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DAL ADOTMAN

cause, like Robin Hood. he often protected them from as-
saults by greedy bankers and other nefarious interlopers.

Like Butch and Sundance. we had chosen to wavel fast
and light. Our trip was to be the first "alpine style descent™
(to borrow a concept from mountaineering) of the Green
River by canoes, as best we could ascertain by talking to
local paddiers and Gary Nichols, the author of Kiver Riuni-
ners' Guide to Utak. The Green, the major tributary of the
Colorade River, is considerec one of the West's premier
whitewater runs. It 1s usually run by commercial rafis, or
paddied by kavaks and canoes with rafi support.

In the world of whitewater paddling. cances have only
recently been explored as viable crafts [or serious
whitewater travel. We wanted to bring together the techni-
cal challenge of running the river with the elegance of self-
sufficient travel—a throwback to the stvle i which the
canvons were explored over 100 vears ago by Major John
Weslev Powell We shunned the concept of a “siege de-
scent” with a big party of support people: we chose boats
manueverable enough to allow for challenging, aggressive
routes through the whitewater—no “shpping” {paddhng
around) the more difficult runs. Although untested. with so

much gear over such a long distance, the canoe seemed
the 1deal craft.

We planned to run the entire 300 miles of the Green's
famous whitewater canvons in eastern Uitah and (briefly)
Colorado. We anticipated that the journey would require
about 21 davs on the river, and we were prepared to en-
counter full winter conditions. Cur canoes would be packed
with three weeks' worth of gear and food—a quarter ton
per boat—and we would go without raft support. While
conventional wisdom dictates that three boats and six pad-
dlers are the minimum necessary for safety, we deaided to
run the river with four paddlers and two hoats. The stakes
would be high, but we would be much more mobile and, we
felt, would be running the niver in 2 simpler, purer styvle of
wilderness travel.

“What happens if we dump?" I asked Iingo when he firs:
described the expedition. He locked puzzled that the an-
swer wasn't painfuliv obvious to me.

“We won't dump, ™ he said.

There were many reasons why we could not. The nver,
at about 45 degrees, iz one of the coldest in the lower 48
states. A swimmer without a wetsuit would have about 3t
minutes before losing conscicusness at that temperature,
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and an hour or two of total survival tme. If we lost & ool
two paddiers would somehow have to get out of the remaie
canvons on foot; the remainng boat could not hnld four
people. That might poge some interesting problems, amce
many of the canvons we would be traveling through were
only accessible by niver. If we lost gear, we would have w
endure subfreezing nights with little or no protection. Each
boater would ultimately be responsible for hus own rescue if
a boat went over. With the continuous nature of some of
the rapids, rescue might be difficult.

My compatriots for this journev were a colorfu! crew,
Paul “Jingo™ Nicolazzo, 29, was the veteran of the 1eam.
Be works as the whitewater specialist for the Hurricanc
Island Qutward Bound School in Maine, and runz Moose-
head Mountaineering. a private guide service in Green-
ville, Maine. leff Russell, 25, is a life-long Mainer, and
head river guide for the Rapic Transit raft company based
in Portland. Jim Murton. at 31 the elder statesman and
comic relief of the expedition, owns the North Country
Rivers rafiing company in Maine. All three are expert
kavakers. As a mountaineering instructor for the Humi-
cane Island Qutward Bound School (who partially spon-
sored the expedition) and a freelance journalist, 1 was,
compared to the others, a newcomer (o whitewater.

We could not predict what we would encounter on the
river. The water level changes dramaucally from season Lo
season. As we were starting out in late October, we knew
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the water would be relatively low, which made conditions
ideal for canoes (loaded canoes would stand a good chance
of getting swamped in big springtime water). But it migh:
also make the route hazardous and rocky. East Coast pad-
dlers are accustomed to rocky runs, but we had no way of
knowing just how difficult the water level would make the
rapids on the Green.

Jingo designed and built spray decks made of ngid vinyl
especiallv {or the (rip. He expected that tradinonal sprev
decks made of canvas ¢r nyvlon might cellapse or tear un-
der the force of the waves we anticipated, causing the boat
to fll with water and turn over. But he onlv had ume to
check the new decks once on the water in Maine: the ex-
pedition would have to be the acid test of his experiment,

After launching cur boats below the Flaming Gorge dam
in northem Utah. we began a three-dav run through the

" flatwater section of the river. The water waz surprisingly

clear and brutaliv cold, By day four. myv hands were
cracked and bleeding from constant contact with 1L At
mght the temperature typically plinged to the low 20s,
Each moming we had 1o wait until the sun got high enough
in the skv tc melt the ice that glazed the cances.

We rounded a wide bend on day three to see the hum-
bling and majestic Gates of Lodore—the entryway into Lo-
dore Canvon, and the rapids that awaited us there. In
1825, General William Henry Ashlev wrote of his passage
threugh the eerie Gates: "I was forcibly siruck with the

54 MARCH 188€

Kiessell and Vrton




gloom which spread over the countenances of my men:
they seemed to anticlpate a dreadful termination of our
vovage. and [ must confess that . . . things around us had
truly an awful appearance.”

I peered into the dark, 2200-foot high canvons ahead.
We would hit the first section of Lodore Canyon’s major
rapids the next day. That night we went to sleep hoping for
high water. We were in for an unsettlng surpnse.

When the sun rose. we looked m horror to see that cur
canoes, which we had tied up at night with several feet of
water beneath them, were now sifung on mud fats ke
beached whales. The water had dropped dramatically over-
night, courtesy of the dam upriver. "It's a different nver
now."” said Russell softly as he peered at the shoreline.
What little we knew about the rapids we would encounter
that dayv was now made nearly irrelevant, Rapids known to
be easy might be treacherous. and big holes and waves
that we were anticipating might have disappeared behind
the dam’s concrete walls 50 miles upstrearn.

It was in Upper Ihsaster Falls, so named because ex-
plorer Major Powell logt one of his dones there in 1569,
that the river unveled its power. These were the second
major rapids of the canvon, and it was there that Jingo and
I had the closest call of the expedition,

As we floated around the top of the sandbar, Jinge sud-
denly cried cui, “Back paddle!

“Back hard!” he added, his voice rising. The time for the
subtie communication that takes place between paddling
partners had just ended. “Now draw . .. hard ... pull
harder . . . keep drawing.” he shouted. His volce was dis-
appearing in the chaos and thunder of the rapids,

Jingo set the boat's angle so that we were broadside to
the powertu! current. My muscles were straining as |
leaned out over the side of the boat. pulling the canoce hard
and fast toward the small eddy that I now saw. The boat
began rocking ominously in rhvthm with the waves that
were alternately lifting and dropping us. In @ moment we
were both powering forward. chargmng to break out of the
current and hit the smail pool where the water flowed in
opposition 10 the downstream channel. [ leaned hard into
the eddyv as the reversing current hit the side of the boat;
Jingo stabilized the canoe on a low brace, and we came to
an abrupt stop.

“Nice,” he said quetly, sounding relieved. We were both
panting and sweating hard. We paused to plot a course
downrver and out of the mess we had gotten ourselves
mto. It was then that 1. who had been paddling and looking
in the opposite direction at the eddy, saw the source of
lingo's panic: less than 20 feet awayv. across the pulsing
chain of white waves, several hundred tons of angry niver
slammed beneath a large cverhanging secticn of canvon
wall. It was. Jingo said later. the worst undercut he had
seen m his eleven vears of padding rnvers. It didn't take
much imagination 1o picture what would have happened had
we been sucked inte the dark, cavelike undercut: our boat
and fve hundred pounds of gear would have been thrown
into the wall and held there by the current, We wouid have
been pinned, helpless (o extract ourselves from the hoat,
and unable to swim out of the furious torrent.

Spinning the boat around on the eddy line, we manue-
vered rapidly through the bottom of the chute and soon
saw our partners. Thev were moving quickly up the niver
bank, rescue ropes m hand. But of we had been trapped.
there would have been littie thev could have done.

Auerteor evad Bussed! appracclung bos s e Holl's Hall Mile. Lodare,
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Russell shifs throuph a quier section of Desolasion Canvon. keeping an ear ot for the echoes of biguer warer

The next day, we awoke to snow. It had fallen high on
the canvon walls, settiing along the sedimentary lines to
form spectacular red-and-white striped patterns above us.
We ran through Lodore Canvon and 1“ h!mm {anvon
smoothlv and quickly, r(,a&ung Desolat ura;' Can-
vons on day nine, three davs ahead of our %chfc le. There
the river dropped 515 feet over 83 muies and pronused the
biggest water we had vet encountered.

Paddling quietly through Desolation Canven, which at
one point is over 5000 feet deep-—deeper than i d(_‘h of the
Grand Canvon-—we would hear. echoing off the rocl
the tell-tale bass drone of a big drop, onl; to find & small
riffie when we rounded the bend. Later in the Canvon the
walls were sel back and the echoes dispersed; we came
upon 5.0.B. rapid with hardly enough warning to e the
six-foot waves leaping skyvward, We began to undersiand
the river's quirky, chameleon personality.

- wenlis

Getting hit by the walls of water in Desolation Canvon,
jabbing, slapping and stroking the wal-slamming wave

1 pad-
aceiul

AT

chains in Gray Canvon, | moved bevond feeling tl
dling was a battle. The rapids had 2 mysterioush 1
component, & center at which our boat became jus

other molecule of water dancing effortlesely inthe curre
A bng wave would nize up In front of uz. We would !
dle a few strokes. and roll smonthly over it, making sense
cut of chaos,

We cemie to Coal Creek Rapid, suppasediv i
rapzd on the Green, on day 13, the dav before
our journey, We were confident go**w N0 tn
drop. Helmets had Iong since been fash
JLﬂEJ was only zippering his life jacket
and Jim didn't even bother 1o fasten the, SpTay
decided to run the rapid “dry” —rocki: R |
hip3 so we would roli over the tops of th

crash through them. This technicue allowed us to run a
drop without taking on any water—like free ciimbing. it is
a “clean” way to paddie.

“You can't fight the water—that will gel vou nowhere,”
philosophized Jingo as we floated down the long black
tongue which exploded into the big waves of the rapid. The
waves were ge‘t'nb cioser. I was in the siern, trving to
concentrate, Shn‘g} J,u G owould shut up. “Other foiks
meditate. 1 padd he explained as five-foot waves
spewed foam in every direction, We rocked gracefully over
their tops, Jingo still babbling on. I deliberately set the bost
up at just the angle needed to submerge the bow in the
next wave. Jingo disappeared momentarily in the froth,
then popped back up. He cursed me as the mgd water
cascaded down his open wetsuit, then paddied on with no
further philosophical discourse.

We pitched our last camp on a white sandy beach. That
night, a full moon cast a silver glow over the canyons; but
for the 35-degree temperature, it would have seemed like
a remote island in the South Pacific.

The rver frolicked on downstream, headed for that
thundering canyen to the south, the Grand, We had com-
pleted the first self-contained canoe descent of the Green
running every one of the river's fabied rapids. Technicaily,
the descent in thie stvle was not as difficult as we had ex-
pected the rapids neither as big nor the boats as awk-
ward, But as the nver passed beneath us that last evening,
I thought I heard it laughing. unimpressed by our accom-
plishment. Rivers are that way, vou know. Thev keep vou
light. m

David Geodman is a freclance wiitey based 1 Bosron. His writing
has appeared in The Nation and other nafional publications,
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