Hollowdogs

& Hollowed Logs

FERNANDCO drove across the violent eddy linc just as
the gaping throat of a whirlpool opened up in front of
him. His kayak’s bow dove into the maw of that whirl-
puul and he smiled serencly at everyone while the river
spun him in graceful, slow plroucttcs
downstream .llunL the eddy fence, lost its power, and spit Fer-

nando out—-nvhl side up.

We were on the Rio C hirripi in Costa Rica, a river uneequaled

for outrageous play spots by
anything I'd ever c\pct‘n.m.ul
before. This particular hydrau-
lic, for mstance, had us re-writ-
ing the book on whart entertain-
ing manifestations were possible
from water spalling over rock.

The river made a2 sweeping
m:htturnth!uuvhllusmiml and
a dike of bedrock stuck out from
the left wall on the outside of the
tlurn. As the Chirripé poured
overtheend of thedike, itercated
a sheer, pulsating eddy fence be-
tween the calm eddy-water be-
hind the rock and 10,000 cfs of
current seraaming by

We were lined up like school
kids in the playground at recess
ame, WAITING Our turn to cram
in as much fun as pussible be-
fore the bell rang for class. We'd
sit there, bobbing in the roiling
water next to the cddy fenee,
waiting for a whlrlpc-ol 1o take
shape. When the paddler at the
head of the school saw one com-
mg, he'd paddle like hell
:i(r:litghl for i, trying to jump
mnto the spmning depression
just as the whirlpool opened up
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At Play In The Land Of Pura Vida

by Paul Hoobyar

that was flushing.

The cauldron danced

with the saat over its vortex,
boat, boater, and helmet

-

and showed its throat. Itwas like paddling into a grand toilet bow]

If you were really lucky, vou could stuff the nose or tail of your
boat intoa thruat, then do nosestands and piroucttes, or tailstands
and piroucttes. Other times, your boat might straddle a cauldron,
Then as you spun downstream,
the whole works — would be sucked
helow the sur*oundmL river surface, and for one Spllt second, dis

appear before popping back up.

If you got knocked over dur-
ing one of these romps, vou'd
feel the force of the poo] ug-
ging on your knees, stretching
your spine as it pulled on your
helmet and p.mcllr trying 1o
suck you out of the boat. thn
it lost its power, you'd fecl the
suction diminish. roll back up,
and head for the big eddy; the
eddy would truck you back up
streamn to start over again. It
wils a4 mver-runner’s  dream
come Lrue - 2 perperual motion
machine of whitewater frolics
and hydraulics. We couldn’t get
enoughofit.

Tom Stules figured out the
hot tip. We were all getting
rides, but not consistently slid-
mg down into the vortexes.
Tom popped his sprayskirt and
filled his boat partially with
warer. On his next ride on this

Left: A youny Costa Rican
occspics the author's venerable
Hollowdog. Facing page: Mike
Shulte takes a shower, Rio
Pacuare-style.
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Continued from preeiows page While we whirled and played. two cam-
riparian carousel, his nose-heavy kayak pesings (subsistence farmers) watched us
was like a submaring, going clean out of  while they sent their horses swimming
sight as he spun down the eddy fence. across the river below the rapid. We were

spellbound, intoxicated by this hydraulic
as exotic as the surrounding jungle we
were traveling through.

When this cookie-jar of fluvial dehights
had been raided 1o exhausdon, we slid off
downstream, charmed smiles creasing our
faces. Tom said it all as we left: “Gee, |

3 never played ina whiripool before...”

IVER-RUNNING m Costa Ria
means world.-class whitewater ina
tropical jungle setting. Sitting as it

; doos 10 degrees north of the equator,

Costa Rica’s scasons, climate, flora and
fauna are just that — cquarorial. The sea-
sons divide into “wet” and “dry,” with
temperatures lingering between 70° and
8(° F. year-round, except at extremely
higt. clevations,

We were running rivers at the tul end of
the miny season, 2 great tume to ook for
whitewater adventures; the swollen, tar-
bid rvers offered an abundance of cxcite-
ment. The climate was swearty, sulery. If
wasn’t drenched in the proverbial bath of
whitewater kayaking, or a torrential after-
noon downpour, | was bathed in a lather of
my OWn SWCAt.

Kicking back in the saddle, letting the
currenss aimlessly carry us, I noticed the
geometric form of a thatched roof sticking
out of the equatorial lushness — another
solitary outpost of civilization in theall-en-
compassing jungle. Built on upright logs,
the hut was elevated above the jungle
floor. The thickly martred, palm-frnnd
roof contrasted sharply with the open-air
spaces where windows and doors would
normally hang on 2 house in the States,
The open construction allowed easy air
circulation in the sultry climate,

We drifted around a corner in the pleas-
ant embrace of relaxation and fatgue. As
we rounded the bend, we were greered by
wwo dugout canoes and two log rafts tied
in front of 2 small sandbar. One of the kay-
akers sprinted for the sandbar while the
rest of us stared with awe ac che apparni-
tions. Maybe we had played so hard, had
spun in circles so fast on that last hydraulic
that we'd endo—ed through a crack in time
and had landed in the era of the Mayans.
There were no other humans around (save
us five kavakers) to burst this sllusion. We
cogitated the scene before us i the vast-
nc:ss of the jungle quiet, puncruated by an
occasional bird eall and the rustlings of the
river flowing by.

T'he dugouts were made from hand-
hewn, hollowed ont logs. What kind of

Above: Sugar cane closey ix on Costa Rica
Expeditions’ shuttie van. Left The dugout
nt the author back into time, or time sent
the antbor back into the dugout, or...




wood? Possibly the Ceiba tree 1 had heard
so much about, the tallest tree growing in
the jungic. The locals said it sometimes
reached 300 feet tall. The Mayans consid-
erexl it sacred.

The |0g rafts were made with the same
ancient technology as the dugouts. The
rafts consisted of logs, rough-hewn wooden
pegs, and vines lacing cverything together.

The sense of dissonance struck me again.
There were absolutely no metal parts to these
craft. 1f there hadn't been a2 metal cable
ryfng the rafts to the bank, and a mersl pot
in onc of the dugouts, the entire scene
would have been compased of Pre-Colum
bian rcchnolog}’.

There were no paddles in the canoes,
and the only sign of human life was barc
foatprints lcading from the canoes across
the sandbar and up the canyon wall into
the jungle thicker. | looked for a path that
the owners of these boats could have taken
up the mountainside, but peering into the
darkencd light under the jungle canopy, T
couldn'tdiscern a thing,

My sense of being a tourist, a gringo in
this exotic Jand became sven more acute.
Never mind that these people were bare-
foot and had climbed into the jungle wil-
derness. Never mind chat we were being
chewed, seratched, welted and worked on
by the vines, grasses, bugs, and fungn of
the tropics — even with our river tennies
on, and Gore-tex, bug juice, and skin
creams ncarby. We weren't “strect-wise”
m the ways of the tropical jungle, and we
knew 1t,

I walked back to the dugout canoes
again, and stared at those utterly primitive
woaden boats, with our brightly colored
tupperware kayaks alongside, The evolu-
tion of boat dcsigns over the eons, from the
ancient dugout (did they run rapids in
those things?) to the whitewater kayaks we
paddled, recled across my cerebral screen.

ACK at the put-in three days earlier,

I had watched as the stable of kay-

aks available for this trip was quick- 2
Iy whitded down, By the time the owners
of various boats hsd claimed their own,
and the vounger, lighter paddlers had
poured over the remaining designs, it
dudn't take long w figure out that big ole
me was destined for 2 Hollowform River
Chaser, that paragon of tupperware kay-
aks for so many years.

The boat I drew {one of many owned by
Costa Rica F_\_;)C\ii!i(ms_ the outfitter who
organized the trip we were on) was 2 term
cotta-colored 79 Hollowdeg, a relie from

Abave: Witk tropical jungle on cither side,

the rrver’s the omly way owr. Right: Robin
Kitinaird endy’s out of a massive wevelbole
on the Rio Chirripi.
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“The entire scene looked like a Froot Loops
commercial combined with footage from a
National Geographic film.”

Conlinued from previous page

that long-gone time when Yakima foot-
braces weren't available and Hollowform
mstalled the “Two Screw You" fool-
braces. You remember.,. they were the
ones where you had to crawl inside the
cockpit and assume an advanced yoga
posture with 2 serewdriver in hand every
time you wanted to adjust them. Good for
a lot of frustration and swearing, the two
tmy screws had to be taken out, the fooe-
bruce moved, and the screw-holes exactly
realigned before you could coax these
stubborn little so-and-sos back into place.

The hull of this particular boat was a bit
tired, with some oilcanning under the
seat, and a tweaked nosc from one wo
many scrapes with the river. There were
so muny holes in the deck from the knee-
braces being moved around that the boat
leaked like a sun-dried wooden skiff, But
after a frustrating hour of adjusting the
footbraces and taping the holes, the old
scow felt pretty comfortable as I snuggled
my tail down into her.

Ower the past couple of days of paddling
T had fondly taken to calling her “Bloata.”
Now, looking at the line-up of Dancers,
Hydras, Mirages and Bloataform next to
the dugouts and the log rafts, T was
amused by our continual quest for special-
ization and perfection.

We decided we'd better catch up with
the rest of the group, and left the dugouss
log rafts, and our musings on the sandbar.
So far, this day had been one of novel erit
ters: a five-foot-long iguana stretched out
on a tree over the water, its bright-red
combing highlighted in the equatorial sun;
a three-toed sloth hanging upside down
and immobile from a tree limb; a Fer-de-
Lance, one of the deadliest snakes in the
country, coiled up under z fallen log,
Others had seen a couple of monkeys in a
tree, Parrots and parakects were visible
along the banks with amazing regularity,
hut we stood little chance of hearing them
over the roar of the water.

The water this day was cven more ex-
ceptional than the fauna. Most of the Chir-
ripd's “Bingnies” were in this 15-mile strezch.
We traveled on 6,000 to 7,000 cfs, with a
gradient of about 70 feet per mile, That
translated into some pretty exciting water
indeed.

I came around the comer of one Class
= rapid, and spotted Bob Taylor of

Virginta standing on the bank, his camera

in hand, the rafts and other kayakers sit-
ting inan eddy. Ub.eb, Tknew there had to
be some kind of Big Tole down there
somewheres. It came into view, I slid
through one side of it, then snapped into
the eddy 2o see what was gonna happen
next. Bob kept his camera our, pointed at
the hole, and it was the e of
“Wanna be a star, kid*", “Who's game?”,
and “Beat me, rape me, hit me and steal
my wallet,” all rolled into one.,

Finally, Jue Monroe paddled into the
abyss. Although that monster snorted,
bucked, thrashed, and stomped on Joe, he
stayed upright, and eventually slid out the
door on the other side o 2 chorus of cheers
and applause from the crowd. With that,
the entire group of kayakers hopped on m
for ataste of oblivion as well.

And it was 2 fnendly hole, cven though
it was cight feet deep and 20 feet across.
Robin Kinnaird dropped in there and had
the crowd going wild. Tt was a whitewater
rodeo of the wopics. He side-surfed from
one side of the hole to the other, got rock-
eted off a tail-stand, dug his paddle in,
spun his nose into the trough, got endo’sd
and did a quick serics of ass-over-teakettle
cartwheels before he washed ourt and rolled
up. For its size, the hole was soft, inviting:
a big Baby Hucy with lots of power but
kid gloves on. The Chirripé had quite a
few holes like that one, and the rafters, by
the end of the thind day out, started com-
plaining about always having to wait for the
kayakers to catch up — a sure sign that the
playing was superb.

HAT night the usual festive vibe

after a day of Biggics on any river

aoursed through camp. The happy
hour punch was a Costa Rican variant of
the Tequila Sunrise. As the barrel of
punch was consumed along with other lei-
sure aids, the conversations kept coming
back to the day’s water, but my mind wan-
dered away.

Night had slammed shut on the hea-
vens, once again, and the evening rains
had ceased. Glowbugs pulsed their ca-
dence of light to the background chater of
birds and insects in the jungle night.
Ahhh.... the tropics! The place felt alive,
not just birds talking and bugs chirping.
although those sounds were intense.

‘There was something about the air it-
self. Looking up at the stars peaking
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through the douds, the night air felt

feeund, like life could spontaneously erupt
out of the vapors that tropical evening. 1
looked at my legs, a mosaic of scratches,
bites, and rashes. I expected to see, any
second, some weird incubating on
them like T could see on the rocks and trees
allarcund,

The next morning we awoke to raucous
squawking and screeching overhcad. A
lesser toucan, that ungainly bird with the
oversized beak, was loudly defending its
trectop against the marauding advances of
a parrot. We'd camped near another small
farmhouse, with its peaked grass roof
standing above the jungle growth, and the
catire scenc looked like a Froot Loops com-
mercizl combined with footage out of
some National Geographic film. Another
big iguana sat ncarby, warching the toucan
and parrot with a disdainful cye.

Shding out of camp under the deep blue
equatorial sky, we climbed back oa the
“Swiss Mix Express.” Waterfalls cascaded
into the muddy river from both sides with
unequalled frequency; some plummeting
3(‘)‘3(1 plus feet. As these addirig\s were ab-
sorbed, we blended in with the gathering
swell and rode on a continually growing
beast, If we started out on 2,500 cfs the
first day, we were now riding 10,000 cfs.

That afternocn we came to the last of
the Chirripé's hydraulic highlights. At the
bottom of a rapid named Chachalaka (one
of the few named rapids on this river out of
the scorcs of ITls and TVs we ran), there was
another of those big, benign holes to play
in. Robin led the forays into that canyon of
negative ions, riding that stallion on a
brace, doing spinners in the hole, getting
back endo'ed, cartwheeled, then window-
shaded before rolling up stll in the hole
and riding that bronc like it was gonna be
his last ride ever.

I went out and got a taste of that hole,
too. Aftera coupleof times of being stuffed,
cartwheeled and flushed our the ass end, T
was somchow more intrigued by 3 gor-
geous wave that preened and pranced just
upstream. Bob was also intrignsed with the
same wave, and as | walked Bloawa up
stream to shide onto it, | saw Bob park his
Dancer on the face,

It was a quintessential wave, flexing its
glassy, clean lines in the Costa Rican sun.
Twenty-five feet across and 10 feet high
from the base to its frothy, cresting crown,
it was an archetype of 2 wave, something
out of 3 textbook on fluvial processes.

Bob slid onto the face of that moving
Matterhorn. Once he caught up with it
and was stable in the trough, he looked like
he was sitting on a surfboard in a boomer
off Hawaii. That Dancer carved a whole
new line on the swell, a Ime I'd never seen

any kayak make before. Bob sat on the




wave and k'.mnd back s0 his boat wss
parallel to the river bank, not parallel to
the 45 <degree slope of the face,

And thers he parked, like he'd put a
quarter in the meter and planned 1o stay 2
while. There was so much space between
that proud little filly's nose and the oncom-
mg water that you could see her shadow
under her, outlined on that glossy beast in
the afternoon sun.

If he leaned forward, she pranced across
the rough and up the back side of the next
Wave fp%;m:-.xm, nesding her nose in the
nape of its back. If he leaned the other
way, she slowly edged back across the
trough and up the face to the lofty heights
of the crown. A couple nfqui('k strokes put
hirn back in his parking place, watching it
all go by with a check-bustin® grin on his
face. Finally, Bob slid up, erested on the
foamy peak for a second, then shd down-
stream. Ilis amazing ride at Chachalaka
had burned one of the prestiest sights of
the trip into the collective cranial cavity of
all who'd witnessed it.

And with that, T grabbed Bloata and
high-tailed it up the bank so we could get a
taste of that samce cnergy. Now, Bleat's a
bit porkish around the mid-section, and
she doesn't have the sexy lines of Bob's
Dancer, but after our first humbling, un-
successiul attempt to climb on that heast,
we found the line, and she dimbed oot
into that coliscum of trucking hydrology
like Mick Jagger sauntering onstage at The
Forum. She was right at home as we slid
into the Aqua Bowl, but she was head-
strong and kept trying to bury her nose in
the wave. But Bloata started to find her
stride, o refax into her tums, and when
we found the rhythm of that charging
pachvderm, we were both home free.

Perfectly tuned o the slope of that roll-
er, we cut back and forth like a skier link-
ing turns down a virgin powder run. |
could feel Bloata’s spine flexing on the face
of that wall. I could feed her working
against the foree of that wave as we rode
on, the kayak seat chrobbing and pulsating
from the sheer foree of the water. The in-
tensity of the energy brought the wave
alive. It was a charging elephant, a bronto
saurus rampaging through the primordial
jungles of time. And Bloata was alive, too,
a lioness m full stride of the hunt.

When she'd had enough, when it was
time o grab an off-ramp from that high.
balhn’ fn.:ight. we cut 2 snappy series of
wurns, backed up the face to the summit,
and just let 'er go. 1 leaned forwarnd as we
screamed down the face, 2and Bloata drove
her nose home into the oncoming current.

A Cetha trev, tallest
inbabitant of the jungle,
dwarfs kayaker Clande Terry,

She got rocketed so far out of the water
that my cars popped from the alttude
change.

In camp that night, our last night on the
Rio Chirripa, the warm glow of the day’s
antics were mixed with the pain of a fun
gus growing on my feet and between my
toes. Of the 25 people in our party, almost
nalf of them got a taste of jungle rot before
we finished running the Chirripé and
another river, the Rio Pacuare. Dave I leck-
man, one of the guides, got the rot so bad
that he had it treated in the aipital city of
San Josc. He returned with licde paper
tubes of Vioodoo drugs to administer to the
rest of us. Every night on the Pacuare, a
small group of us took turns scaking our
feet in bail-buckets while Dave mixed his
potions with the ceremony of an alchemist.

After taking-out from the Rio Chirrip6,

ol
{

we did a three-day tour on the Rio Pa.
cuare. Running through middle-clevation,
Atlantic-facing jungle, the Pacuare’s hy-
draulic formations were more reminiscent
of Stateside rivers hike the Tuolumne or
the Chattooga. Talk on them often turned
to the multitude of rivers yet w be
explored on this isthmus of high moun-
tains and corrcndial rains. While we
thought abour the unexplored river frone-
iers that were still available in Costa Rica,
we also felt full from the generous serving
of nivers we had experienced.

The locals have a saying: “En Cesta Rica
es Pura Vida. "— “In Costa Rica is the good
life." For a hot-doggin’ paddler, thac
statement is especially true.
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Faw! Hoobryar 1= canoe's Merlm, Um:wv Bu
reaw Chief. Hir must recent article, “Joucin’ In The
‘!asbtflﬂdc "appeared ity ‘ljsm 1983 ssswe.

f gl

'.'
'-

YO DI NITELITY | LG

canoe 69




