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TO KAY AND SALLIE


Introduction

The title of this book alludes to a scarce resource. Wild places, in the ordinary sense of that phrase, are in preciously short supply on planet Earth at the end of the twentieth century.

The great zones of forest and swamp have been reduced to small, tattered remnants of what they once were. The fiercest deserts have been split by roads and planted with artificial oases. The widest seas have been effectively narrowed, the highest mountains effectively lowered, the coldest polar regions made effectively warmer and more hospitable, not simply by adventurous human visitors but by the cultural and technological trappings that modern humans bring. For instance, nowadays you might step out of a dugout canoe at the Amazon headwaters and meet an Indian man wearing a red feather through his nose and a gimme cap reading OKLAHOMA SOONERS. You might gaze into the sky over the highlands of New Guinea and see a helicopter, bringing in two oil geologists along with their wall tent, their survey equipment, their Macintosh, and their food, including a two-month supply of Pringles. You might enter a little village café on the island of Kosrae, in the southwestern Pacific, and find several local children watching the Three Stooges on a VCR. To a considerable degree, these and other wild places have been tamed.

Some people celebrate that fact—Hooray, humanity conquers the wilderness, making life safer and more comfortable for everybody. Other people, including me, regret it. I suppose you could say: We have the luxury of regretting it. But that’s a complicated argument, and not one I want to pursue here. My purpose at the moment is more modest: to welcome you to this book of ruminations, and to intimate a definition of “wild places” that’s a little more stretchy and inclusive.

Wildness, in this broader sense, inheres in any geographical or emotional context that remains unpolluted by absolute safety and certainty. Take the foothills of Burbank, with their coyote population—as described in the essay here titled “To Live and Die in L.A.” Or the peculiar canyon ecology of midtown Manhattan, fostering evolutionary adaptations in the postmodern pigeon—as described in “Superdove on 46th Street.” Or the death of a beloved curmudgeon named Edward Abbey—as described in “Bagpipes for Ed.” I can report finding a certain richly threatening wildness in each of those contexts, those geographical and emotional places, which I’ve tried to share.

My own discovery of wildness, in the most discomfitingly personal sense, dates back about twenty-five years to an episode in the mountains of north-central Wyoming. The memory of that episode is indelible to me, though the story isn’t especially dramatic. I had driven out west just after graduate school, in quest of purgation and a new life and trout. I was alone in my Volkswagen bus, carrying almost everything I owned, which consisted mostly of paperback books, a skillet, a pair of waders, and a fly rod, the last of which I was just learning to use. My life stretched before me as a mysterious, undifferentiated vista, like the plains of Nebraska at sunset, vacant of plan or intention except that I knew I wanted to write novels. I was reading War and Peace, in a two-volume Penguin edition, and my submersion in that book reflects the fact that for the first time since boyhood I had an abundance of free time. I was nearly broke, but my prospects and my liberty seemed boundless.

I camped for a week in the Bighorn Mountains, above Sheridan, living out of the bus and fishing a fork of the Tongue River that meandered past my campground. Since the stream was tiny and I’d been sharing it with other fishermen, one day I decided to hike downstream a few miles to where it converged with another fork, far from any campground or road. (Consulting a map now, half a lifetime later, I see that those tributaries must have been the North Tongue and Fool’s Creek, the second of which seems apropos, in light of my behavior.) I jammed my waders into a day pack along with a canteen, matches, and a box of raisins, and carried my fly rod in my hand. Within a mile the trail evaporated and I found myself bushwhacking along the stream. Within two miles the route had become clotted with thick timber, underbrush, and deadfalls, interrupted occasionally by barricades of scree. The going had gotten slow, but I plodded on.

In midafternoon I passed an old derelict cabin and made a mental note of it. In late afternoon, fighting through brush, I reached the little confluence—which turned out, disappointingly, despite the doubled volume of water, to offer no particularly good fishing spots. Trying a Black Gnat pattern and a few other flies, I caught nothing. The sun was now low and I was hungry. So I impaled a live grasshopper on a hook, dangled it into a pool too obstructed for me to hit with a cast, and landed a single small trout. Then I started walking out. Dusk caught me in the vicinity of the derelict cabin. By this time it was clear that I’d better stay here for the night. I knew that busting the thickets and crossing the scree piles in darkness would be ugly work, and foolhardy; one bad step, one wet rock, and I could break a leg. And I realized, rather belatedly, that a broken leg under these circumstances could be fatal, since no one in the world knew within five hundred miles or three weeks where I might be. I had made no local friends; I had designed no fallback scenario. I was only a half dozen miles from a road, but I had never been more alone. Although I’d been too stupid to think of that earlier, now I could think of nothing else. I had put myself into a context that, narrow as it was, trivial as its dangers might be, seemed as wild as any I’ve ever known.

I built a fire. I cooked the trout on a stick, and it tasted delicious. The raisins were good too. I lay down on a plank bunk inside the cabin until the pack rats, crawling over my legs, spooked me. Then I went back outside and tried to sleep in my waders, thinking they would insulate me like a sleeping bag, but they were too wet and clammy. So I rebuilt the fire and curled up near it, scorching the elbow out of my dirty wool sweater. While I hunkered and shivered, the pack rats chewed sections from my fly line and hauled them away. In the morning, the glorious morning, I hiked out, placing each footstep with extraordinary care. Safely back at the trailhead, I was so giddy with relief that I let my fly rod fall in front of the Volkswagen bus and then drove over it.

This was my little baptism into a new life, a new set of perspectives, in the Wild West. The whole conversion experience is mentioned passingly in “Synecdoche and the Trout,” the first piece in this collection, and again in “Strawberries Under Ice,” the last. It’s no coincidence that those two essays, concerning my own most beloved wild place, bracket the rest.

Between them lies a sampler of other travels, misadventures, small insights, research efforts, exercises in scientific explication and unscientific noodling, portraits of people who have fascinated and impressed me, sporting narratives, eulogies, reminiscences, valentines, warnings, second thoughts, and willful provocations, all of which have been previously published, mostly in magazines. The order in which they’re presented here—within four loose wild-place rubrics, the River, the City, the Mountains, the Heart—is not chronological, nor necessarily the order in which you should read them. Although there’s a certain logical progression among some of the essays as arranged (familiarizing you with whitewater terminology from one essay to another within the River section, for instance, or with the peculiar character of telemark skiing from one essay to another within the Mountains), I invite you to jump around, dipping into the various sections as your tastes or your mood might dictate. The real point of even those river-washed and mountain-hung stories, after all, is not to convey athletic information but to offer some observations and thoughts about interesting people in intense situations.

The majority of these pieces appeared originally as installments of the column I wrote for fifteen years, under the title “Natural Acts,” for Outside magazine. (One of them, “Superdove on 46th Street,” is my final “Natural Acts” column, which ran in the March 1996 issue.) Most of the rest were done as feature assignments, either for Outside or for other magazines, such as Rolling Stone or Powder. I list all the details of first publication in “Notes and Provenance,” at the back. Before leaving this subject, though, I want to say one other thing about magazines.

Magazines, and especially the “slick” magazines that safely tenured academics and high-minded literati sometimes scorn, offer a vast richness of opportunity to imaginative nonfiction writers—and therefore also to imaginative nonfiction readers. These magazines get a bad rap. The sharp criticisms and easy condescension leveled against them are generally unconsidered, supercilious, blindered to the tricky relations between writer and audience, also to those between writer and creditors, and no more than about half accurate. Because they print on glossy paper, carry advertisements for fancy sunglasses and Rollerblades and miracle-fiber underwear, and devote a portion of their pages to items and stories that might politely be called fatuous junk, magazines such as Outside are too often dismissed as intellectually or literarily negligible. But stop and think about it, and you’ll remember that the New York Times also devotes a sizable portion of its pages to fatuous junk. My point is that magazines, like newspapers, should be judged by the best and most substantial of what they offer, not by the worst and most trivial stuff that serves toward helping them meet the payroll. The world is big and wondrous, full of odd sights and strange beasts and weird noises and charmingly demented people with great stories to tell and (despite the increasing scarcity) more than a few wild places—wild places to which the sainted editors of Outside and certain other slick magazines are forever sending writers, often with little more instruction than to observe carefully, think hard, and then put something honest on paper. Furthermore, these magazines reward their writers with decent, life-sustaining payment. (I’m not being metaphorical here; I mean money.) This is not negligible. This is a service that delivers meat—thinly sliced meat that’s there for whoever cares to find it, like kosher pastrami hidden in a Wonder bread sandwich.

One of those lucky, trusted writers has been me. If it wasn’t so, I would have missed the chance to risk drowning myself on the Futaleufu River—as described in “Grabbing the Loop”—or to find meaning over a plate of stir-fried mountain lion—as described in “Eat of This Flesh.” I would have missed seeing Hell’s Hole on the Ocoee River during a whitewater world championship, missed hearing currawongs caw on a high moor in northwestern Tasmania, missed getting snowbound with a crew of ICBM launch officers, and missed the avalanche triggered by Karl Birkeland near Lionhead Peak. I would have missed aspects of the world that libraries and telephones and highbrow journals could never show me. I would have missed the chance of offering you this collection of far-flung reports and reckless notions. I might have had to stay home, God forbid, and look for a steady job.


[I]

The RIVER


Synecdoche and the Trout

It’s a simple question with a seemingly simple answer: “Why do you live in Montana?”

Repeatedly over a span of some years you have heard this, asked most often by people who know you just well enough to be aware of the city where you grew up, the tony universities you attended, and a few other bits of biographical detail on the basis of which they harbor a notion that you should have taken your place in New York café society or, at least, an ivy-adorned department of English. They suspect you, these friends do, of hiding out. Maybe in a way they are right. But they have no clear sense of what you are hiding from, or why, let alone where. Hence their question.

“The trout,” you answer, and they gape back blankly.

“The trout,” they say after a moment. “That’s a fish.”

“Correct.”

“Like lox.”

“In some ways similar.”

“You like to go fishing. That’s why you live out there? That’s why you spend your life in a place without decent restaurants or bookstores or symphony orchestras, a place halfway between Death Valley and the North Pole? A place where there’s no espresso, and the Times comes in three days late by pontoon plane? Do I have this straight, now? It’s because you like to go fishing?”

“No,” you say. “Only partly. At the beginning, that was it, yes. But I’ve stayed all these years. No plans to leave.”

“You went for the fishing, but you stayed for something else. Aha.”

“Yes. The trout,” you say.

“This is confusing.”

“A person can get too much trout fishing. Then it cloys, becomes taken for granted. Meaningless.”

“Again like lox.”

“I don’t seem to fish nearly as much as I used to.”

“But you keep talking about the trout. You went, you stayed, the trout is your reason.”

“The trout is a synecdoche,” you say, because these friends are tough and verbal and they can take it.

•   •   •
A BIOLOGIST would use the term indicator species. Because I have the biases of a literary journalist, working that great gray zone between newspaper reporting and fiction, engaged every day in trying to make facts not just talk but yodel, I speak instead of synecdoche. We both mean that a trout represents more than itself—but that, importantly, it does also represent itself.

“A poem should not mean/But be,” wrote Archibald MacLeish, knowing undeniably in his heart that a good poem quite often does both. Likewise a trout.

The presence of trout in a body of water is a discrete ecological fact that nevertheless signifies certain things.

It signifies a particular complex of biotic and chemical and physical factors, a standard of richness and purity, without which that troutly presence is impossible. It signifies aquatic nutrients like calcium, potassium, nitrate, phosphate; signifies enough carbon dioxide to nourish meadows of algae and to keep calcium in solution as calcium bicarbonate; signifies a prolific invertebrate fauna (Plecoptera, Trichoptera, Diptera, Ephemeroptera), and a temperature regime confined within certain daily and annual extremes. It also signifies clear pools emptying down staircases of rounded boulders and dappled with patterns of late-afternoon shade cast by chrome yellow cottonwood leaves in September. It signifies solitude so sweet and pure as to bring an ache to the sinuses, a buzz to the ears. Loneliness and anomie of the most wholesome sort. It signifies dissolved oxygen to at least four or five parts per million. It signifies a good possibility of osprey, dippers, and kingfishers, otters and water shrews, heron; and it signifies Oncorhynchus clarki, Oncorhynchus mykiss, Salmo trutta. Like a well-chosen phrase in any poem, MacLeish’s included, the very presence of trout signifies at more than one level. Magically, these creatures are literal and real. They live in imagination, memory, and cold water.

For instance: I can remember the first trout I ever caught as an adult (which was also the first I ever caught on a fly), and precisely what the poor little fish represented to me at that moment. It represented (a) dinner and (b) a new beginning, with a new sense of self, in a new place. The matter of dinner was important, since I was a genuinely hungry young man living out of my road-weary Volkswagen bus with a meager supply of groceries. But the matter of selfhood and place, the matter of reinventing identity, was paramount. My hands trembled wildly as I took that fish off the hook. A rainbow, all of seven or eight inches long. Caught on a Black Gnat pattern, size 12, tied cheaply of poor materials somewhere in the Orient and picked up by me at Herter’s when I had passed through South Dakota. I killed the little trout before it could slip through my fingers and, heartbreakingly, disappear. This episode was for me equivalent to the one in Faulkner’s “Delta Autumn,” where blood from a fresh-killed buck is smeared on the face of the boy. I slew you, the boy thinks. My bearing must not shame your quitting life, he understands. My conduct for ever onward must become your death. In my own case, of course, there was no ancient Indian named Sam Fathers serving as mentor and baptist. I was alone and an autodidact. The blood of the little trout did not steam away its heat of life into the cold air, and I smeared none on my face. Nevertheless.

The fish came out of a creek in the Bighorn Mountains of north-central Wyoming, and I was on my way to Montana, though at that moment I didn’t yet know it.

Montana was the one place on Earth, as I thought of it, farthest in miles and spirit from Oxford University, yet where you could still get by with the English language, and the sun didn’t disappear below the horizon for days in a row during midwinter, and the prevailing notion of a fish dinner was not lutefisk. I had literally never set foot within the boundaries of the state. I had no friends there, no friends of friends, no contacts of any sort, which was fine. I looked at a map and saw jagged blue lines, denoting mountain rivers. All I knew was that, in Montana, there would be more trout.

Trout were the indicator species for a place and a life I was seeking.

I went. Six years later, rather to my surprise, I was a professional fishing guide under license from the Montana Department of Fish, Wildlife, and Parks. My job was to smear blood on other young faces. I slew you. My bearing must not shame your quitting life. Sometimes it was actually like that, though quite often it was not.

•   •   •
Item. You are at the oars of a fourteen-foot Avon raft, pushing across a slow pool on the Big Hole River in western Montana. An August afternoon. Seated in front of you is an orthopedic surgeon from San Francisco, a pleasant man who can talk intelligently about the career of Gifford Pinchot or the novels of Evelyn Waugh, who is said to play a formidable game of squash, and who spends one week each year fishing for trout. In his right hand is a Payne bamboo fly rod that is worth more than the car you drive, and attached to the rod is a Hardy Perfect reel. At the end of the doctor’s line is a kinked and truncated leader, and at the end of the leader is a dry fly that can no longer by even the most technical definition be considered “dry,” having been slapped back and forth upon and dragged through several miles of river. With this match of equipment to finesse, the good doctor might as well be hauling manure in the backseat of a Mercedes. Seated behind you is the doctor’s wife, who picked up a fly rod for the first time in her life two hours earlier. Her line culminates in a fly that is more dangerous to you than to any fish in Montana. As you have rowed quietly across the glassy pool, she has attacked the water’s surface like a French chef dicing celery. Now your raft has approached the brink of a riffle. On the Big Hole River during this late month of the season, virtually all of the catchable trout cluster (by daylight, at least) where they can find cover and oxygen—in those two wedges of deep still water flanking the fast current at the bottom of each riffle. You have told the doctor and his wife about the wedges. There, those, you have said. Cast just across the eddy line, you have said. Throw a little slack. We’ve got to hit the spots to catch any fish, you have said in the tactfully editorial first-person plural.

As your raft slides into this riffle, the doctor and his wife become tense with anticipation. The wife snags her fly in the rail rope along the rowing frame, and asks sweetly if you would free it, which you do, grabbing the oars again quickly to avoid hitting a boulder. You begin working to slalom the boat through the riffle. The wife whips her fly twice through the air before sinking it into the back of your straw cowboy hat. She apologizes fervently. Meanwhile, she lets her line loop around your right oar. You take a stroke with the left oar to swing clear of a drowned log, then you point your finger over the doctor’s shoulder: “Remember, now. The wedges.” He nods eagerly. The raft is about to broadside another boulder, so you pull hard on both oars and with that motion your hat is jerked into the river. The doctor makes five false casts, intent on the wedges, and then fires his line forward into the tip of his own rod like a handful of spaghetti hitting a kitchen wall. He moans. The raft drops neatly out of the riffle, between the wedges, and back into dead water.

Item. You are two days along on a wilderness float through the Smith River canyon, fifty miles and another three river-days from the nearest hospital, with cliffs of shale towering hundreds of feet on each side of the river to seal you in. The tents are grouped on a cottonwood flat. It’s dinner hour, and you have just finished a frigid bath in the shallows. As you open your first beer, a soft-spoken Denver architect walks back into camp with a size 14 Royal Wulff stuck past the barb into his lower eyelid. He has stepped behind another fisherman at precisely the wrong moment. Everyone looks queasily at everyone else, but the outfitter—who is your boss, who is holding his second martini, and whose own nerves are already frazzled from serving as chief babysitter to eight tourist fishermen—looks pleadingly at you. With tools from your fishing vest (a small pair of scissors, a forceps, a loop of leader) you extract the fly. Then you douse the architect’s wound with what little remains of the outfitter’s gin.

Item. Three days down the Smith on a different trip, under a cloudless July sky, you are drifting, basking comfortably in the heat, resting your oars. In your left hand is a cold Pabst Blue Ribbon. In place of your usual T-shirt, you are wearing a new yellow number that announces with some justice, “Happiness Is a Cold Pabst.” On your head, in place of the cowboy straw, is a floppy cloth porkpie in a print of Pabst labels. In the bow seat of your raft, casting contentedly to a few rising trout, is a man named Augie Pabst, scion of the family. Augie, contrary to all your expectations, is a sensitive and polite man, a likable fellow. Stowed in your cargo box and your cooler are fourteen cases of Pabst Blue Ribbon, courtesy. You take a deep gulp of beer, you touch an oar. Ah yes, you think. Life in the wilderness.

Item. You are floating a petroleum engineer and his teenage son through the final twelve miles of the Smith canyon, which is drowsy, meandering water not hospitable to rainbow trout but good for an occasional large brown. The temperature is ninety-five, the midday glare is fierce, you have spent six days with these people, and you are eager to be rid of them. Three more hours to the take-out, you tell yourself. A bit later you think, Two more hours. The petroleum engineer has been treated routinely with ridicule by his son, and evidently has troubles also with his wife. The wife is along on this trip but she doesn’t fish; she doesn’t seem to talk much to her husband; she has ridden a supply boat with the outfitter and spent much of her time humming quietly. You wonder if the petroleum engineer has heard of Hemingway’s Francis Macomber. You are sure that the outfitter hasn’t and you suspect that the wife has. The engineer says that he and his son would like to catch one large brown trout before the trip ends, so you tell them to tie on Marabou Muddlers and drag those billowy monstrosities through certain troughs. Fifteen minutes later, the boy catches a large brown. This fish is eighteen inches long and broad of shoulder—a noble and beautiful animal that the Smith River has taken five years to grow. The father tells you to kill it—“Yeah, I guess kill it”—they will want to eat it, just this one, at the hotel. Suddenly you despise your job. You despise this man, but he is paying your wage and so he has certain prerogatives. You kill the fish, pushing your thumb into its mouth and breaking back the neck. Its old sharp teeth cut your hand.

The boy is a bad winner, a snot, taunting his father now as the three of you float on down the river. Half an hour later, the father catches a large brown, this one also around eighteen inches. You are pleased for him, and glad for the fish, since you assume that it will go free. But the father has things to prove to the wife as well as to the son, and for the former your eyewitness testimony of a great battle, a great victory, and a great act of mercy will not suffice. “Better keep this one too,” he says, “and we’ll have a pair.” You detest this particular euphemistic use of the word keep. You argue tactfully but he pretends not to hear. Your feelings for these trout are what originally brought you out onto the Smith River and are what compel you to bear the company of folk like the man and his son. My conduct for ever onward must become your death. The five-year-old brown trout is lambent, spotted with orange, lithe as an ocelot, swirling gorgeously under water in your gentle grip. You kill it.

•   •   •
I DON’T guide anymore. I haven’t renewed my license in years. My early and ingenuous ideas about the role of a fishing guide turned out to be totally wrong: I had imagined it as a life rich with independence, and with a rustic sort of dignity, wherein a fellow would stand closer to these animals he admired inordinately. I hadn’t foreseen that it would demand the humility of a chauffeur and the complaisance of a pimp.

And I don’t seem to fish nearly as much as I used to. I have a dilemma these days: I dislike killing trout but I believe that, in order to fish responsibly, to fish conscionably, the fisherman should at least occasionally kill. Otherwise he can too easily delude himself that fly fishing is merely a game, a dance of love, played in mutual volition and mutual empathy by the fisherman and the trout. Small flies with the barbs flattened are an excellent means for allowing the fisherman’s own sensibilities to be released unharmed—but the fish themselves aren’t always so lucky. They get eye-hooked, they bleed, they suffer trauma and dislocated maxillae and infection. Unavoidably, some die. For them, it is not a game, and certainly not a dance. On some days I feel it’s hypocritical to profess love for these creatures while endangering and abusing them so wantonly; better to enjoy the thrill of the sport honestly, kill what I catch, and stop fishing when I’ve had a surfeit of killing. On other days I do dearly enjoy holding them in the water, gentling them as they regain breath and balance and command of their muscles, then watching them swim away. The dilemma remains unresolved.

“Yet each man kills the thing he loves,” wrote Oscar Wilde, and I keep wondering how a person of Wilde’s urban and cerebral predilections knew so goddamn much about trout fishing.

“Why do you live in Montana?” people ask. For the trout, I answer. “Oh, you’re one of those fanatical fisherman types?” No, not so much anymore, I say. It’s just a matter of knowing that they’re here.


Time and Tide on the Ocoee River

Chris Spelius is inventing a boat. It’s a whitewater kayak, only different. At the moment, in mid-July, it exists nowhere but in his mind’s eye. Because the World Whitewater Rodeo Championships will occur in October, just three months away, time is short. The task that he faces is formidable: Think up this new boat, persuade the Dagger Canoe Company to design it and build it, then use it himself to win the men’s kayak championship. Fat chance at his age, forty-one. Still, Spelius loves a severe challenge. He inhales the pheromones of competition the way others inhale barbecue smoke. He’s a big guy, broad-shouldered and blond, with a wide friendly grin and a square Pete Rose jaw, and his enthusiasm radiates outward like heat off a brick oven. As we sit in a small-town café near the bank of a famous river in Idaho, over the aftermath of greasy rib steaks, he describes the logic behind this hypothetical craft. He wants me to comprehend its arcane merits, to share the thrill of a technological breakthrough. He begins folding his paper place mat into the shape of an avant-garde kayak.

The nose will be flat, he explains. Like so. The tail, also radically flat. Like so. He folds up another place mat and sets it before him on the table. Okay now this one, he says earnestly, is the hole.

A hole, in whitewater parlance, is a recirculating maw of foam. Fast water pours over a sharp drop, tumbles back on itself, gurgles down, bubbles up, and tumbles back on itself again, creating a grabby trough in the river’s surface. It swallows and reswallows its own water, like a vortex laid horizontal, and sucks floating objects toward it from both above and below, takes hold of them, keeps them. Its gape shows like a frothy smirk or, depending on viewpoint, a frown. Cautious paddlers make a point of going around. Others make a point of going in. There’s a certain chaotic equilibrium that can be found, toyed with, enjoyed. The sensation of riding a hole is roughly akin to sitting the back of a surly bull driven wacko by a flank strap, and so kayakers have borrowed the word rodeo.

Approaching the notional hole from downstream, Spelius drives the nose of his paper kayak straight into it. At contact, he tilts the boat upright. This represents an ender, one of the basic maneuvers of whitewater rodeo. The sinking water takes the bow down, and the boat stands on end. It’s only the start of what he means to demonstrate.

Drop an inexperienced kayaker into a good sticky hole, and you have an emergency. Drop in a fellow like Spelius, and you have a performance. Add a loudspeaker and judges and one or two newspaper photographers and an audience—preferably an audience that includes “babes,” Spelius insists, in his teasingly retrograde language—and you have a whitewater rodeo. Music will blare, adrenaline will flow, talented athletes will take their turns in the maw. They’ll do enders and cartwheels and pirouettes, they’ll twirl their paddles or toss them away, they’ll execute 360-degree spins and barrel rolls barehanded, impossible tricks made to look easy. They’ll dance with the water, following its lead, slipping its grip, diving and emerging, spitting out mouthfuls of river, cavorting like porpoises at Sea World. No one will drown, probably. Prizes will be awarded—simple trophies, no cash—and everyone will go home with stuffed sinuses. This is the sport that Chris Spelius, over the past fifteen years, has helped to create.

His paper boat rises vertical over the hole. There’s wide exposure here on the deck, he explains, so that the nose will go down like a shovel. You start your ender, you lift your right knee, you move into your pirouette, he tells me, as though that much were perfectly easy.

Now here’s the sweet part, he says, eyes bright, as he twists the boat sideways. The flat nose, in silhouette, translates to a narrow blade. Meaning: not much water resistance as you pirouette over your ender. So the subsurface current doesn’t push the boat out of the hole. One ender, then a pirouette, then with luck and a reaching reverse stroke you can drop straight back into the hole. Another ender, another pirouette, dropping again into the hole; and then a cartwheel, a barrel roll, another ender, another pirouette, a full spin, another cartwheel, whatever—all linked together. An entire sequence of retendo moves, he says, bringing me in on his favored bit of jargon, a portmanteau version of ender and retainment. Do you get it? he asks. Retendos are the future of whitewater rodeo. And the future is here.

I get it, but only on hearsay. This is the province of an elite few. My own visits to that zone of chaotic equilibrium are clumsy though exhilarating, and they don’t involve cartwheels—not intentional ones, anyway. The sort of fandango that Spelius dreams of is far beyond my scope, and it coincides with a cautious kayaker’s nightmare: to paddle into a hole and stay there forever, tumbling ass over teakettle.

“I’m not gonna jump on a trampoline and do somersaults,” he says. “I’m not gonna do flips on skis. I’m not gonna jump out of an airplane and do flips. But in a kayak . . .” His voice trails away wistfully, then returns with a firm bit of self-knowledge. “Water,” he says, “is my medium.”

•   •   •
SPELIUS HAS come out to Idaho for a tune-up. The famous river is the South Fork of the Payette, and the event that has drawn him is the Payette Whitewater Roundup, one of the oldest and most renowned of the regional rodeos. Two years ago, he won it. But there’s some new talent this year, as well as some new boat designs, and both factors are likely to push Spelius to his limits. The sport of whitewater rodeo is still young, changing quickly from one year to the next. It’s not easy for a 41-year-old legend to keep up.

Spelius himself admits that. “Yeah, life goes on. We’re all on this conveyor belt.” He takes special pleasure now from the thought of Nolan Ryan pitching a no-hitter at age forty-four, in defiance of time and entropy, but he doesn’t delude himself that such defiance can be frequent or lasting. “It’s sad that young bodies are wasted on young minds,” he says, aware that his own was once wasted exactly that way, “because they’ve got all the talent, all the assets.” Well, not all the assets, maybe. The mature Spelius has decades of experience, a sharp analytical intelligence, and a set of ideas defining a savvy new boat.

Two of the best young rodeo stars on the Payette this weekend are Dan Gavere, of Montana, and Lee Bonfiglio, of Oregon. Each of them will be paddling a Pirouette S, the hot new kayak from the other leading manufacturer in the U.S., Perception. The Pirouette S is a lovely multipurpose boat, well suited to river running and recreational slalom as well as rodeo, and it has been a splashy success since Perception introduced it just a few months ago. Most of the top contenders here will be paddling the same model. Spelius, loyal to Dagger, for whom he serves as a traveling ambassador as well as a design consultant, will use one or another of Dagger’s boats. But which one?

A few hours before showtime, he still hasn’t decided among three different models. One of them is the Crossfire, a sweet number that he helped design. It was a pathbreaking innovation in its time, but that was two years ago, ancient history. Another is the Freefall, a shorter model that might be preferable for this particular hole. A long kayak can be ungainly in a small hole; then again, a short roundish kayak may not deliver the most energized enders. Spelius takes practice in each of the boats, and from where I sit on the bank I can see his brain working as hard as his body. He’s wearing his unmistakable pink helmet, with a long tail of satin ribbons dangling flamboyantly off the back, but the expression on his face is sober. His brow is squinched. Driving again and again into the hole, spinning, rising, pirouetting, he seems to be listening with his muscles. If a two-hundred-pound Nordic-looking man in a tasseled pink helmet can appear acutely reflective, he does. Finally he chooses his boat. At the end of the preliminary round he’s in seventh place, tied there with a precocious fifteen-year-old boy. The announcer joshingly notes the disparity in their ages. Spelius takes that in good cheer, and he’s glad to have made the cut for the finals. Everything can be different in the finals.

But the finals come down to a head-to-head contest between Lee Bonfiglio and another young kayaker, also in a Pirouette S. Dispensing with his paddle, the other fellow cracks off some dazzling barehanded pirouettes, but the judges give greater weight to Bonfiglio’s smoothly linked retendos, and so Bonfiglio is the winner. Long before those particular results are announced, a more general truth has become clear: This day belongs to the oncoming generation and to the boat-design shop at Perception.

Spelius is not one to sulk. Besides, he’s too busy. Immediately after the finals, as the rodeo officials pack up their tables and the crowd drifts away, as the other competitors carry their boats up the bank, he’s back on the water, now in a borrowed Pirouette S. He drives into the hole and executes a nifty retendo. His eyes are alert but undirected. He looks critical, appreciative, discerning, like an oenologist tasting the competition’s grand cru.

•   •   •
CHRIS SPELIUS has learned what we all learn: that life becomes more complicated, more hectically segmented, as a person passes the age of forty. Not so very long ago he was happily employed as an instructor at the Nantahala Outdoor Center, guiding class after class of kayakers down the Ocoee River in east Tennessee. He spent his free time on the Ocoee as well, ten or eleven months a year, narrowly focused on the sheer physical challenge of the sport, competing in rodeos for the hell of it. Everyone knew him—though most knew him from a distance—as Spe, the big dude with the corn-silk hair and the mile-wide confidence, the charmingly incorrigible lug who gave his motivational exhortations in terms of “studs” and “babes,” the Captain Marvel of whitewater. “You know, the year I was totally dominating the Ocoee, I was paddling three hundred days a year,” he tells me. “Probably like Gavere is now. Didn’t have any other responsibility. Didn’t have any reports to file.”

“Didn’t have a PowerBook,” I suggest.

“Didn’t have a PowerBook,” he agrees.

Nowadays he carries his little black laptop, as well as his paddle bag, through a lot of airports. His life is divided into pieces: running a whitewater business in Chile during the winter, coming back up in spring for the North American season, consulting for Dagger on boat design and showing the Dagger flag at major rodeos in the United States and Japan, serving on the international steering committee that organized the forthcoming Worlds, giving slide presentations and clinics, and returning occasionally to do a guest lecture at Nantahala, where he’s thought of as an elder statesman. He keeps up with the details of his far-flung concerns via e-mail. In Idaho this weekend, he has been getting himself online through a pay phone at the same restaurant that offers greasy rib steaks. By 9:30 on the morning after the rodeo, he has already squirted off a two-page memo to the president of Dagger, Joe Pulliam, arguing the case for his hypothetical boat.

The dominance of the Pirouette S in yesterday’s competition only confirmed what Spelius already knew: that if the Dagger folks want to remain competitive at the highest level in rodeo, they need to produce a radical new kayak. And they need to do it quickly—in time for the Worlds in October. It doesn’t take long to build a kayak if the design specifications and the production mold already exist, but creating one from scratch is another matter. Furthermore, Spelius will need a few weeks to practice with the new boat. This summer of all summers, he’ll have to push his business distractions away and focus, like in the old days, on the sheer physical challenge.

“For the last three years, I’ve gotten away with paddling less than other guys,” he says. “Because of my background. But now these kids are coming on so fast. I’ve gotta get in the water.”

By early afternoon he has his answer from Dagger. Joe Pulliam and the other home-office honchos have conferred, anguished briefly, and then flicked on the green light. Yes, okay, despite the fact that they’re already overextended with other production and marketing chores, they’ll undertake a crash program to build the boat. Not a commercial model, necessarily, but a Kevlar prototype that Spelius can use in the Worlds. Now would he please get his butt back to Tennessee and help them figure out what this new thing should be?

•   •   •
WATER IS his medium, Spelius says, and it always has been. He remembers himself as “a water baby.” His mother was a Montana state swimming champ fifty-some years ago, competing in backstroke and freestyle, and she seems to have passed both the aquatic gene and the competitive one to her children. She also helped them to discover the satisfactions of free-spirited, outside-the-lanes adventure. During the summer after Chris finished second grade, in Cincinnati, she organized and led the first river trip of his life—aboard a small motorboat, cruising and camping from central Montana back to Cincinnati, along various stretches of the Missouri, the Mississippi, and the Ohio. Chris and his sisters and brother lived the life of Huck Finn, swimming, exploring the barges and the docks that they tied up to, getting themselves in and out of trouble, abiding by only one cardinal rule: Each kid wore a life jacket at all times. Beginning that summer and considering all his raft-guiding and kayaking time, Spelius guesses, he may have spent more total hours in a life jacket than any other 41-year-old person in the world.

All four children were strong swimmers. During summer vacations that the family spent camped at a remote site on Isle Royale in Lake Superior, Chris and his siblings competed to see who could swim out the farthest before exhaustion and chill forced them to turn back. His mother loathed that game, but she had the consolation of knowing that her children were physically confident, and that they were each other’s best friends. Later, as an undergraduate at the University of Utah, Chris was still swimming competitively—backstroke and freestyle, like his mother. He also played water polo. Although he didn’t star on the Utah swim team—he worked hard but he wasn’t supremely talented for that sport, and his body didn’t match the ideal type—he did have the advantage of huge lungs. Still later, during a stint with the U.S. Olympic flatwater kayaking team, physiologists at an Olympic training center would tell him that he had the second-largest lung capacity they had ever tested. His other large capacity was for derring-do. After swim practice, he and one teammate would goad each other to make death-defying, out-over-the-tile dives off a second-floor handrail.

His kayaking began at Utah. One winter he took a course in the pool, loved the feel of boat against water, got motivated, and by springtime had mastered the Eskimo roll (that crucial little trick whereby an upside-down kayak is flipped right side up) in almost every conceivable variation: standard roll, offside roll, barehanded roll, one-handed roll. For others, this takes years. Spelius was working on an elbows-only roll before he had ever put his boat on a river.

His running buddy and mutual provocateur during this phase was a small demon-eyed pal named Ken Lagergren. By way of their indoor winter workouts, they had learned all the basics—or so they figured—and now they wanted the world of real rivers. They wanted big water. They wanted wahoo. Along with a third fellow, they charged out to Westwater Canyon on the upper Colorado while it was in flood stage, flowing at 30,000 cubic feet per second. “Here we are, first-year paddlers. Lumber, logs, dead cows coming down the river,” Spelius recalls. “It was survival.” Days afterward, he could close his eyes and still feel Westwater’s momentous surgings, still feel the exhilaration of being violently dumped, engulfed, and then rolling himself back up into daylight. “I love this sport,” he thought. “This is my sport. This is it.”

The early 1970s. Richard Nixon was president and Dan Gavere was a toddler.

•   •   •
KAYAKING WAS different then. For one thing, the boats that Spelius and Lagergren used were early fiberglass models, primitive by current standards. They were longer, more voluminous, less durable, less ingeniously sculpted, less suited for balletic maneuvers and thumping stunts than the plastic boats of today. Roughly four generations of major design innovation stand between those kayaks and, say, the Pirouette S. For another thing, the level of creative athleticism among kayakers hadn’t yet risen far. By analogy with basketball, it was the age of Bob Cousy and black high-top sneakers, before Oscar Robertson had invented the modern jump shot. A small number of paddlers on the East Coast had discovered whitewater slalom, with help from some visiting Europeans, but out on the wild rivers of the West a kayak was a touring vehicle that allowed contemplative folks to make solitary trips down remote canyons. So far as those folks were concerned, Spelius and Lagergren were heroically crazy. They ran Westwater in flood. They ran other harrowing chutes of chocolaty water that had been considered off-limits for sensible boaters. And they paddled their kayaks straight into holes—on purpose. “We were big fish in a little pond,” Spelius says. “We thought we were great because we were better than the other people around us.”

It wasn’t enough. They wanted ultimate wahoo, not just the best of their region, so they went east on a commando adventure and ran the Niagara Gorge—not the falls, no, but the thunderous mile-long canyon below—an escapade that was prohibited by local law, since too many people had been killed. The Niagara Gorge flowed at 120,000 cubic feet per second, with standing waves and monstrous swirls that made all the other famed stretches of North American whitewater, including the Grand Canyon, seem dainty. They both survived, and Spelius, more lucky or more cunning than Lagergren, even eluded the cops. Sometime around then, they fell into the jocular habit of addressing each other as Stud. It was the saga of Stud and Stud, pals and competitors, two human porpoises at large on the waters of America.

Spelius stayed in the East and began teaching at Nantahala. Evidently he made a first impression of cockiness there, exacerbated by his cowboy boots and hat. “People tell the story that I cruise into the dining room, throw my hat down, and say, ‘Hi, I’m Chris Spelius and I just ran the Niagara.’ ” But it’s a libelous exaggeration, he says amiably. At a quieter moment, he adds, “I’ve never thought of myself as a big guy. I’m just my mother’s boy, same as always. You know, the same shy kid you were when you were little.” There’s a misleading discrepancy between the two Spelius personae—the brash Spe whom acquaintances think they know, the more complicated Chris with his hidden depths of sensitivity, wholesomeness, vulnerability, and reflection—that extends back to those early days. His physical presence, so imposing (at least relatively, since most elite kayakers are smallish people), probably contributes to the discrepancy. So does his love of competition, which can be mistaken for a love only of winning. Even the bandying use of his pet word, stud, is mainly a goofy motivational tool for goading himself and his students and clients to higher performance, not a reliable gauge of his attitude toward gender relations. And the satin tassels behind his helmet? “People ask me what the ribbons are for. You know, they fly out when you go over a drop, and it’s fun. I say, ‘That’s for a babe on every continent.’ But it’s bullshit.” He follows this admission with a self-effacing smile.

Flatwater sprint kayaking, an Olympic sport, was the next focus of his competitive zeal. He made the U.S. team in 1984, went to Los Angeles, had a rich mixture of thrills and frustrations, and then set flatwater aside. Two other signal events from about the same period were connected more lastingly to his life: He won his first rodeo, and he got his first glimpse of a river called the Futaleufu, on the western slope of the Andes in Chile.

The rodeo victory, at the Eastern Freestyle Championships in New York, derived from his long fascination with the zone of chaotic equilibrium. “I like holes,” he says. Back in those days, most boaters didn’t. Spelius found that the main impediment to fancy hole-riding was mental. The spins and the rolls weren’t actually too hard—not as hard as, say, perfecting a forward stroke for flatwater racing—and the risks weren’t usually too dire. “But everyone was so scared of it, and they were so impressed when you went in, that they made it out to be a big deal.” He discovered he had an aptitude for this sublime foolishness.

In 1986, he won the Rogue Rodeo in Oregon. In 1990, he won the Dust Bowl Rodeo on the Arkansas River in Oklahoma and took second at the Ocoee in Tennessee. In 1991, he placed first at the Payette, second at the Japanese Whitewater Rodeo, third at the World Rodeo Championships in Wales. In 1992, another first in Oregon, another second in Japan, another second at the Ocoee. But meanwhile Spelius was beginning to spread himself thin. Because of the friendships he’d built with some of the best European paddlers, such as Jan Kellner of Germany and Andy Middleton of Britain, he got involved in planning the forthcoming world championships. Memos and letters from his PowerBook came tweeting out of e-mail linkups around the world. And his own business, Expediciones Chile, made stronger claims on his time and his heart.

His first trip on the Futaleufu had been a solo exploratory run. He expected a sequence of terrific rapids, but he didn’t know just how terrific (or terrible) they might be, since no one before him had charted or labeled them. He was in roughly the same situation as John Wesley Powell back when Powell’s boats first entered the Grand Canyon of the Colorado. Although the Futaleufu isn’t quite as big as the Colorado, to a lone kayaker it might as well have been. “I came down through the upper canyon,” Spelius says, “through the Inferno—hadn’t named the things yet—through the Throne Room, through the Zeta, and came out of that canyon into this . . .” Words momentarily fail him, but the essence comes across: into a scenic paradise after the flush of Hadean excitement. He gazed at a widening valley where another river joins the Futaleufu, with mountain peaks above and a beach of white sand, and he thought: “This is too much. This is the place.” Eventually he bought a small piece of land along the river and established the rustic, comfortable camp that serves as base for his guided trips. Now he tells anyone who will listen that the Rio Futaleufu—parts of which are screamingly difficult, other parts friendly enough for intermediates—is the most glorious sampler of whitewater in the world.

There are no announcers, no judges, no bibs, no sponsorship banners, no national teams, and no boat-manufacturer rivalries on the Futaleufu, though there are some world-class holes. The only rodeo is a rodeo of the spirit.

•   •   •
THE NEXT time I see Chris Spelius is on a Monday in October, five days before the start of the World Whitewater Rodeo, which will be held on the Ocoee, a river that he knows well. The Ocoee isn’t as spectacular as the Futaleufu, but it’s far more practical as venue for a high-profile international competition. As I drive east in a rental car from the Chattanooga airport, the lower slopes of the Smoky Mountains are spackled with autumn colors: maples and sweet gums and sumacs gone red, dogwoods as purple as sirloin, buckeyes and beeches and tulip poplars in yellow. The season hasn’t quite reached its crescendo, and the oak leaves are still green. I spot Spelius standing on the riverbank just above Hell’s Hole, where the main event will be held.

Several important developments have occurred since July. He has had ear surgery, a bone-cutting procedure to correct a lifetime’s worth of water damage that recently became troublesome, and his recuperation has cost him three weeks of practice. In September he turned forty-two. On a more cheerful note, he has gotten his new boat. The hypothetical retendo machine is now real. Proudly, he shows me. It’s scarlet and shiny and it looks like the beak of a duckbill platypus.

The wizards at Dagger have produced four of these odd prototypes, in three sizes, the largest of which (and the last to be ready) is for Spelius. The smaller versions will be used by certain other top contenders, one of whom is Marc Lyle, an affable young man with a wrestler’s build who had never entered a rodeo before this spring, when he and others discovered that he’s a formidable competitor. During the past couple months, Lyle has helped Spelius help Dagger to refine the new design, and the two of them share a warm camaraderie, cemented no doubt by long days of tumbling through Hell’s Hole in twin boats that resemble an aquatic monotreme.

Dagger’s major competitor, Perception, has also produced a new kayak. This one looks slightly less platypoid, though it incorporates some of the same general features: flat nose, flat tail, narrow-blade silhouette, short overall length. Perception’s has been christened the Pirouette SS, and like Dagger’s it’s an experimental prototype, not available in stores. Dagger’s duckbill boat is being called the Transition, a name that may lack the flair of Crossfire or Pirouette but seems especially appropriate when Spelius, the man in transition himself, paddles it. Both of these kayaks are designed for a very particular purpose at a very particular place and time: to do retendo moves in Hell’s Hole during this year’s Worlds. After that, nobody knows. Nobody at Dagger or Perception can predict whether recreational hackers, like me, would ever want such a boat or be capable of using it. Maybe both models will go into the catalogues, or maybe they’ll go onto the junk heap of history. One thing is sure. Each company would dearly love to have bragging rights from a world championship.

I watch Spelius paddle his Transition into Hell’s Hole. He surfs, he spins, he drives down for an ender, he rises vertical, he pirouettes, and then with a quick reverse stroke he lands himself back in the hole. As he tries a few further spins and dips, some of which flow smoothly and some of which don’t, I see the analytical squinch reappear in his brow. After one small miscue, almost unnoticeable, he gives his head a slight shake. Finally he flips, washes out of the hole upside down, and rights himself with an easy roll. As he climbs out, I ask for an assessment of the boat.

“It’s tricky,” he says.

•   •   •
FIVE MILES upstream from Hell’s Hole is a Tennessee Valley Authority powerhouse, where the entire Ocoee River passes humblingly through a set of turbines. A half mile below that is a spillway dam and the headgate of a flume that leads to another powerhouse. These features together control the river’s flow, like a tap handle controls the flow through a faucet. Just below the dam is the standard put-in for boaters, and from there the river gushes through four miles of delightful whitewater.

It gushes, that is, when the flow is turned on. With the flow off, the Ocoee is an empty channel, cobbled with reddish-brown boulders and punctuated with puddles.

The schedule of releases takes account of recreational whitewater use, though power-demand rhythms are important too. On a typical day, the cutoff might occur around 4:00 P.M. Exceptions to the posted schedule are occasionally made, and at times the invisible TVA rivermeisters seem as perversely generous, or as petulant, as the gods of Olympus. When the flow is suddenly cut at the dam, the lower reaches at first appear unaffected; they continue frothing and splashing until the last slug of water has passed by. That takes almost an hour. But at any given spot—Hell’s Hole, for instance—the change happens quickly. The water level drops away, and with it the river’s energy and beauty and excitement, like an abrupt tidal ebb.

•   •   •
I SPEND most of the week on the riverbank beside Hell’s Hole, watching Spelius and a hundred other competitors practice. It’s an impressive selection of the world’s best kayakers and canoeists. Some of them are familiar to me as acquaintances or resonant names: Dawn Benner, Nancy Wiley, Becky Weis, Hannah Swayze, and Risa Callaway in the
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