized the Stanislaus canyon’s tributaries, and in places diverted the entire riverbed.

During lunch a thirty-plus-year-old woman I’ll call Sylvia sat with us and watched three Stanfordites strolling past. She asked, “Do people normally go topless like that?”

“Hmm,” January said, “not really.”

“Do you have trips where they don’t wear anything at all?” she asked, more animated.

Why was she asking this? Was she going to condemn river running as a debauch? And maybe write a scathing letter condemning our standards of decency as having been penned by hedonists and sybarites? (The company rule for guides was to stay dressed until the very last passenger goes natural.)

“Oh, yeah,” January said.

Sylvia smiled longingly. “I’d like to see one of those trips!”

Ever since Jim’s life jacket demonstration, we guides had debated on whether to insist to the Stanfordites that they keep their shirts on to avoid offending the rest of our group. Now we hear that half naked is not enough! This was one of my early reminders of an important lesson I’d need to relearn all too many times: Never assume what exactly is going on in a client’s head unless they spell it out.

We beached at Melones, at the head of the reservoir below Horseshoe Bend. I sighed in relief over having ended this trip unscathed. “Melones,” by the way, had been named because the size and shape of the gold nuggets taken here by Mexican Forty-Niners matched those of melon seeds.

Sylvia, who longed to see a totally nude river trip, eased herself off January’s bow. A guy on our trip, thinking he was doing Sylvia a favor, yanked the bowline to get it out of her way. Instead the rope whipped Sylvia’s foot out from under her. As she crashed into the mud her ankle “popped.”

An exam confirmed her break; this would be our worst injury for the entire year. Sylvia now sat forlornly in the mud to soak her ankle in the chilly water while we arranged for an ambulance. Jim rode with her to the hospital in Sonora. Meanwhile I dragged my salvaged “death canoe” to the government dumpster. Later the worry hit me that someone else might end their lives because of it. Maybe I should have left the dammed thing sunk where I had found it.

We loaded our gear onto our old Dodge school bus and drove south on Highway 49 to Sonora to collect Jim. The doctor, Jim explained, had seen fractures as severe as Sylvia’s only from violent skiing accidents. Sylvia was, the doctor explained, an amazing example of what a sedentary lifestyle can do to atrophy one’s muscles even by her age of thirty-two. The doctor also told Jim that the body of the stubborn private boater whom Jim had pulled dead from the river at Rose Creek was the fifth person he knew of in the past ten days to have drowned in the Stanislaus and to have been admitted dead on arrival. Every victim—including the paddlers of my sunken canoe—had been a private boater. No one could recall a commercial client drowning.

Ranger Benedict was probably running out of hair to yank out.

Our bus shuddered and rattled along the zigzags of Highway 49 into the Stanislaus Canyon to cross the Old Melones Bridge. Surveyors were staking out the new, wildly expensive New Melones Bridge, a futuristic lengthy span hundreds of feet above the reservoir. Bulldozers would soon poise for the kill downstream at the new dam site. This thought felt like a lump of lead stuck in my aorta.

The Stanislaus River was about to be murdered. Gratuitously and against the wishes of most Californians. Collateral victims would include thirty companies that ran passengers on this, America’s third most popular whitewater river (in 1980, sixty thousand people would run it). New Melones Dam would also damage the native trout fishery. And drown a fantastic array of limestone caves for spelunkers. And inundate beautiful creeks and swimming holes for hikers, sacred sites of the Miwoks, and Forty-Niner relics. The dam also would flood California’s only major limestone and marble river canyon.

The fight to save this river from being dammed a fourteenth time—and with the fourth largest earth-fill dam on the planet—had spurred one of the dirtiest environmental battles in California history. Its origin was a 1946 decision by the Army Corps of Engineers to build a monumental dam here for flood control. By the 1970s, this plan had shifted to building a $341 million dam in order to sell to a hundred Central Valley farmers water for $3.50 per acre-foot that would cost taxpayers $70 per acre-foot to store (equivalent to the U.S. Treasury selling dollars for nickels). New Melones also was intended to reduce flooding of floodplain lands purchased dirt cheap by farmers who then whined to the federal government for protection from flooding (a government study found it would be far more economical for taxpayers to buy back these lands than spend $341 million to protect them). Worse yet, the dam would produce almost no hydropower.

As told in Tim Palmer’s Stanislaus: The Struggle for a River, environmentalists from Friends of the River canvassed the state to get Proposition 17 onto the 1974 ballot to stop this new dam from being built to replace the existing, much smaller Melones Dam. Meanwhile California’s gargantuan agricultural lobby had launched a spendy pro-dam campaign calculated to emotionally confuse millions of people into thinking they were voting to save the Stanislaus but instead were actually voting to pay millions to dam it. The agro lobby had not only lied blatantly on TV about why a dam was needed, using billboards depicting a forlorn little girl hugging her dolly as her house floated away in the background, it also had confusingly equated “saving the river” with storing it behind America’s sixth highest and newest dam. This anti–Prop 17 campaign had used such dishonest and misleading tactics that subsequently such mendacious campaigning was made illegal in California.

As the Army Corps bulldozers would begin to convert yet more of this Sierra Nevada river into almonds and tomatoes, Friends of the River would continue to file legal suits as a dinky David against a Godzilla-sized Goliath. Their most infamous monkey-wrenching tactic—the most famous act ever committed for environmental protection—would be the gambit of long-term Friends of the River’s thirty-one-year-old cofounder (with Fred Denis) Mark Dubois.

Well past the eleventh hour, in late May of 1979, after the dam was completed and the reservoir was rising, Mark would chain himself to a rock at 808 feet above sea level, hidden from view up a tributary canyon. If the water continued to rise, it would kill him. Government helicopters would fly the contours searching for Dubois, some passing right over him. But no SWAT trooper would spot his lanky, six-foot nine-inch form folded and tucked under his boulder.

This would be no stunt. Dubois was willing to risk death to delay filling the reservoir nearly all the way to Camp Nine—where we had started our high-water trip—long enough for Congressman Don Edwards, chairman of the Civil and Constitutional Rights Committee, to convince a majority of fellow committee members that New Melones Dam would lose money if operated full (as planned). Filling it also would violate California State Decision 1422. Edwards would sponsor U.S. House Bill 4223, cosponsored by seven other California congressmen, to designate the river in this canyon as a federal Wild and Scenic River.

As the reservoir would rise toward the expansion bolt chaining Dubois to a multiton boulder (he would possess no key to unlock the chain around his ankle), Governor Jerry Brown of California would tell a press conference the Stanislaus was “a priceless asset to the people of California and to the people of this nation. I would like to request that the Corps not allow any filling above Parrotts Ferry.” Brown next would telegraph President Jimmy Carter: “I urge you to instruct the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers to halt the filling of New Melones Dam at the Parrotts Ferry Bridge. The beauty of the Stanislaus Canyon and the life of Mark Dubois deserve your personal intervention.”

Brown also would ask Cecil Andrus, secretary of the interior, to declare the Stanislaus a Federal Wild and Scenic River. Dubois’s gambit worked. Temporarily. The Army Corps stopped filling the reservoir. The one and only other person who secretly knew Mark’s exact location snuck into the canyon and unlocked his chain. “They stopped filling …”

After Dubois would end his ten-day eco-version of Horatius at the Bridge, the Federal Heritage, Conservation and Recreation Service also would push strongly to protect the canyon. The Federal Fish and Wildlife Service would report that filling the reservoir would provide no net benefit to salmon fisheries. Even the Bureau of Land Management itself would recommend “consideration [should] be given to not filling in the reservoir above Parrotts Ferry and that the Bureau instead be allowed to develop this stretch of the river to its full recreational potential.”

Four months later (October), however, the Corps would transfer, as planned, to the Bureau of Reclamation all the land originally designated to be flooded by New Melones. Nine months later, Secretary Andrus would tell a delegation of California congressmen, “If it were my choice, the Stanislaus River would be a wild river—but it is up to Congress to decide.”

On September 17, 1980, that House Interior Committee finally would act. It would vote via the slimmest possible margin, 20 to 19, to delete the Stanislaus from the proposed federal Wild and Scenic list. A death warrant.

The following January nine “Hawaiian” storms would pound the Sierra for eleven days and flood the Stanislaus. New Melones Dam would close its floodgates and drown the river for miles above Parrotts Ferry. The Stanislaus River would become New Melones Reservoir.

Thus would die my (and many others’) whitewater elementary school. On the Stanislaus I would learn many lessons in how to row, paddle, read water, and cook a good meal over a fire for twenty-five people. I’d learn techniques in spelunking, river rescue, lost raft rescue, unwrapping pinned boats, boat repair, passenger psychology, river safety strategy, trip leading, and orchestrating a quality wilderness experience. I’d also learn to identify several new wildflowers that did not grow at Lake Tahoe, where I’d grown up. Ultimately I ran 226 trips down the Stanislaus. While training new guides I’d run it twice per day. One disturbing lesson—one epitomized by this high-water trip and many others—is that many clients on dangerous trips not only trust their safety implicitly to guides not fully capable of insuring that safety, worse, many clients harbor an implicit belief that the dangers inherent to whitewater rafting, cliff hiking, and spelunking differ little from the risks in Disneyland. This latter realization would continue to sober me even to today.

The Stanislaus, however, would not be the only part of my life going belly up.
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