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1. The Beginning


Fleisch and I experience early mid-life crisis - We search far
and wide for adventures to go on - We decide on the Grand Canyon -
We will never win the permit lottery anyway

“Oh, that’s me, rowing the Grand” Tom said
matter-of-factly, noticing me staring at the photographs on his
wall, completely enthralled by what I was seeing. There was nothing
matter-of-fact about the wild chaos of water on the photos, or the
tiny size of the raft tucked in between the towering waves and
hydraulics, but then Tom is the sort of modest sporting
overachiever who automatically assumes that what he does is nothing
special and that everybody else is at least as able as him and
consequentially capable of finding it straightforward as well. Tom,
an experienced ironman, triathlete and adventure and multi-sport
enthusiast had once asked me if I’d be interested in training for
some Triathlon event or other with him, completely unfazed by the
fact that I couldn’t run, swim or cycle for my life. “I’m sure
there’s an Ironman in you” he said. “Possibly, that and a lot of
chocolate and beer” was my unspoken reply. But on his office wall,
I finally found photos of something I not only thought I could do
but was absolutely sure I wanted to do. I knew absolutely nothing
about the Grand Canyon, in fact, up until that point I don’t think
I even knew a river flowed through it, but on seeing the photos I
knew I wanted to be there. I had hundreds of questions for Tom,
which he pre-empted with one chilling statement: “There’s a waiting
list, you need to get on it, and it takes about twenty years to get
your turn.” And so the Grand Adventure got shelved and forgotten
about. I would occasionally remember Tom’s photos and do some
research, but it always came down to an increasing awareness that
the Colorado River wasn’t that easy and that there was an
ever-increasing waiting list you had to be on.

Five years passed and everybody I knew,
including me had gradually made the progression from being young,
without a serious job and thus broke but with time to spare on
their hands to being slightly older, still broke, but now with
children and absolutely no time to spare whatsoever. Life was going
well, my business was doing well, I had a loving partner and cute
daughter to make my life complete. And yet, vying with this feeling
of contented completeness was a sinking feeling of decades spent
doing nothing but watch my offspring grow up and my life drain
away, unlived and unused. I did not realize it yet, but I was in
fact firmly in the grip of extremely early onset midlife crisis. I
struggled with this alone for a while and then confided in my
partner who dismissed me for being the notoriously lazy good for
nothing with a bad case of wanderlust sod that I am. Convinced that
I wasn’t alone in my predicament I bided my time, and then one day,
over a medicinal amount of pints in a pub, cautiously confided my
troubles in my friend Fleisch.

Fleisch nodded sagely, pondered upon what I
was telling him, went quiet for a minute or two and said, “We need
to do something stupid.” “I’ve done enough stupid things in my
life” said I, feeling slightly misunderstood and alone in my
crisis. “Well, you know, stupid, something out there, an adventure,
something different, you know, well, stupid” said Fleisch as
realization dawned on me. Fleisch was quietly suffering from
midlife crisis as well. “Something without the families, something
wild and out there, with a bunch of other blokes” we both
concluded, thinking of all our friends who must be suffering from
the same malady we did. Surely we’d have dozens of friends
clamoring to come along on whatever adventure it was we would think
up, but first we needed to think of something.

Firstly, it had to take longer than a
weekend, since it had to be what we considered a real adventure,
not just a quick weekend getaway to suburbia or some overpopulated
tourist trap. It had to be different, or at least uncommon enough
that we would feel special doing it. We had no delusions or
pretensions about our capabilities; we weren’t trying to come up
with a first attempt at anything, just something slightly less
ordinary. It couldn’t be too different since our families would
never let us disappear for too long or to do anything too
dangerous, but if we came up with something different enough yet
safe, we just might stand a chance of being given time off to do
it. It had to be during the summer holidays due to our work
obligations and it had to be affordable, since not only could we
not afford anything over the top, we wouldn’t be able to justify
big expenditures on what was essentially to be a boys’ own
adventure type thing. Last but not least, we had to be capable of
doing it and it had to happen soon before our midlife crisis
consumed us entirely.

I had started whitewater kayaking a couple of
years earlier and had always loved paddling down rivers, so my
suggestions naturally tended towards the aquatic, Fleisch, while a
keen sportsman and mountainbiker, on the other hand wasn’t so
comfortable in water and his suggestions tended to involve walking
or cycling and generally seemed to involve mountains. Mountains
always felt like too much effort to me, floating down a river was
what we needed, I felt, possibly with beer in hand. In true Three
Men in a Boat style, I felt that a float down a river would restore
our sanity and do us a world of good. Fleisch on the other hand saw
the capacity for epic drama, hypothermia and drowning that rivers
afforded and suggested that some good plain physical effort would
see us well.



Suggestions were bandied about and dismissed
just as readily. Canoeing northern Canadian rivers – too far and
too expensive. Cycling somewhere far – too run-of-the-mill and too
much like hard work. European rivers – too short and too
run-of-the-mill. Joining a Trans-Saharan camel caravan – too hot
and too expensive. Greenland – too cold and too expensive. The
Grand Canyon – the waiting list was now apparently twenty-five
years; we would be dead before we made it there. We knew we weren’t
even scratching the surface of all the possibilities, but we also
knew we weren’t getting anywhere. While neither of us said it out
loud, we both knew our grand adventure was more of an exercise in
daydreaming to make the hard days at work easier to bear. Nothing
was going to come of our drawn out discussions, but it did give us
something to fantasize about over a pint at the pub.

Sheer desperation drew me back and back again
to the Grand Canyon, until one day, reading about this seemingly
unreachable acme of exclusive whitewater adventure, I noticed that
the rules had changed. The waiting list had grown too long and an
annual lottery was now held for river permits. Suddenly, we had the
ideal adventure. It was doable. It was affordable. It was exotic.
It was different. Best of all, since you had to win the lottery to
do it, it combined the best two elements in one fell swoop – for
one, if we did happen to win the lotto, our wives and partners
could hardly deny us the opportunity to do it, and secondly, we
would likely never win it anyways, thus making our free pass moot.
I would happily pay the lottery fee every year to keep the daydream
alive and we could go through life pretending that we were up to
something exciting while at the same time remaining safe in the
knowledge that we’d never really win the lottery in real life. We
signed up for the main lottery with a casual approach belying the
actual chances of winning. We signed up for the additional
lotteries with an even more care-free approach.

Then, one day, my phone rang in the middle of
the night, “You won! You fucking won! You won the lottery!” Fleisch
screamed. We had won the permit lottery! Only four months after we
had first applied for it. I was stunned. It is hard to explain how
it felt. It was great, it was fantastic, it was completely
unexpected. I guess, in the end, winning the lottery is exactly
like winning the lottery. Life had suddenly gotten a lot more
exciting and a lot more complicated.
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2. The Canyon

 We
learn what the canyon is all about anyway - We get bored to death
by statistics before we even start thinking about it

Just how spectacular a lottery win it was is
quite hard to comprehend. The Grand Canyon and the Colorado River
flowing through it lie in the Grand Canyon National Park and access
to the river is regulated by a permit system operated by the
National Park Service. Until 2006 the Park Service operated a
Waiting List for permits for private river trips, which had worked
on a first come first serve basis and which had over time grown to
about 20 years, at which point the Park Service must have realized
this was just too long a wait for most people and it changed to a
weighted lottery system. The fact that at the same time the Park
Service estimated that it would take just as long to win the permit
lottery as it did on the waiting list previously probably says just
as much about the way National Park bureaucrats think, as it does
about the sheer number of people wanting to go. The main difference
being that previously you were forced to wait for 20 years, whereas
now you could win next week or never win at all.

However, if you had no objection to paddling
down a freezing cold river in freezing cold conditions, you could
do it once a year, despite the lottery, since the system is
nonetheless quite clever; it allows you to choose five dates for
every lottery and the Park Service publishes the statistics for
applications for various dates on previous lotteries. For obvious
reasons most people apply for dates in spring when the water levels
are manageable and the temperatures are in a range fit for human
habitation. For equally obvious reasons, there are very few
applications for dates in the wintertime, when the river is just as
freezing as during the summertime, but the air is freezing as well.
The chances of winning for any given date in the spring and summer
season are roughly 1:400 if you have never been in the canyon at
all and close to 1:1 in the wintertime. The system also accounts
for when you have last been on the river and adds chances for every
year up to five years since then, and you are only allowed one
permit a year no matter what happens.

To say that it’s a fairly convoluted and
complex system would be quite the understatement, and to say that
Fleisch and I fully comprehended how the system worked when we
first applied would be stretching the truth a bit, so if you find
the possibility of having to wait for 20 years to win a lottery you
don’t quite understand too daunting, you also have the option of
forking over a substantial amount of money and joining a commercial
river trip. These have the advantage of taking away all the
organizing hassle and providing you not only with boats and all the
required gear, but also providing you with experienced guides to
get all this gear and yourself safely down the river. The down side
of commercial river trips is that they are more like taking a river
taxi than an actual adventure, not to mention the fact that they
also cost about the same as if you hired an actual taxi for sixteen
days, and are usually fully booked whenever you decide you want to.
Whichever way you look at it, good commercial trips are also booked
up well in advance and you are still only allowed on the river once
a year, even if you had the money for more than one trip. It is a
hard river to get to.

If you are lucky enough to win a permit, this
then allows you between sixteen days on the river in summer and
twenty-five days in winter. You have to launch on the date given
and you have to be out of the National Park when your permit runs
out. Anything else and you risk fines and even imprisonment. It is
a harsh but necessary system, considering that if it wasn’t for the
restrictions, the whole place would be overflowing with people. The
permits are granted for groups of eight or sixteen people, and you
are free to change team members as your whim takes you, however
whoever applied in the lottery is designated team leader and must
be present on the trip. There is provision for alternate team
leaders, but these must also be named in the original lottery
application. Should none of the persons who applied in the original
lottery application be able to make it, the entire permit is
canceled, regardless of the other people on the trip, and you
cannot transfer team leadership to anybody else once the lottery is
won. One must plan with great care and have a team assembled even
before winning the lottery, which takes a bit of faith, otherwise
you can find yourself the only team leader with fifteen other team
members keen to go, having invested a fair bit of money and effort
in the trip, and should you for any reason not be able to make it,
the other fifteen won't be able to go either.

Regardless of how you made it onto the river
(and there are the occasional illegal runs done by people without
permits), once you are on the river inside the Canyon, you have
joined a tiny group of only approximately 20,000 river runners that
are allowed to run the river every year. Compared to approximately
5 million people that come to see the Grand Canyon from the rim or
hike through parts of it. You are allowed to make your way down
river on motorized rafts, oar or paddle powered rafts, kayaks,
dories and there have even been a few swims down the canyon. The
river flows into the Grand Canyon from the bottom of Glen Canyon
dam at Lake Powell at a freezing 46 degrees F (8 degrees C), which
is just about perfect for a cold beer, but just about as far from
perfect for swimming as can be. It then winds its way through the
Canyon for the next 279 miles (450km). Once you’ve left Lee’s ferry
at official river mile 0, the next place you can reach the river by
car is at Diamond Creek, 226 miles (362km) downriver, where you
will need a serious off road vehicle to do it, and run the risk of
serious flash floods in the summer, as the Diamond Creek road is in
fact Diamond Creek itself, which can flash flood in the summer
“monsoon” rains and has been known to flush fully loaded trucks
down the Creek and into the Colorado itself. After Diamond Creek
the next possible take out is at Pearce Ferry at river mile 280.
Should you get yourself into trouble in between, the only way out
is either by continuing to paddle downriver or helicopter
evacuation. Hiking out is also possible, but hardly recommended, as
at its deepest point, it is 5900 vertical feet (1800m) from river
to Canyon rim, all of it through the harshest, most unforgiving
desert terrain possible, with very few marked routes and punishing
heat for one half the year and punishing cold the other half of the
year. That is, if you can find a route out between the vertical
cliffs at all.

Once you are in the inner gorge of the
Canyon, it is actually hard to imagine the sheer vastness of the
hole in the landscape that you are in. It is so vast and so deep
that from the river, you can only ever see the tiniest part of it
and most of it remains hidden behind terraces and step backs. It is
the only landscape feature I have ever seen that is just as
impressive when seen from a commercial airliner cruising at 30,000
feet as it is when seen standing inside it. Stretching up all
around and above you are towering walls of Granite, Schist,
Sandstone and Limestone in what amounts to a geologist’s wet dream
and a nightmare for any non geologist trying to orienteer using
what appears to be the standard approach for any Canyon guidebook
which runs along the lines of “when the Muav Limestone changes to
Redwall Limestone, you know you’re close”. Regardless of how much
or how little you know about geology, it is hard to avoid once you
are in the Canyon. By the time you reach whatever take out point
you are using, you have long since been overwhelmed with more rock
science than you ever thought you would care to think of.
Fortunately, every time you start falling asleep through the sheer
mind-numbing weight of droning explanations of the various kinds of
sandstone to be found in the Canyon, the river will jolt you awake
with some of the most awe inspiring rapids in the world.

It is the sheer force of the water you are
floating down that has helped carve the scenery around you, and
once you have seen some of the bigger rapids; it is not hard to
imagine how it did it. What is harder to imagine is the fact that
these days the Colorado is well and truly subdued and controlled by
Glen Canyon Dam at Lake Powell, and that while summertime flows
these days peak at approximately 18,000cfs (560m3/s)
they average a lot less. Before the dam, the river would rage
through the Canyon at 120,000cfs (3400 m3/s) roughly
every ten years, and on one notable occasion in July 1884, the
river flow reached 370,000cfs (10500 m3/s). There is
absolutely nothing you can convert this amount of water flow to to
make sense of it, especially since even modern day flows are so big
as to make your sanity crawl into the back of your brain and beg to
be let out. Overall, the river doesn’t drop that much over its
length, but when it does go over a drop it does so with a
vengeance. Where some rivers have a continuous slow drop over their
distance, the Colorado prefers to give you mile upon mile of boring
flat water, and then suddenly drop a massive 30 feet (10m) all at
once. It is as if a swimming pool you were casually floating in
suddenly decided to empty itself out all at once over the side of a
three story high building, so it is surprising how few deaths in
the Grand Canyon National Park are actually down to boating
accidents and drowning. Maybe it is just a testament to wearing a
life jacket.

According to the spectacularly fantastic,
educational and not at all morbid Over the Edge – Death in Grand
Canyon by Michael P. Gighlieri and Thomas M. Myers, the total
number of deaths in Grand Canyon on record is roughly 600, but of
these only around 33 are direct consequences of boating on the
Colorado. This still sounds like a lot, but bear in mind that the
record goes all the way back to 1867. Discounting the trips without
proper equipment and life jackets bring the number down to 19 or
so. Also bearing in mind that these also include people who might
not have drowned, but died of cardiac arrest upon hitting the cold
water and considering the fact that most of these unfortunate
statistics date back to before the advent of modern safety gear,
rowing the Grand Canyon suddenly isn’t so dangerous anymore.
Statistically at least. To all those who wouldn’t join our trip
because it was “dangerous”, but would be more than happy to fly
over the Canyon, I would like to point out that statistically,
going for a sightseeing flight over the canyon, or just strolling
along the rims, is much likelier to kill you than rowing down the
river. This isn’t to say that it is not a formidable river at all.
Or a formidable environment for that matter either, as Gighlieri
and Myers point out, the single most common misconception that
visitors to the Canyon share is “Lots of people hike in Grand
Canyon, it can’t be that dangerous.”

Given the scale of the Canyon and the
fierceness of the Colorado, it is little wonder that it took quite
a while for Europeans to explore it all even before the Park
Service thought up its restrictions. In the time honored tradition
of European explorers of course, the locals who had known all about
it for millennia don’t seem to count. People have been enjoying the
Canyon for at least 8000 years, with favorable conditions allowing
agriculture and settlements (one can’t but think that for all the
favorable conditions, the most attractive feature was the safety
provided by the sheer inaccessibility of the place).

The first Europeans to come across the Canyon
were Don Pedro de Tovar and company in 1540, who approached the rim
but misjudged its depth and spent several days attempting to
descend to the water and failing. It was next visited by two
Spanish priests, F. A. Dominguez and S. V. de Escalante in 1776,
who explored the area while exploring their way from Santa Fe, New
Mexico to Monterey, California. They don’t seem to have wanted much
to do with the river, and neither did most of the European
explorers that followed in the 19th century, leaving the
river unexplored until major John Wesley Powell decided that a boat
run through the Grand Canyon would be worth the risk.

Powell’s expedition in 1869 is thus the first
known passage through the Grand Canyon (again, all the people who
had lived there for millennia don’t count, seeing as how they
didn’t manage to write a single travel book about their
adventures). His accounts of the expedition are thus also the first
to document mishaps and deaths in the Canyon, but despite this, he
must have liked the place enough to come back for a second
expedition in 1871. His expeditions did a lot to popularize the
region, and his photographs, illustrations and later on book, did
much to popularize Powell as well, with his quotes still being used
to fill out every book on the Canyon, including this one.

Prospectors arrived in the 1870s and 1880s,
hoping for vast riches to be made from all manner of ore they were
sure was to be found in such spectacular geology, despite Lt.
Joseph Ives’s 1857 expedition that was to investigate the area’s
natural resources deciding that the area was “altogether
valueless”. Most prospectors were duly disappointed, but a few hung
around doing their best to make riches from visitors, pioneering
tourism and quite a few trails in the region.

All in all, enough people must have started
coming to the Grand Canyon for John D. Lee to establish a ferry
service in 1872 at what was later, unavoidably, going to become
Lee’s Ferry at what is now the start of the Grand Canyon, and
Harrison Pearce to establish another ferry service at the only
other feasible location on the river, at, you guessed it, what was
later to become Pearce Ferry at the western end of the Canyon.

In 1889 Frank M. Brown and Robert B. Stanton
led an expedition to map out a rail route along the banks of the
Colorado. They started in Green River, but promptly came to grief
in Marble Canyon in what is now the start of every river trip,
never making it past river mile 31.8 on their first expedition and
providing modern day river runners with morbid trivia to fill in
their first days on the water. Stanton did return the next winter
and made it all the way through, becoming the first person to make
it from Green river to the Sea of Cortez, and in doing so provided
even further trivia for modern day books on the subject.

The Grand Canyon National park was
established in 1919, but it would take a while before the Park
Service saw fit to regulate river running, since while the early
20th century saw an increased interest in boating
through the Canyon, but it was only after World War II that rafting
as we know and love it today really took off when army surplus
inflatable life rafts and bridge pontoons became widely available
to the general adventure-minded public. The completion of Glen
Canyon Dam in 1964 led to a big increase in commercial and
noncommercial trips down the river, since the regulated flows
allowed easier access to the slightly less adventure minded,
leading the Parks Service to finally start restricting access with
a waiting list in the early 1970s and then finally the Permit
lottery of today in 2006.
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3. The Team Gathers

 We win the lottery and realize we have no
friends - A mad scramble ensues.

Blissfully unaware of the daunting scale of
the whitewater challenge we had just won through the lottery,
Fleisch and I started organizing the trip. We both only had the
vaguest idea of what was needed and how to go about organizing it,
but before we even got that far, we needed a team to join us. We
had discussed our options previously and had always come up short
of potential team members but since we never really expected to win
any time soon, we never really worried about it either, thinking it
would all sort itself out in twenty years. Our biggest problem was
that we had won our permit in a last minute additional follow-up
lottery which the Park Service runs when people, who have already
won dates, cancel for any reason. Our date was in early July, and
it was now May, with the Park Service wanting a participant list in
two weeks time, or there would be additional late fees to pay.
Everything else could be organized later, but we needed a team of
up to sixteen people, with at least some people with solid
whitewater experience as soon as possible.

We shot off invitations to all our friends we
could think of, confident that we would soon be inundated with
people begging to be allowed to join. “It’s the adventure of a
lifetime, such a rare privilege, people are bound to understand how
hard it is to get something like this and clamor to join us,” we
thought, “surely we’ll have to turn huge amounts of people away,
we’ll be able to accept all manner of bribes.” We knew it was very
much a last minute invitation, but we also knew we were offering
the chance of a lifetime. Surely even our friends who weren’t quite
in the grasp of midlife crisis yet would see they had no other
alternative but to join us. It took us about one of the two weeks
we had available to realize that everybody we knew was far better
at thinking up ridiculous excuses and expecting us to take them
seriously than they were at realizing what a stellar opportunity
presented itself.

The excuses ranged from the ridiculous to the
perfectly reasonable, but were mostly overwhelming evidence that
our friends had completely abandoned any pretense of living a life
less ordinary and had fully embraced the humdrum and familiar of
their everyday existence and had no intention of joining us. The
main excuse ended up being family and children, which is hard to
fault really, but contrasting this, one person who joined the team
almost the second he was invited, was Sef, whose partner and mother
of their four very young daughters had apparently literally told
him to come with us or else.

One important consideration in selecting a
team of people for something like this is that once in the Canyon,
the entire team would have to get along or at least cooperate
politely for the entire sixteen days in the confined space of our
boats and camping sites confined to the banks of the river inside a
very narrow gorge, with little or no space to get away or have any
real private time on their own. Yes, people could hike off into the
desert where possible and be as alone as you can get, but then they
would have to hike back and join the boats the next morning. There
would be no getting away. When we started sending out invitations,
we thus sent them out considering each and every individual’s
potential for conflict and cooperation on the river along with
their whitewater and wilderness experience. We had sixteen spots to
fill and had decided we needed at least eight people both to keep
costs down and for safety reasons, and we were still nowhere
close.

It was clear it was time to widen the search
for fellow adventurers. Emails were sent globally to long forgotten
acquaintances we had last seen years ago in this or that
godforsaken part of the global backpacking circuit, teammate wanted
ads were posted on internet forums and at the local whitewater
kayaking clubs, and still we came nowhere close to a full
complement. We discussed spreading the word further then rejected
it to avoid the risk of complete unknowns on the team. The next
day, still needing people on the team, we went back on our decision
and posted yet more rower wanted ads. We got expressions of
interest, we hit walls of complete disinterest, we had people
tentatively join up, but then get scared off by the prospect of
sixteen days of extreme wilderness, I spent days on the phone and
the internet chasing people up, sweet talking some, politely trying
to dissuade others and trying to get a viable team together from
all the disparate candidates I was desperately chasing up.
Acquaintances would ring and want in, then would ring a day later
and want out. Getting more and more manic, I would excitedly tell
my partner that we now had 14 people and were likely to get even
more the next day, then I would get another phone call and we would
be back to six people on the team, whereupon I would go back to my
partner and tell her we weren’t going as we didn’t have enough team
members any more. This happened repeatedly.

I was reduced to hysterics. Repeatedly. I
would get one person on board and they would have friends who, I
was told, would of course want to join us and to keep spots open
for them, only to be told a day later nobody was coming. At one
stage I had only five people on the team, with about fifteen more
on the “maybe” list. It was enough to drive a person to drink, but
in the end we managed to hack together a team of sorts. It wasn’t
the full complement of sixteen rafters and more ominously, rather
than having a team of close-knit friends, what we ended up with was
a rag-tag team of people who did not know each other, didn’t come
from the same background, didn’t even come from the same continents
or speak the same languages and most worryingly, had very little
whitewater experience between the lot of us. By the deadline, we
had begged and cajoled together an entirely unconnected team of my
various Slovenian friends and acquaintances and some Irish and
American friends and their friends and family.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/67052
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!

tmp_1cf079bd3805cbff2f8f8258eda03aac_p7nKWm_html_2b31f538.jpg





tmp_1cf079bd3805cbff2f8f8258eda03aac_p7nKWm_html_9d39321.jpg





cover.jpg
MARTIN ORLY






