Four-Foot-Wide
At The Chines

A Western river guide-kayak instructor takes
a weekend off to run a McKenzie River Boat
through the rough-and-tumble paces of
Oregon’s Illinois River.
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UST AS THE LEAVES were turning up

gold in the late August sun, the

whitewater craft on the Rogue

River were changing from rafts
and kayaks to drift boats. Our paddling
school’s seven kayaks and support raft
were suddenly outnumbered by coveys of
drift boats, which heralded the oncoming
steelhead fishing season. | was teaching
the last kayak class of the scason, and my
thoughts, future-bound, tended to trail
after those drift boats.... I'd been hoping to
make some bucks by working a few fish-
ing trips this fall, but so far all my leads
had rumed up dead ends.

One day, 2 drift boater passed the class
in a real hurry. His boat was heavy with
gear; he had no passengers aboard, but he
looked pretty businesslike. While my
kayak students were preoccupied with a
couple of waves, honing their surfing
skills. I chased after that boat.

“Hi!" 1 yelled, paddling hard to catch
up. (Drift boaters and kayak paddlers
don’t generally mingle too much on the
river.) “My name's Paul Hoobyar. Who's
the outfit here?™

“Schacfers™ Guide Service,” came the
quick reply. The oars kept on stroking.

I looked at the man more closcly.

“Well, who are you?” | asked. cautiously.

“Steve Schaefers.™

“That’s what I thought,” T said. So this
was the man in charge. | was desperate
enough for work to blurt out, “Do you
know anyonc needing a guide this fall?
I've got my own wood boat and gear...”

The ocars quit rowing while Schaefers
looked off in the canyon. “Well...maybe.
Give me your name and phonc number. T
might be takin® atrip in October.™

While T scribbled down the info, my
gears were spinning. Steve Schacfers was
the name I'd been hearing in connection
with drift boats on the Hlinois River. To
run the spirited Illinois in a wooden
McKenzie boat, a5 he'd done many times.,
seemed 10 me the pinnacle of rowing cx-
periences: and here T was, talking with the
man himself. This was my chance to go
and do !

~1 hear you guys take your wood boats
down the Tllinois in the spring.™

“Yeah, we do. We like to get down
there every spring at lcastonce.™

“Any chance of my gettmg on that trip
with you guys?” I had been working on my
drift boat skills and was eager for a chance
to take my wood boat down the Illinois
with some veteran boaters.

The author checks our a different sort of
whizewater craft — the McKenzie River Boaz
on Oregon’s Illinois River.

Western waters, yet stable enough to make
a body. feel comfortable while riding
hrough the big stuff. They finally hit on

Schaefers’ face cracked into a2 grin.
“Oh, 1 don’t know. Maybe.™ Now that I'd
passed him my address, be was rowing
hard again,

“How do I stay in touch about the II-
linois?" I called after him. He was moving
fast,

“I'm listed with ‘Guides and Packers."™

“Hey, thanks,” T yelled across the
water,

CKENZIE RIVER BOATS are a

unigue breed of craft. They

are to rafts what kayaks are

10 Orange Torpedoes: more
techmical, more dynamic, with edges and
lines that carve paths in the water and surf
waves across the currents. Like fiberglass
kayaks, wood drift boats arc fragile
beasts.

Tt was back in the carly "50s that two
men. Woody Hindman and Prince
Helfrich, hammered out the final design of
the boat. They had tned as many varia-
tions as the boat had ribs, looking for a
craft made of wood that was light and re-
sponsive enough to maneuver in the crazy

2 I6-foot boat with a transom stem. a
pointed bow. and a flat, rocker bottom.
Plywood was coming into use, and the
McKenzie River Boat was bomn.

Some 30 years later, that same craft,
with few revisions, is popularly used on a
number of rivers in the Northwest: rivers
of large volume. like the Snake; rivers of
changing topography and gathering hy-
draulics, like the Middle Fork of the Sal-
mon: and rivers of wild pool-drop beauty,
like the Rogue.

The Tllinois River lies within the Rogue
River drainage. An independ inded
spontancous stream, it drops out of the
Siskyou Mountains near the Oregon-
California State Linc and prances north to-
ward its confluence with the Rogue. The
Tly’s wild in the spring, but it’s visited in
summer by familics who come to picnic
and swim in its deep, clear pools. The high
water of spring runoff doesn’t last very
long, normally not past the end of May.
But in those early months, when the rains
still douse the surrounding mountains. the
Hly"s mood is explosive and temperamen-
tal.




“"Weait a secomd there, fella. There can't .b'f wioend J.':' aris el Lﬂ"' dorwn
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“'Thi:: 1% Tk aﬁ‘-'uri'i:rlhl: I:Il:l"-':i':t or rDTH:H:
awerame weckend family outing. It is not a
river for drft boats, oaly for rafis and
kayaks " | read those lines freguently
that winter while thinking about my wood
boat on the Hlinoms.

I made it throngh the winter. Spring
came! Bul the dafl boat inp stayed up in
the air throughowt meost of the [linois” sca-
sonal rampage. Finally, T got a call from
Steve: “Paul, we're ponoa do her this
Tuwesd=y. Wanna gao?”

Wanna go?!! Hell, yves, T wanted o go!

-.Hey_ wait a second. What was I saying?
I really could lose oy boat down in that
canyon, ned o mention my Mimesy moal
hide.

AE FLAT, THE put-in to the Tlly
15 noihing but a gravel bar that
offers access we the wabsr.
Mommally. a put-im on this
creck 15 8 fime consuming process: blow-
ing up rafiz, tving down bosds, changing
into wet suits and river apparel. Mot today.
We simply wake the hoats off the wailer,
throw the grub and dunnage in, and take
off. Here there™s no need to change clothes
or Bie a0 gear. Hell, if the gear Galls out of
thess boats, more "n likely the boater is on
hiz way out, too, kissing his boat good-
by
There are five doft boats sportng
downstream on this four-day p, four
wirad and one alummum. Each boat has a
rower and a rider along. Earl, my pariner,
amd T had ralked about bow the rider could
a2ct as ballast, or shift hiz weight like a
side-car occupant in a motorcycle race,
hanging hiz body over the off-side 1w kesp
ithe buggie from tipping over. Mot know-
ing what o cxpect on the Ty, we had
coversd 3 number of contingens
The river begins to pick up momenium.
About three miles from the put-in, T stop
wiatching the wialdilowers amd the water-
falls that splash into the river. With Lab-
rador Creek BEapads, then Mome Creek
Rapids. the niver begins to tumble oeer 1t-
u_lf 1-'hmg Ell:ll'l.ldl. andtummr.r wiun. Wc

:I:| t-:rr lots -:|-1 tn
alud!™ ag in the Spanish o

your health.™ Tha ww 1% drop s o loast
to what this rver is all about — steep,
technical drops and powerful lydraulics.

We skale our boats 1o the bank amd et
ot io take a look. These bovs in the
McEenzie boats don't spend much time
soouting. “(et a ook at ‘er, and let’s do
-

We all watch as Schaelers disembarks




to mun “Salud!™ He slows his boat down as
he slips into the top of the falls. His boat
eases up on acushion of water that s piling
onto & rck, he pivots off the rock, and the
boat rocks and rolls on down through the
rapid. feesuz! That's some premy fancy
sfreiam’ L wonind Benar.

“kay. barl,™ I say, “Our tumm. L v
what [ just saw, but hang on, “canse I"'m
ol s 105 gonns work,”

1 sneak into the top of the falls, slow my
hioat down and park the aak chine on that
very same cushion. There's not the ex
pected sound of wood himing rock, and the
boal plays ofT the cushion and Talls over
the pdpe, rocking and rolling as we drop.
Trense, waiting for the thud that slams ineo
the pit of your stomach and wells you
you've just found a rock in the midst of the
white froth, Mo thed, nod thas time. Tn
scathed, we glide through the run-out and
pause in an eddy to watch the rest of the
buats come through.

HE MEAVIES ON this streich of

FIVER Come in guick succession:

Alter “Sulud!™ come Hocky

Top ("MNo. 197 in the book),
York Creek Falls, and Carl's Corner. The
muidebook calls this last one “Rapid Mo.
23" bt to these boys of the MeKenzie
boats, she's mamed for a fnend, Car Juza,
who had a fatefol mun on this particular
picce of water,

Cord’s Comer drops about 12 vertical
feet in bess than 30 yards. A gravel bar cx-
lending aross the river from the night
bank forces water ower its knobs and
points, and creates a patural weir in the
river,

Word has it that the name arose because
ol’ Carl was ervant by a foot in s setup
at the top of the weir. As his boat spilled
over the Face, 11 was pushed oo far lefl m
the bottom and shoved into the rock wall
there, receiving the brant of the water’s
force. Upon impact with the wall, Carl ac-
quired three hales in the bow of his boat:
poe 0 the floor, amd two mothe bow
panels. His siem, which stll hung in the
currEnt jerming by, was swept downsiream,
und the boal wies plastersd against tht
same rack wall. An car was rammed
through the upstream side as the boal was
brought about. Hmm, another hole. .. This
e was curious, though, becanse it eeas so
mound, so true to the shape of the oar han-
dle that muade it. Water jacurzied through
that perfectly round haole;-filling the boar
cven faster. Mow, whem was that little
Duich boy when ya® necded "im?

The upstream side continped 1o dip
closer to the water. The stern took & shot

when it was whipped around. Mot bad.
Five holes in less than a minote. If the
water came over the top of the gunnel, you
coitld kass that bosyt off, buddy, Mothing
l=ft but the swimming, the crying, and the
retricving of gear. And all beeawse ol Carl
wits & foot off 1n his entrance to the falls.

Bt I at the entrance, and 1 don’t nesd
1o hesir all these hormor siores. Thee sl
gofia” mun this thing, and there's enough
goang on out there without the added
phobia of what will happen if Thlow .

Wiy am [ kere, Lord, sifring in this
v whell af plvwoved ared fir siakes atop
Carl’ s Cormer? From up here, { can'l zee
rhose marker rocks T picked ouwr from the
bank, gnd those rocky gre impoerient
they alone tell me ex-zactly where 1o aim
Tear thaar skinny priece af water thar' T carey
mi throagh safely,

“Ya godta” remember, Paol, your boat™s
omly Four-food-wide at the chines. ..

[ hear Steve’s words again. 50 wht if
the slot you're gunning for is only four-
[oot-51x inches wade? So whar of i1's oo of
sight while you're poised in this eddy? 5o
what if ir"s a rock concert of skinny pas-
sages and shim pickins amongst chunks of
serpentine and picces of sandstone, their
ugly heads held defiant above the water™s
mash, or worse, barely submernsed under
the surface of the water waitin® for ya? fr
don’ matter, Pawl, Just reorember, vour
boar' s only fowr-foor-wide af the chines.
[Th-huh.

As T watch another boater, Kenny, slip
over the lip of Carl s Comer, | study where
he positions himself as he drops. . fooks
pood, looks good, “Ka-chunk!™ His boat
makes a sharp litthe bounce as the sound of
tin slamming rocks reaches my cars. Boy,
those aluminum boats sure broudcast vour
misrakes. So Kenny found a rock in there,
Seny, Woell, 0w grewrerees Bue tar thees BeefT oo Binile,
ther. Bur mov foo far lgft. Don't forget
axbrepaet ol Carrl, .

My turm. The mowves are so tght amd
critical that the passengers are on the bank,
walching. & solo flight. Alrighe, mow, fust
sweak this litdfe phowood toy onr there in
rhe current. Slow yourzelf down_ | thar’s
right, Slip post that reck on the left there,
‘aita bov. New, tuck in behind it io grab
some of thar sliwver eddy water. There yva
go. Now, where is thal doame channel? Oh
yeak, there it i5. fnches. That™ s whar we're
telken” bt here: irches, Uve got 1o ger
mry boat within a couple af inches of that
exposed rock below me. Warch that down-
sirggmr e, D't et i pet caughl Beiween
zome rocks fo hang up on, or snap off.
There va go, '] darlin”. Now, ek those
oars and kany on, Cconse for betfer or

warse we Fe commiimed o this bere nozzle
of water poing over the drop, .,

My guts pucker. braced for the incvita-
ble “Chunk!™ accompanying a collision
with those rocks | see poing by teo, three,
four inches from my boat. I'm ccniain,
with all those rocks around me, ['m abowm
to connect with one of those little pieces of
delight.

I drop mito the: hole at the: botlom. Ajgrn
my guis suck up involuntarily, but oo, it's
only water we're poing through, Phew!
Lrot through thar little dandy without tak-
ing @ shar. Tees-Lowise, wnd we call this

fm®

ITTING IN AN eddy after lunch.

we're drinking a beer, feeling

pood about the day’s run. Then:

arg only two miles to camp, and
all the day 's heavies are behind us,

Around the bend comes a group of in-
flatabdes - three oar rafts and a paddle
boat. What strange season 1s s’ The
sight of them, with their noo-20th Cenmry
outlits of neoprene and Gore-tex, boolies
and bailbwckets, is a joli. (O, yeah: Thats
the way people usually run this river, in
[ull wetsuit reralis.

Ear]l and T watch as they paddle up —
wel, Black-skinned bodies, all smiles and
questions. 1 look from them to my Levi’s

all dry except the cuffz - and feel the
comibon of my Mannel shirt, also dry. My
cves travel back to them. Scems like wne
ozt passed through a Gme warp here!
When we put in this moming it was April
G, 1951, with Woody Hindman and Primee
Helfrich ahed of us, probably al camp by
now. And these people come floating
arpand the corner like they're from the
plamet Kuron.

Holy chit, mon! Look at those ootfits!
Full-bength wel suits, one-piecers, cobor-
coordinated with gay greens, billowy
blucs, vapping vellows. The jet black legs
Mare cul ol the bodioms, stroght out of
Marvel Comics. Uh, cxcose me. but are
you Aquarman? Again T look at my Levi’s,
5 thas 2 dream

The absurdity of what we arc doing is
driven home by contrast. Wt o second
there, fella. There can't be wood boats
ceriel Lowd' s dlevwrt this river. Tt says so right
here in the guidebook, something b
Y.mor. . for drift boais...” So, whad-
dvatfnk ywu' re dinng comeing doewn fere
in that wood boad? You car’t do that,
Don” ryou know that” s swicidal ?

As the rubber-coated bodies shp out of
sight, Earl and [ are dazed. Isn’t that the
way wi've always mn this river, dressed
in wed suils that stay wet all day, twm your

cast 4T



skan it an ichy, prine-like consistency .,
50 that by the Ume you resch camp you
can 't wair i peel the damned thing off

We take amother pull on our beers. Mow
that the party is out of sight, the time warp
lacles, It feels even beter 1o be siting in
ihis boat, dry. in street clothes.

E PORTAGED ONE rapid on

the trp. the Green Wall,

hizad honcho o this creek,

with o solid Class W oar s
bodtom end. As a rapid, it's too steep, too
chancy, o run drfl bosts through. Mo
only could someone casily kose 2 boat
there, but the entire wrip would be jeopard-
ized as the remaining boats tred to absorh
bodies and dunnage left hehind by the de-
ceased craft.

Ag far a5 anyone knows, 2 hard boat his
never been run through the Wall. One of
these years., though, an obd beater wall be
browght downstream with only one person
ghoard and oo gear, o tes the Wall, Al
that rate, the only risk is w the guy sitting
il the sticks, A swim through the Green
Wall would definitely leave an improind in
his cramial cavity... And the boat? The
river would make quick work of a way
witrd wood boar. Kindling and drift seood
is about all that would be lefl ance the
TIver s appelile was satiated.

Fast the Wall, the rest of the nip is a
dance, a skate of high adrenaline outpurs
amdd [ast, powerlul water. The bodtom falls
ot of the river canyon in the maddle of the
ren, andd the rver apills abount 70 vertical
feet a mile for three-plus miles, Tn rafts,
with their slower rcaction times and
heavier masses, this pan of the canyon
would be difficult, technical boating, In
our dnfl boats, however, except for tano
drops. we boogie on through the gorge.

We glide around a comer at the end of
the thind day to find that the river’s exuber-
ance has given way o serene, rellective
poods amd babbling waterfalls held by
high-walled canyons. We™ve left the
heavy whitewater upstrcam, and we'Te
pleased with ourselves — our boats have
sprinied through the wild places withaout
incident.

From where were purked on a beach in
front of a large pile of drift, Earl and | see
the other boats downstream, We figure
there" Il prohably be 2 pood party in camp
tonight, this being the last night. We stop
to pick up a little wood for the fre, and
leschgres 11 1m0 Che STerm.

A half cord later. we shp off down-
sirgam toward camp. We've mot about a
mile to o, amd my boat rdes with her nose
inthe air, hertail™s so laden whith wood,

Mow, FEapid Mo, 131 15 a fonky little

droge of e many rocks and not enough
waber going over them. As we ship inie i,
I mealize I"ve misread and mancuver to
place the boat in the aght shot. Too late.
A mock barely under the surface takes a
shod at ey chine, and, with all the weight
in the stern. chews mbo the boat, D!
All that insanity upstream without a hitch.
amed al this messy linle eapad T splin ooy
chine on a knob. Well, here’'s a message
froun the goeks, T higure. Vewk, you've fuss
megotiared this siream in vour wood boar,
Ty, bt don’t forger win' s hoss on this
here creek,

The next day we slip out of camp in the
early mormimg light and crisp, clear air.
Our boats skim like slhippers scross the
mirroring surface. As we pass Buzzard's
Hoost, somebody mentions that this s
where the dam site is proposed. Hmm. ..
from an engmese’s Viewpoint, i seems
like 8 pood spot for & dam at that: 2 namow
passage of rock walls and short expanses.
But it"s hard to think of people waler-ski-
ing ower the graves of all these rapids, or
trout fishing in the reservoir that drowned
this gorgoous canyon.

As wee dnifi o the take-out, T'm thinking
gbout Woody und Prooce, appreciating
their genius in crcating these craft. I0s
going 1o be hard 1o climb back mio 2
diecked boat afier this mip...
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Eddyline Kayak Works
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Armercan Canoe Association
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