


Ken Sleight 

"I really liked the history of each river I ever went down. 
Wherever I lived I W/lnted to know its history. That's an 
important part of myself" 

-KEN SLEIGHT, DECEMBER 2018 

"They say the river can't be run, 
The waters down -It can't be done. 
But if anyone can shoot it through, 
It's old Seldom Seen and his macho crew." 

-VAUGHN SHORT 
(excerpt from "Seldom Seen and His Macho Crew;' Raging 
River, Lonely Trail: Tails Told by the Campfire's Glow, with 
permission from Glen Canyon Conservancy) 

FOR MOST READERS of the Boatman's Quarterly 
Review, the name Ken Sleight is a familiar one. 
You might have worked for him as a boatman or 

came together for an environmental cause. Others may 
have had his support in starting their non-profits. Some 
may have shared meals with him and his wife, Jane, at 
Pack Creek Ranch. And some may know him through 
written words, both his own and other's. Many guides 
will have read "Seldom Seen and His Macho Crew" by 
Vaughn Short while running trips in Grand Canyon 
or daydreamed of Seldom Seen and that precision 
earthquake in Edward Abbey's, "The Monkey Wrench 
Gang." To put it plainly, Ken is well known and revered 
by our river community. 

For the past four years, I have spent most of my days 
between river seasons, working with Ken -archiving his 
astounding collection of photos, slides, maps, and letters. 
And some days we write, working on his memoir that is 
forty years in the making. 

Ken has fought to protect wild places and stood up for 
the rights of others. He is a historian, an archivist, and 
a writer. His Quonset hut is a trove of river history and 
more, each trip list from his thirty-plus years of guiding, 
filed away. He is kind and endearing. When you walk in 
the door, without fail, he makes you feel like you are just 
the person he'd hoped to see that day. "Well look who it 
is!" You see it in the way he is with animals-his dog, 
Boy, or his chickens. 

The stories that follow are from interviews done with 
Ken throughout the summer and fall of 2018. At 89 years 
old, these are the stories that came forth-the stories 
that burn bright in the mind of a man who has been 
intimately intertwined with the rivers and landscapes of 
the Colorado Plateau since 1951. 

-RYANN SAVINO 
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* * * 

THE START 
RYANN SAVJNO: I'm going to start from the 

beginning for now. 
KEN SLEIGHT: What's your name? 
SAVINO: Oh, my name? 
SLEIGHT: No, my name. You ask me what my name 

is. Ken Sleight! (chuckles) 
SAVINO: How old are you, Ken? 
SLEIGHT: I am now, at this late age, I am now 89, 

going on ninety. 
SAVINO: When's your birthday? 
SLEIGHT: Sixteen August, 1929. 
SAVINO: And where were you born? 
SLEIGHT: Paris. (pause) Paris, Idaho, that is. (laughs) 

So that's where I was born, in a little log cabin. Yeah, 
it was in a little log cabin . . . It soon burnt down so we 
had to move into Dad's feed and grain warehouse. Dad 
then built a little room upstairs in the warehouse, and 
that's where our family lived for the next ten years; 
that's where !lived the next ten years, in a little dusty 
apartment that Dad built. Beautiful time-it was a 
beautiful time. 

SAVJNO: And you helped work at your dad's 
warehouse? 

SLEIGHT: Well, when I got a little older, then I helped 
him sweep and I helped him do little odd jobs like 
patching sacks. Then a little later, I chopped a lot of 
the grain for him, for these local folks he catered to
big hammer mill-helped me go deaf. (chuckles) 

SAVINO: Was it during that time you would go to 
your grandparents' for the summer? 

SLEIGHT: A little later. My sister, Maxine, was born 
first. A couple years later, here I come along-1929. 
And then a couple years later, here comes a couple 
more-twins. So that's getting to be a pretty big family 
for such a small apartment we had. So they shipped 
me off to my grand folks in Ovid-Grandpa and 
Grandma Peterson. I lived in Ovid during much of the 
summertime. I used to go down there and do a lot of 
farming-harvest the hay, and take care of the cattle, 
and take the cattle down into the bottomlands. 

Then I had a horse, Grandpa's horse, a racehorse, 
by the name of Lady. Later on, I got her colt and 
named her Queen. Grandpa gave her to me. And when 
we moved to Utah I took Queen with me. 

I enjoyed so much working down there in Ovid. I 
got to go down in the bottomlands and play around 
and run my horse through the sloughs and all that. It 
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were just always up there; it was a 
good thing. When I was in Paris, we 
hiked around. When I was in Ovid, 
then I worked on the farm. 

SAVINO: You've mentioned your 
grandparents a lot to me; it seems 
like they were great people. Were 
they pretty important to you? 

Ken and his horse in Escalante Canyon. Photo by Bill Adams, Ken Sleight Collection. 

SLEIGHT: Yeah ... They had a little 
log cabin, two-room, just a little bitty 
thing. That's where I lived with them. 
They had raised several children 
before that, and so, when I went 
there I was just a duplicate of what 
they once had. They were glad to see 
me. I worked with the horses and the 
cows and all. Grandma, she taught 

was good, it was fine. I'd see a lot of wildlife, a lot of 
birds. During that period I had the great experience of 
getting acquainted with being outdoors. That was the 
start of my whole life, you know-outdoors stuff. 

SAVINO: I was going to ask how you thought your 
childhood impacted the rest of your life and what you 
decided to do. 

SLEIGHT: In re,gard to the outdoors, well certainly 
it impacted my whole life, because I never searched 
for anything else-not quite. I couldn't forget the 
outdoors, the wildlife. It certainly told me what I had 
to do in the future. My cousin, Norman Sleight, he 
and I used to go down in the bottomlands on the Bear 
River and play around in the creeks and the river
playing around on the boats that were down there. So 
it pretty well acclimated me to my future doings when 
I got into the river business. Very helpful. 

A year after we moved to Utah, Woods Cross, 
Norman drowned down on that river in Idaho. That 
was a big shock. I wasn't there to save him, I guess. He 
and I pretty well set the stage for later things on the 
nvers. 

* * * 

SAVINO: So would you say your earliest memories of 
being around rivers and water then was with your 
cousin Norman? 

SLEIGHT: That was one of them. I had a whole bunch 
of other cousins and friends that I buddied around with 
and went up into the mountains--it wasn't just down 
on the bottomlands-it was up there on the mountains 
to the west. Went up there with the springs and Paris 
Canyon, Sleight Canyon, and other areas that a whole 
bunch of us explored when I was five, six years old. We 
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me how to shoot the .22 rifle, and 
took me out in the fields to shoot squirrels. She did a 
pretty good job. I wasn't as expert as she was. She was 
a good shot! So she taught me a lot of that, taught me 
about the chickens. 

Then there was Grandpa. Grandpa and his son, 
Harley, took care of the outdoors and all the alfalfa 
and so forth. My Uncle Harley lived next door, down 
the way a little bit. So I got acquainted with all the 
farm stuff. Great little farm we had. Harley's was 
really good too, his farmland. Often, I went over there 
and threw the hay on the wagon, and I was on top, 
trompin' it. Had a big runaway one time, with these 
horses. I'm on top of the load, the reins on the ground, 
watchin' the horses go toward the fence, and then they 
changed direction. Even at that time I thought we were 
gonna turn over-we didn't. 

We were going right straight to the fence, and I 
knew at that time if we continued to go that way, and 
the horses made a sudden turn, the wagon would go 
over. But they started swervin' off earlier. They just 
made a big circle into the field, and I was on top. It 
was great fun! A little fearful here and there, but it was 
good. I knew what was going on; it was no surprise 
to me. Grandpa and Harley was throwin' the hay 
up on top, and I'm trompin' it, see. They laughed 
whenever they threw up a snake at me or somethin'. 
They thought it was all in fun and all that. It was 
fun, yeah .. .It was still pioneer days. We were even at 
that time cuttin' down lots of weeds and brush and 
everything, by hand, so that we could plant some 
alfalfa ... So my whole life, it seems like, was from 
the pioneer day era. That was in '29 and the thirties, 
we were still doing that. Then when we went down 
to Utah, then it started changing, we started being 
"civilized." But those first ten years, my growing up, it 
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was a great era for me. 
SAVINO: Did you miss those pioneer days when you 

left and moved down to Woods Cross? 
SLEIGHT: Dad had purchased a farm when we came 

to Utah; that was iq 1940. It had lot of fruit trees and 
row crops and so forth to take care of. I went from 
helping Grandpa to actually doing the farm jobs, and I 
was in charge of the horses. We had three horses. They 
pulled the discs and all, and I was in charge of all that. 
See, I was the oldest son. The twins, they were two 
years younger than I was, so I was told to take care of 
the things, and I did ... 

I never knew that I was going to cover such a long 
stretch from pioneer days to what we have today. They 
were much better days, those days, than what we have 
today-in my mind, of course . .. Much greater feeling 
of realness. It'd be easy for me to go back to those days, 
working with the horses and all, and the cows. And 
then they'd go out, my uncle and aunt were happy to 
go out and square dance each weekend. 

SAVINO: Did you ever go with them? 
SLEIGHT: Oh yeah, I went and watched them at 

times, but I didn't dance. 
SAVINO: You were a pretty good dancer though, 

weren't you? 
SLEIGHT: No, I wasn't a great dancer. 
SAVINO: But you liked it? 
SLEIGJIT: Oh, I liked it, and then later on when I was 

in Utah, my girlfriend and I went down and square 
danced and round danced. She taught me a lot on 
dancing. We went and entered the All-Church dance 
festival at the University of Utah and danced up there 
in the stadium's football field. So that was fun. I could 
square dance fairly well. I liked to do that. Learned a 
little fox trot too, of course, and did some waltzing. 
Even at the University of Utah I took dance lessons. It 
was fun, but of course it wasn't my life's endeavor. 

SAVINO: What would you say your life's 
endeavor was? 

SLEIGHT: It was the river. I got acquainted 
with the river. That's another story because it 
comes in with my buddies and Bert Loper ... 

* * * 

SLEIGHT: I always tell the story around campfires 
and all. Maybe I can here, I don't know. When 
I was at the University of Utah, I joined the 
Lambda Delta Sigma, a Mormon group at the 
University. There I met a lot of folk. It was just 
like a fraternity, you know. Some of the kids 
there, even then, were going down Glen Canyon 
on the Colorado River. 
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A bunch of us-there was Jim Dean, Bob Waite, 
myself, and a couple others-went down in the car, 
down to Southern Utah. First we drove down to 
Capitol Reef, a National Monument at that time ... 
then we got a flat tire; go back and get another tire. I 
think that whole trip we went through about seven 
or eight tires, used tires ... Couldn't get through all 
the way because of flooding and what not, through 
Capitol Reef, down to Hanksville, so we turned 
around and went back up through the area around 
Waterpocket Fold. 

SAVINO: Waterpocket Fold later became an 
important place for you; you fought to protect it. 

SLEIGHT: Yes, Waterpocket Fold was later important. 
Then we went over back to Green River, camped there, 
right next to the river. Then we went south to Moab 
and Arches, went through Arches all in one day . . . Then 
we took this trail, the road up to Pack Creek Ranch, 
searching for a place to lay down for the night. 

SAVINO: You came up here to where you live now? 
SLEIGHT: I saw Pack Creek Ranch way before we ever 

bought it. It was family-run, so we didn't stop here ... 
we went on up to the little lakes. Warner Lake--that's 
where we stayed the night. The next day, well, we went 
down to Bluff and stayed at Father Lieber's mission 
there, out there on the San Juan River, up the road to 
Montezuma Creek. 

SAVINO: How long do you think that trip was in total? 
SLEIGHT: It was about a week. 
SAVINO: But it made a big difference in your life. 
Sl.EIGHT: Yeah . .. the essence of the thing was Jim 

Dean had gone down the river with this guy called 
Bert Loper; he knew Bert Loper quite well. Back in 
1949, Loper had either drowned, had a heart attack, or 
something. Anyway, he died down in Grand Canyon at 
24'12 Mile Rapid. Of course I knew all of this because 

Ken with Bert Loper's intact boat, Grand Canyon. 
Photo by Bill Adams, Ken Sleight Collection. 
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of the news and all. I always wanted to 
meet Bert Loper, period. Later on of 
course, I saw all that he had done at the 
town of Green River and I learned about 
all that he had done in Glen Canyon. So 
he was a hero of mine. 

While on that road trip, Jim Dean 
says, "We've got a bunch of friends 
going down the Lodore Canyon in a. 
few weeks. Would you like to go?" He 
said Al Quist, Moki Mac Ellijlgson, 
and other friends were gonna be on the 
trip. So I decided to go with them, and 
I went there ... got there just in time, 
just a couple of weeks before I had to 
go into the army, because I already 
enlisted, or more or less. told them to 
take me. But we went down that river, 
a great trip. That was my first river trip 
on the Green River system-part of 
the Colorado River System, actually. 
We had four of the 10-man neoprene 
rafts-four of 'em we took down with 
different tillers who told us how to do 
it. We were not rowing, but each of us 
on each boat had paddles. 

SAVINO: Were they all paddle boats? 
SLEIGHT: That's the way they did 

it with the Boy Scouts that they were 
taking down on their other trips, so 
that's the cheapest we could do. But we 
went down, two boats went over-not mine, though! 
Not mine. Jim Dean was the captain of my boat. We 
went through without any problem, but Moki flipped 
his, and somebody else flipped another one. I think 
one of' em was up there, was Hell's Half or something 
like that. I've got it in my notes. It was rainin' like hell 
too ... And I said, "If Moki can do it, then I can do it, 
too." That's what I was gonna do when I grew up ... 

SAVINO: You knew on that first trip? 
SLEIGHT: That first trip did it ... 

,. ,. ,. 

SLEIGHT: That all started with Bert Loper, really-the 
story of Bert Loper-my Glen Canyon stuff and the 
river. 

Blaine Busenbark, he's the nephew of Bert Loper. He 
was on that auto trip down through the parks with me 
and we talked a lot about Bert. Okay, we talked about 
the river, we talked about Bert. Actually, the whole 
trip is two-thirds regarding the rivers, where they had, 
of course, Moki Mac. Well, Moki Mac wasn't on that 
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Top: Making Breakfast on one of Ken's early trips. Ken kneeling in front 
of the griddle with Jack Brennan (front, in blue shoes). • Jack Brennan he 
loved to cook bacon-to flip 'em over.· Ken Sleight Collection. 

Bottom: The way it was: the chef at breakfast. Ken's kitchen, Cataract 
Canyon, 1964. Photo by H. Bennett, Ken Sleight Collection. 

ride, but they told me about Moki Mac. They talked 
about Al Quist, they talked about all that. And so I just 
automatically slipped into it. Out of that friendship 
cruise we took, well ... But yet, I had to finish school, had 
to finish the army, had to ... But that trip we had, spring 
break, that turned my whole life about. 

It introduced me to the whole thing, what all my 
friends were up to. They were all hikers and all enjoyed 
the outdoors, so I just fit right in. My big mistake from 
not gettin' in the river earlier was that I had to go into 
the army. Once I was in, I was in, and I couldn't beg 
out. I didn't try. But all during the army, well, I had 
my mind pretty well set on getting back and doin' 
the rivers. After Korea, I came back and finished my 
schooling. That's when Firestone came in ... 
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* * * 

SLEIGHT: . .. After I graduated from the University of 
Utah, I went to Firestone Tire and Rubber, the district 

· office in Salt LaJce, ti.rst really paying job I had. A lot 
of paperwork, of course. I became the head guy on 
the payment of employees as employed in Montana, 
Idaho, Washington, and Utah. I was taking care of 
their payroll. But after a year there-that was my first 
job after graduating-they asked me if I wanted to go 
to Logan, Utah, to start manager training. "Oh, that 
sounds great! I'll go to Logan." That's pretty close to, 
you know, Bear Lake, so it was a natural hook-up; so 
I took them up on that. There I learned how to sell 
tires and other equipment. My problem with that 
was I still remembered my river trips; I wanted to be 
a river outfitter. And so I decided one day, "I'm going 
to quit this job." Great job. I really enjoyed my time 
with Firestone, but I also wanted to go river running. 
During that period I went and bought a number-! 
believe it was about five or six of the boats, rafts, 
to-man rafts, the same type of stuff that they used in 
Normandy, I guess-a lot of surplus stuff-bought 
all that in anticipation of working on the river. But 
once I quit Firestone, the salary quit coming. If I don't 
work for Firestone, I don't get any money, so I went 
and got another job down near Salt Lake, at Woods 
Cross for Sure Seal Corporation. It was a wax factory 
type. 'of thing. They get their wax from oil and so forth 
from the Uintah Basin ... Well, after a little while, the 
company went broke ... They had all that stuff to sell. 
I said, "I can sell all that:' So they turned the whole 
thing over to me. I even took the cans and the wax 
down to Dad's building in Bountiful and stored them 
in the basement ... 

Okay, while that was going on, I was pushing river 
trips. I catered to the Boy Scouts to come with me 
down Glen Canyon. The trouble with the Boy Scout 
groups is that they had to raise money so they could 
come with me. So I gave them all these pots and these 
pans, cans, and the wax, told them, "Go sell it!" Which 
they did. I even went down and told them how to do 
everything and all that. That's the way that some of 
the groups got enough money to pay me back to take 
them down the river. So that was the start of that. 

Then after Sure Seal, I had to continue bringing 
in money to live on. So I said, "Okay, I'll apply for a 
job with Salt Lake City School District to substitute 
teach." I had a lot of education classes I had taken at 
the University of Utah. I knew what I was getting into, 
more or less, more or less. So I applied. Hell if they 
didn't accept me! During the winter, or when I wasn't 
on the river, t~ey called me and asked me to substitute 
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Ken and wife, Jane, forever lovebirds at Pack Creek Ranch. 
Photo by Tim Turner. 

Ken and his family at the exhibit opening of 
Glen Canyon: A River Guide Remembers, 4 May 2018 at the John 

Wesley Powell River History Museum in Green River, Utah. 
left to Right Jane, Jeff, Ken, Mark, and Gay. 

Photo by Sarah Burnett, Glen Canyon Exhibit Collection. 

this class and that class. And that Salt Lake City School 
District went all the way from the major high schools 
to junior high, so I was called all the time. They were 
disappointed when I said I couldn't do it. When I was 
running the rivers, I told them I couldn't teach during 
that period, "but after I get back, do call me," and they 
did. Substitute teaching was a big part of my life .. .I 
taught in nearly every school in the district, I'm sure
junior high and high school. It was a very fruitful time 
for me, because it was the first t~e I ever taught. 

SAVINO: You really liked teaching, didn't you? 
SLEIGHT: I enjoyed it. I really enjoyed it. 
SAVINO: That's what you were doing on the rivers, 

too. 
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SLEIGHT: Well, it's the same thing. That's what gave 
me the impetus that I could do that-the river trips
talking to people one way or another. It got me out 
of much of my timidity, which had been an albatross 
all during my growing-up years. The rivers certainly 
brought that out of me. One needs to communicate, to 
talk to people. I learned to do it. 

* * * 

SLEIGHT: ... So I substituted for about four years and 
I became good at it, I thought. When I went to East 
High School I always told 'em some stories about 
the river and all. This one English class-why they 
called me for English, I don't know-but anyway, 
I went there and met these students-Ron Smith, 
Art Gallenson, and Art Fenstermaker. After the class 
was over, after I told 'em about the rivers, they came 
up and wanted to talk more. So I became quite 
acquainted with them through my teaching 'em. At 
that time, all three of them were protesting East High 
School lunches; their lunches were terrible, they said. 
They were campaigning for better eatin' when they 
were there. So I said, "These guys must be pretty 
good:' After a little while I said, "Well, let's get together 
on the river:' 

I was taking scout groups out at that time, and I 
invited them down to Glen Canyon to help me take 
care of some trips with the Scouts. They came; they 
decided they liked it themselves. Ron Smith decided 
he was gonna be a river outfitter. He did a good job. 
(Ron founded Grand Canyon Expeditions with his wife 
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Sheila in 1964). Art Gallenson, after many river trips, 
well he decided he wanted to fly planes and got jobs in 
the Las Vegas area-Boulder. Fenstermaker, he came 
every once in a while to run rivers. He became a Union 
organizer type of thing, convinced others to join the 
Union. I had a great time with those guys-most of the 
trips were in Glen Canyon or Desolation Canyon .. . 
These three, boy, they excelled, so I kept 'em on as long 
as they'd stay . . . They were easy to teach, to learn. They 
were always interested in history, so it was a good deal. 

* * * 

RivER DAYS 

The year was 1955 when Ken, with the help of his 
high school buddy, Ralph Larsen, started his outfit, 
Wonderland Expeditions. Most of his trips for the first 
two years were river trips through Glen Canyon with Boy 
Scout troops and different Mormon church wards in the 
Salt Lake Valley. However, pack trips were always a part 
of Ken's outfit as well-leading exploratory trips over 
the years in Gran,.d Gulch, the Powell Plateau, Escalante, 
Kaiparowits, Canyonlands and Arches National Parks, to 
name a few. In 1979, Ken turned over his Grand Canyon 
river permit to his son, Mark. Ken continued to run 
his other river trips out of Green River with the help of 
his other sons, Jeff and Steve. All the while, he kept his 
pack trips going. First in Green River and then later, in 
partnership with his wife, fane, at Pack Creek Ranch on 
the foothills of the La Sal Mountains. 

Above: Ken's kids as children in Yosemite- Steve, Mark, Kerry, and Jeff. 
Ken Sleight Collection. 

left: ·cooling off time." Ken pours a bucket of water on his sons, 1966. 
Ken Sleight Collection. 
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Ken never worked under another outfitter but learned 
how to run trips through his own experience, guiding 
from the Yukon to Peru, always with the desire to explore 
and experience the landscape and its wonders. 

• 
* * * 

SAVINO: So when you started doing river trips, and 
throughout the years, what were all the different river 
stretches you ran? You started in Glen Canyon right? 

SLEIGHT: The first trips were mostly-took a lot of 
trips in Desolation Canyon, and up in Lodore Canyon 
of Dinosaur National Monument. Then, of course a 
whole bunch of trips in Glen Canyon. But I'd have to 
say, in the very beginning, it was Desolation and Glen 
Canyon that got me going into river running. 

SAVINO: And then over the years, you did trips in 
Grand Canyon, Cataract Canyon, and the Usumacinta 
in Mexico. How many times did you run the 
Usumacinta? 

SLEIGHT: Three times in Usumacinta. I took all 
these other trips, but I included Big Bend National 
Park because I was driving down through Texas to 
Mexico, and then to Usumacinta. So why not include 
Big Bend? ... I knew that there was a river that could be 
navigated, so I decided to take trips down there, and 
the Park Service agreed to my running down there. So 
tha~_became just like the other trips I was taking up 
here with the Park Service and all. But when I didn't 

Carrying the boat at the take·out for the Usumacinta River in Mexico, 
Jack Brennan in back, January 1969. As Ken remembers, MAll those 
little kids, they loved it." Ken Sleight Collection. 

A "side trip" in B.ig Bend, Ken and others on the Rio Grande, circa 1973. 
Photo by Bill Adams, Ken Sleight Collection. 
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keep going down to Mexico, after a few years, I gave up 
the Big Bend trips. 

The distance to Texas and Mexico was killing. It's a 
long way from here clear to Big Bend. And the amount 
of money I could make off one or two trips, or even 
three trips ... ifi stayed down there for a while I could 
do pretty good, but then it interrupts with what I was 
doing up here in Utah. That was the trouble with new 
trips, just like when UCLA asked me if I'd run a few trips 
down there in Mexico and South America for them. I 
first met them down in Mexico, see. They were taking 
stuff out of the cenotes. They invited me to come and 
chat with them at ucLA to get a permanent job, a "real 
job" maybe. So I went down to u c LA and they offered 
me that, and I thought about it and thought about 
it. The trouble was, it would have interfered with the 
trips up here I had-Grand Canyon and Glen Canyon. 
If I was down there, I couldn't take the trips up here, 
unless I delegated them out, like some of the outfitters 
learned to do. But I couldn't do it. If I couldn't be on 
the trip, I felt very uncomfortable. 

SAVINO: Was Grand Canyon really the only place 
where you had other people be trip leaders for you? 

SLEIGHT: Mostly, and Desolation Canyon. Glen 
Canyon was pretty much myself, during those years, 
but. .. the Grand Canyon was another ball of wax. One 
thing about Grand Canyon, you could enlist clients 
better than you could all the others. That's the way it 
was then and it's still that way ... But, it did take much 
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Mark Sleight, Amil Quayle, Kelly Shuldberg, and Ken Sleight. Ken Sle,lght Collection. 

more preparation. What Grand Canyon was, you were 
preparing for lots 9f rapids, as you know. You've got 
to take care of the food and everything else you carry 
with you-and of course the people themselves. Grand 
Canyon was much more of a challenge than the other 
rivers. Glen Canyon wasn't bad-load up your boat, 
don't even have to have the rigid type of equipment, 
tie-downs and everything that you did have on the 
Grand Canyon. But we did that too, we did that too. 
So it wasn't too bad, my gradation from Glen Canyon 
to Grand. 

The reason I went to Grand Canyon-it wasn't one 
of my initial trips-my initial trips were, of course, up 
in Glen Canyon and Cataract Canyon and Desolation 
Canyon and Lodore. That was the initial things. And the 
ones I kept taking more and more people down, wasn't 
Grand Canyon unti/1963, when they erased the coffer 
dam. That changed things. Then I had no further river 
in Glen Canyon. Then I started running Grand Canyon, 
at that time-not before. It was the dam that decided 
I'd start tripping down into Grand Canyon. I took quite 
a number of trips down there. It was great, but there 
was no more Glen Canyon as we knew it. 

Then I took a lot of trips up in Desolation and 
Cataract. Even Cataract started being less of an 
attraction because of the reservoir coming up into it. 
It took out a few rapids, but we still went down there 
quite a bit. Most of my river running was in the Upper 
Colorado Plateau. 

boatman's quarterly review 

I could only take on so many trips a year. I could 
farm out trips, which I started doing, and I really 
didn't enjoy that, just sitting back and not being on 
the trip. I'd just as well be selling tires for Firestone, 
as a river trip if I'm not on it. I thought a lot about 
that. The reason I started my company was so that I 
could go on all the river trips. Not to make a business, 
per se. I could have stayed with Firestone. So I felt 
uncomfortable sending out trips without me on 
it-but I did. Got a good group of boatmen, guides. 
I turned the head guide, Kim Crumbo, and Mark, his 
brother, he was there. So were others-Brad Dimock, 
Amil Quayle, Kathy Howe, Myron Cook, Brad Udall, 
my sons. And ... Oh, you know him. 

SAVINO: Stuart Reeder? 
SLEIGHT: Oh, Stuart. He kept coming on the scene, 

and I kept hiring him back. That was the Green River 
stable. And many others; I had the greatest guides. 

I'd pick them up. It depends on how many people 
you've got on the trip. How many boatmen do I need? 
Okay. I've got my stable of river people, but sometimes 
I needed more. Called Stuart, "Okay, Stuart, whatcha 
got on the ... " ... Check him out, see what you got 
going this week. Then you grab him, tell him, "I've got 
a job for you. The wage is low, but at least you've got a 
job;' that type of thing. (laughs) 

SAVINO: The Quists worked for you sometimes, 
right? 

SLEIGHT: When they came back from their missions 
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Boatmen navigating Hance Rapid on Ken's 1977 low water trip. 
Vaughn Short Collection, courtesy of Carolyn Short. 

• ..• Six days gone, we're still at Hance. 
The people swear, there's not a chance, 
But the Boatmen do it. possible or not-

Shoot their eight-foot boats through a six-foot slot!• 

.. 

Excerpt from •Seldom Seen and His Macho crew• 
by Vaughn Short. 

and from the service and all that, well ... Both of them, 
Clair and Bob. They started boating' with me ... boated 
with me a lot. And of course there's Moki Mac right 
there. 

SAVINO: And he'd come on your trips? 
SLEIGHT: Oh yeah. Yeah, you bet. He was on that 

boat, the big pontoon, hit Dark Canyon rap~d. That 
motor went zooming' out, broke up, now down in the 
bottom of the reservoir there at Dark Canyon. I can 
show you where you've got to drain the reservoir so we 
can get that motor out. It's still there, of course. But it 
went zooming. I remember, I saw it. Moki Mac was at 
the helm. "It wasn't me, it wasn't my fault, Moki!" 

SAVINO: One thing I think is really special is that 
it seems like everyone who you mentioned who was 
a boatman for you, they're all still good friends. Bob 
Quist came and visited today. I see Stuart Reeder here 
often. How do you think that happened-that these 
people who were employees for you and you were 
their boss, were also your friends? 

SLEIGHT: It becomes like a big family ... Every once in 
awhile something comes up--good, bad, or whatever, 
however you look at it-but they're still family. Even 
though they're each very much different, I feel like 
they have a tremendous amount of influence ... That's 
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Ken's 1977 historic low water Grand Canyon trip. Boatmen working 
to free raft in Unkar Rapid. Kim Crumbo (third from left) and Ken 
(at the bow) working the line. Vaughn Short Collection, courtesy of 
Carolyn Short. 

what makes them great guides, boatmen. They have to 
meet, they have to get along with all the others, and at 
times we had little difficulties here and there. You just 
chat your beliefs out. That's what we all did as a family 
of river guides. 

And the same with other outfits being on the 
river: you get to know different people, especially the 
outfitter themselves. And a lot of that, differences 
of opinion on varied issues. That's what it was with 
Western River Guides Association. I got to know all the 
outfitters and many of the guides. So you know what 
other outfits and guides overall are doing. 

In 1967 Ken took his turn as president for the Western 
River Guides Association and continued to bring 
environmental causes and wilderness protection to the 
forefront of the organization's work. 

* * * 

SAVINO: Could you tell me about your last trip in 
Grand Canyon? 

SLEIGHT: I don't remember the date exactly but the 
last trip that I took down Grand Canyon was in 1979 
and was when I met my future wife, Jane. She was the 
de-facto leader of the trip really, and she got a whole 
bunch of folks-her friends-from Jackson Hole, 
Wyoming. They were of the Republican stripe really. 
Met 'em at the Page Boy Motel. After meeting them I 
told them to hop in the truck and drove them down 
to Lees Ferry. Herded them on the boats and started 
down river. And Dan Lehman was with me; he had his 
own boat- big pontoon. 



SAVINO: Did Dan come on a lot of trips for you? 
SLEIGHT: Lots of trips. 
SAVINO: What was he like? 
SLEIGHT: He was a big tall lanky boatman of German 

heritage. He made a lot of sauerkraut, which he brought 
with him on the trips. He sang beautifully. He played • 
the guitar and entertained, entertained, and the whole 
group would just fall in love with him and all. He used 
to boat with Harris-Brennan Expeditions, and when I 
needed another boatmen and another boat, Dan was a 
good person. At that same time I also took Jack Brennan 
on a number of trips to help me out. 

SAVINO: It seems like Dan was pretty fun. Whenever 
I've heard you or Bob Quist talk about him, there 
is always a lot oflaughter. Was he one of your go-to 
guys? 

SLEIGHT: Yes, I'd have to call him a regular boatman. 
He came with me on dozens of trips. He entertained; 
he danced and so forth. Put on crazy costumes. You'd 
have loved him; everybody loved him. He was similar 
to Vaughn Short. They were two that used to come 
with me on a lot of trips. 

Dan Lehman on the oars. Photo by John Appel, 
Ken Sleight Collection: 
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SAVINO: When did Vaughn first start coming on 
trips with you? 

SLEIGHT: On a river trip down in Glen Canyon. 
SAVINO: So you met Vaughn on a trip when he was a 

passenger but then he became one of your really good 
friends? 

SLEIGHT: Yes, he came on a number of trips 
and because he wanted to help out, well, I started 
not chargin' him 'cause he was working so much. 
Especially because he helped on getting dinner ready 
and telling people how to put up their tents ... Vaughn 
enjoyed coming because he could participate. He 
could recite his verses-his poems. He'd entertain my 
clients, same as Moki Mac did. 

SAVINO: It seems like a lot of the poems Vaughn 
wrote, he wrote on trips with you. 

SLEIGHT: Oh yeah, quite a number. He could 
concoct a poem in just a few minutes. We'd hike down 
the trail and at the end of the day he'd recite his poem 
that he'd been thinking about all day. He had so many 
poems in his head. So he joined me on many of my 
commercial trips and we also hiked together on a few 
trips, just he and I. He taught me a lot. I took some 
pointers from him on how to do things and so forth. 
Vaughn, to me, he was the old school. He wasn't a 
farmer but he had that make up of a rural person. A 
little like me. 

Lunching with Ken and Moki Mac Ellingson, day three of the river trip, 
1965. Photo by Marty Maricle, Ken Sleight Collection. 
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So those two are Dan Lehman 
and Vaughn Short; they were both a 
great help. 

Dan was with me in Grand 
Canyon when my lroats got away. We 
were camped above Unkar on the 
right bank and·I went to bed early. I 
told him, told Dan, to lash the boats 
to a big rock to keep them from 
going downstream when the water 
came up at night. He went to bed 
without doing it, after entertaining 
the troops. I never really blamed 
him, that was my job. But the one 
rope was not fastened right and 
the water came up, because it did, 
you know, because of the dam, the 
boat came up and loosened my 
two lashing ropes. One got off and 
the other one slipped off the rock 
also. And the boats went down. I 

Ken's triple-rig in Glen Canyon, early 1960s. Ken was among the first to use the triple-rig 
set-up on river trips. Ken in back on the motor and cowboy-hatted Vaughn Short, kneeling 
on the front tube. Vaughn Short Collection, courtesy of Carolyn Short. 

got up about two o'clock. Go down and look at the 
boats. Because I always did that in the early morning, 
two or three o'clock go down and see how all the 
boats are. And there was no boats. I walked, probably 
struggled 'cause it was at night, downstream to see 
if the boats were further down, and thinking maybe 
the .poatmen were trying to scare me, "The boats are 
gone!" you know. I didn't see any boats down there, 
and pretty soon I realized that I had no boat-my 
triple-rig. So I thought about what to do about it. 
And decided well I'll hook on a ride with some of the 
big pontoon people, and I went upstream to talk to 
them and I said to Dan, "Go downstream and see if 
you can find anybody down there to help us out:' He 
went downstream and I went upstream and I found 
another trip there up above me. Hopped on their big 
pontoons, that's where their boatman were sleeping. 
Asked the head guy, I can't quite remember his name. 

I told them my woes and they offered to take me 
down when they came down in the morning. They 
only had a small group, relatively small. I thought they 
were going to have to take me all the way to Phantom 
Ranch and then I was going to fly all my folks out. 
But, surprise, a few bends down the way there was my 
triple-rig off into an eddy. Somebody that was camped 
down below us had lashed the rope to the bank. There 
my boat was. And I had worked on the motor the 
night before, getting it ready and it was still propped 
up like that. I lowered it down in the river and pulled 
the chord-"Zzzzz"-it went right on. And once I 
knew that that was functional, well I loaded all my 
people and the gear back onto my triple-rig. 
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So that was at Unkar. My boats evidently ran Unkar 
rapid really well, all by themselves. Nobody there, yeah 
yeah. And, the motor was still up, propped up, like I 
left it the night before. The tools were still there, too. 
My boat had a nice run through Unkar Rapid. 

I took my whole group all the way through Grand 
after that. And Dan was a boatman on that trip, a 
boatman on the triple-rig. Once in a while on the 
triple-rig we put the oars on the outer boats and just 
enjoyed the trip without the motor. Most of the time 
on the triple-rig I had a motor goin', unless, it was 
a quiet section of the river and then I'd turn off the 
motor and just float down. But, the funny thing is, all 
down the river, passin other outfits on that one trip, 
they'd always yell out, "You got your boat back! You 
got your boat back!" Everybody knew going down 
the river, everybody knew I'd lost my boats for a little 
while. So that was that story. I told that story at the 
Fine Arts Museum in Salt Lake one time. It was a good 
story. 

SAVINO: It is a good story. 
SLEIGHT: I've forgot a lot of it. 
SAVINO: I feel like you've remembered quite a bit 

of it. I don't know how many times I've woken up at 
night on the river and I'm disoriented and I think my 
boats have come untied and I'm floating downriver. 

SLEIGHT: That's the problem of sleeping on a boat. 
You feel it at night, you think you're floating downriver. 
Just like you stated. I put my hand down in the water, 
I can feel it. There's that sensation-the boat got away. 
It's just like once in a while on Labyrinth and Stillwater, 
well, I would let the boat just float, calm water. If it hits 
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the bank, so be it, it turns around and goes on down. 
SAVINO: Are you saying you'd sleep on the boat in 

Labyrinth and let it keep going downstream? 
SLEIGHT: Well I'd also do that in Glen Canyon. Just 

sleep on the boat for a little bit and then wake up. 
Every once in a while I'd do the same on inner tubes. 
The crew would have already taken the whole group 
downstream and I would get on the river on an inner 
tube with plywood on top of it, sleeping away, just 
sleeping away ... My kids were on the triple-rig waiting 
for me downstream; I'd catch them. 

Flipped once. The tube hit the wall,-"cchh!"-and 
I went into the river. So did the beefsteak that I was 
gonna have on the way down (chuckles). But, I caught 
the inner tube set-up I had and pushed it over to the 
riverbank so I could get back on. Went on down. I'd lost 
my paddle, but I did ok with just my arms. Got down to 
my group on time; I was a busy kid in those days. 

SAVINO: Would you do that if you'd have been on 
another trip, or if you just couldn't start on the day the 
trip was launching? 

SLEIGHT: Well I just had so much to do--see, I was 
working, farming also, at Willow Bend. And I had the 
cows up there, too. Instead of going on the river in the 
morning, I'd start out at night, so I'd give myself an 
extra day at home: And the boatmen, often my kids, 
could take care of the group on the river during that 
time. I didn't need to be down in that section, but I 
always wanted to be at the boat as it went through 
Cataract. But on Labyrinth and Stillwater, I didn't 
need to be on them. Depended on the trip. 

* * * 

Ken's river trip supplies were often all packed into the bed 
of his Ford pick-up truck and driven to the put-in. While 
the majority of his expeditions kept him in the Canyon 
Country, he also packed up and drove north to the Yukon 
at times. Bringing his children-Jeff, Mark, Kerry, and 
Steve-with him on one occasion. The Usumacinta and 
Big Bend brought him South. 

* * * 

SAVINO: So when you went to the Yukon, you would 
drive up from Utah, is that right, with all your gear? 

SLEIGHT: Yeah, all my boats and so forth, load 'em 
on the truck, and food and everything. Some food I 
bought up there-anything fresh-' cause I couldn't 
take lettuces and things like that for very long ... I just 
loaded everything in the truck, just like I did here. 

SAVINO: Were you doing trips up there during the 
summer months? 

SLEIGHT: Yes, itt June, July, and August. But certain 
times there were a lot more, many more mosquitoes. If 
you wait until a little later, then all you get is the bugs. 
They're not bad, in my mind. They tickle your nose 
and all, but they don't bite. But those mosquitoes ... 
It was very important when you decided to go up. 
You schedule 'em when the mosquitoes are not out 
and biting. We had rocky islands to camp on, and the 
closer you got to the vegetation, the more mosquitoes 
there were. So most of our camping was on the tips of 

the islands. 
We saw a lot of bears, and 

moose. They were good; I 
loved them. I went over to the 
river bank with a group on the 
boat, to check this one moose 
out close up, to get pictures. 
When we got close to him, the 
damned thing started coming 
over towards us, and put up his 
leg to jump into the boat! I let 
up on the motor and we drifted 
downstream away from that 
moose. But they are so beautiful. 
People wanted to get pictures, so 
I accommodated them. 

SAVINO: When you were 
doing trips up there, was it just a 
single boat, or did you run your 
triple-rig? 

Ken's Yukon trip pushing off the shore from Whitehorse, Yukon territory, .fuiy 1965. 
Photo by Becky Noonan, Ken Sleight Collection. 

SLEIGHT: Triple-rig, yeah. 

boatman's quarterly review page 35 



Ken and his mule. "Beautiful mule," says Ken. 
Vaughn Short Collection, courtesy of Carolyn Short. 

SAVINO: So you were the only guide? Or did you 
have another boatman helping you out? 

SLEIGHT: I was the only one. 
SAVINO: Wow. And how long were the trips up 

there? 
SLEIGHT: Seven to ten days, I think. 
SAVINO: Was it pretty remote? Would y~u see any 

other people up there? 
SLEIGHT: Very few. We'd stop at the Indian 

settlements along the way and buy some 
salmon, which we ate quite often. That was 
kind of a godsend, because it was a hell of a lot 
better than the canned meat that I carried. It 
was very good, meeting with the Indian people. 
They were taking the salmon and drying it for 
their dogs. That was what they fed the dogs, 
and so they fed us that too! But they were 
willing to sell the salmon at a very inexpensive 
price. I think I got a big salmon for something 
like five bucks. 

SAVINO: So when you'd do those trips in 
the Yukon, where did the river trips start and 
where did they end? 

SLEIGHT: They started at Whitehorse. 
Except for one trip, and that was Teslin, the 
Teslin River-that didn't start at Whitehorse, 
but I staged all of my stuff at Whitehorse 
still. I made friends with newspaper folk, 
and a history guy .. .I really liked the history 
of each river I ever went down. Wherever I 

important part of myself. 
SAVINO: How did you first hear about, or 

decide, you were going to go and run a trip up 
there? 

SLEIGHT: I always wanted to. After you read 
Service and London; I always wanted to go up 
to see all that. So when I was runnin' rivers 
down here, Harry Aleson said he was going 
up to the Mackenzie. I was still runnin' trips 
when he was gettin' ready to go, but I decided, 
"Well, I'll finish what I have to do here, and 
I'll then go up." He didn't go to the Yukon, he 
went to other rivers. He had a tremendous 
amount of film on various animals, the 
reindeer and all that stuff. So we went up 
separately, but not at the same time. I went up 
after. 

Harry had to make a journey to Brigham 
City once to meet Edna Fridley. He drove 
his Dodge station wagon up. That's when I 
discovered Bert Loper's whiskey was under 
the seat in it. Whether he took that up to the 

northland or not, I don't know. (Aleson, who was on 
Bert Loper's final trip in Grand Canyon, took Loper's 
bottle of whiskey after they'd pulled his boat, Grand 
Canyon, up above the high water line). We stopped in, 
he and I, to see Edna (Edna first started taking river 
trips with Harry Aleson and later took trips with Ken. 
From 1962 until1979 she took over forty river and 
pack trips with Ken, the most trips of any of Ken's 
customers). She lived up there in a trailer, she and her 

lived I wanted to know its history. That's an Ken and his friend, Harry Aleson. Photo by Russell Grover, Ken Sleight Collection. 
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husband. I got interested, a lot, just talkin' about that 
country, the Yukon, with Harry. We thought maybe we 
could go up together one trip. We never did. Then Ed 
Abbey got very interested. He wanted to go down the 
whole Yukon River all the way to the Bering Straits. 
But you know, that would take a couple of months, the 
way I went, rowing. It'd take quite a while. But we were 
just about to do it, another writer friend he had from 
back East, he wanted to go too. And \o'(e could have got 
others. So I thought I'd start promotin' it. That's what 
you'd do, you had to get people to join the trip and 
pay the way. That's the way I got down in Mexico and 
Peru. 

SAVINO: It sounds like that would have been a lot of 
work. I bet your business degree came in really handy 
with having to figure out how to finance these trips. 

SLEIGHT: It helped quite a bit. My problem was I 
didn't promote my trips for big trips. I wanted to go 
all the time, but that cut into the profit. See, if I had 
to take more trips, I'd have to hire more boatmen and 
supply more equipment. And I did that for a while, 
especially Grand Canyon. Very few trips I just let some 
boatmen take 'em. I did- there's Kim Crumbo and 
others, but I always wanted to be on my own trips. In 

fact, I believe that's one of the very reasons that I kept 
getting return guests. Always, we all made friends with 
each other. So I didn't have to advertise-very little
but I still got enough people for a boat ride for my 
triple-rig. On larger trips, I'd often have another boat, 
like Moki's or Dan Lehman's. They would take their 
big pontoons down with me. So I'd often have another 
boat to accompany my triple-rig--especially through 
the canyons with rapids. You never feel quite secure 
with just your boat in a big, full stretch of rapids. 

SAVINO: Did you take your triple-rig ort every 
stretch of river you ran? 

SLEIGHT: Yeah. All the rivers of the Colorado I took 
it, even down through Lodore. Once, Georgie White 
took her triple-rig down through Lodore and tore 
one boat open-one of her boats, no longer useable. I 
was up there at the same time but I didn't know that 

she was in dire straits. She had a trip 
right after Lodore, 

Triple-Rig entering 
Lava Falls, Ken on 
the motor. Photo by 
Carolyn Short. 

Packing out a trip in the early days at Ken's front yard in Bountiful, Uath. Photo by Nancy Schmitz, Ken Sleight Collection. 
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your whole trip. So I made a pledge, 
a plan, direct to myself: every trip I 
go down Glen Canyon I'm going to 
go into a new side canyon and hike 
up it with my group. Hopefully all 
would follow, and mostly they did. 
Sometimes it was a great hike, others 
pretty strenuous. Most of the canyons 
I enjoyed were the ones where a 

planning to continue down 
through Desolation with her same 
boats, some new guests coming 
on. She asked me, somewhere 
around Echo ParK, if she could use 
one of my boats. I told her if she 
needed help, if she couldn't get her 
own boat from her warehouse in 
Richfield, to call me. I got home 
from my trip and the next day 
here comes a call from Georgie, 
"Could you bring a boat over to 
replace my other one?" She had a 
rough time gettin' another boat, I 
guess. I said, "Only one condition: 

Ken Sleight 
Expeditions 

stream came down. Oh, all canyons are 
beautiful, you know. But that's why I 
was able to see so many of the canyons, 
my own method of operation. 

And those people-my customers, 
my guests- we all got to know each 

Ken Slei ht I go down Desolation with you, 
and I gotta be out at a certain 
time. Can you do it?" "Oh yeah, 
yeah that'd be great." So I brought 
my boat from Bountiful and met 
her at Ouray. I had some free time 

P. 0. Box338 
Gree11 River, Ulah 84525 
TelephOne (801) 564-3656 

other. I set up a trip; I'd always call it 
an exploratory trip. I'd tell 'em, "I've 
never been to that river or canyon, 
but we're gonna go up. Let's go up the 
Kaiparowits; I've never been there. 

River and can·,.., Tti!M 
Atao Callyoo tl•k•llg 

-.1d Back.PIItklng 

and thought it'd be nice; went down the river with her 
in my boat. She hooked it on just like a triple-rig, you 
know, with two of hers. Her problem was, she didn't 
tell me accurately when her trip ended. And down 
there I had to say, "Hey, Georgie, you said you were 
gonna get out this certain time, but now I gotta get 
out to run a trip myself from Green River:' That's why 
I had to get out at a certain time. Well what she did 
was cut her own trip short. Some of her guests didn't 
like that, but it was one of the only solutions she had, I 
guess. I told her, "I have my boat and 1 have to get out 
and get it ready to go." She was good about it. 

Why I wanted to go down the rivers myself was 
so I could experience the river and the side canyons, 
like Glen Canyon. I couldn't go down the river if I 
just sent my guests with other boatmen. The reason 
I even started river runnin' was so that I could go. I 
could have got more boats, more boatmen, even if I 
was there, but .. .I did a little of that, but I didn't like 
to take more than a dozen people, at the most. And a 
triple-rig was just ideal for a dozen people-three into 
twelve, that's four-four to a boat, on the triple-rig. 
So if you take more than that, bunch 'em up, I'd have 
to get more boats, I'd have to get more boatmen. I did 
on occasion, when I'd get a group of twenty, thirty, 
well, I'd get Moki Mac or Dan Lehman to help me. 
The trips when I had a smaller group, then I can really 
examine where I want to go, places I've never been on 
the river trip. If you have, say, a dozen people, they all 
want to go to places that have been noted, "I want to 
go see Music Temple, I want to go see this, I want to 
see Rainbow Bridge and another thing:' That takes up 
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You might not even make it back, but 
c'mon anyway:' That's the way I did on the river trips 
in Mexico and many others. "I've never been there, but 
come anyway." 

SAVINO: Was it stressful taking people and being the 
guide in places you hadn't been to before? 

SLEIGHT: Not too much, no. I was a good guide. I 
was really good. I had very little problems. Once in a 
while somebody fell down or something, like when 
Edna Fridley broke her arm on the steps of a ruin on 
the Usumacinta in Mexico. I was gonna get an airplane 
to come in along the river where they could get her. 
She said, ''I'm not gain' out:' So she stayed there with 
me for a couple weeks till the trip was over, her arm in 
a sling. Made a cast out of cardboard. 

I did that with Edna's help, how she felt: "How's 
that feel, Edna? How's that feel, Edna?'"'Feels a little 
better. Feels a little better now:' I said, "Well, it looks 
good here. Nothing's protruding, nothing's swelling 
right now. Look at that." Then with the stuff I had 
in the first aid kit, I got it bound up with elastic, you 
know. I looked at it every day to see if it was still in 
place, hadn't moved out of the way-it didn't. She did 
suffer from constant pain, but she had pain pills. But 
still, she refused to go out. Okay, when the trip ended 
we gave her a ride to the airport ... Remember, this is 
in lower Mexico, down Yucatan area. From there she 
flew to Florida, and as soon as she got there, she had 
her arm x-rayed. You know, the bone was right on, just 
a little hair thing off. The doctor said, "I can't help you 
much. It's gonna hurt you more if I have to re-break it 
to adjust it just a little bit." So I was very happy when 
she told me that. 
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* * * 

AN A CTIVIST 

When Ken started running river trips through Glen 
Canyon in 1955, the dam was already approved and 
construction plans underway. He discovered the river and 
its side canyons, knowing they soon would be covered by 
a rising reservoir. In 1963 the dam was completed and 
the waters began to rise. Ken kept his tiver permits and 
continued to lead trips in the Glen Canyon area. When 
the waters began to enter Rainbow Bridge National 
Monument and get closer to Rainbow Bridge, itself, Ken 
said enough and fought to protect the natural bridge, a 
place of spiritual significance for Native Americans. 

* * * 

SLEIGHT: I can tell you the story, how it all began. 
The waters were comin' up, and the waters were 
encroaching into Rainbow Bridge National 
Monument-not the bridge itself at that time, but 
the national monument. When the waters came into 
the national monument, it became a concern to many 
of us because the law said there shall be no reservoir 
within any national parks or monuments. Rainbow 
Bridge was a nati9nal monument, but here the water 
was going up into it. 

SAVINO: When you say "us:' who were the other 
people concerned? 

SLEIGHT: David Brower and others. And we said, 
"Well, that can't be, because it's against the law. You 
can't throw water in a national park whenever you 
want." But they did it. So we brought suit and we took 
the suit to the district court, which finally ended up in 
Salt Lake City before Judge Willis Ritter. 

We took the case to him, and after a number of 
months, he ruled with us-get the water out of the 
monument. There was a lot of other things going on 
at that same time, how to protect Rainbow Bridge 
itself. But our going to Judge Ritter, once he ruled, 
he says, "Release the water; get the water out." That 
was a beautiful time, to see all the water going out of 
Rainbow Bridge National Monument, downstream, 
through Grand Canyon and elsewhere. That was so 
good to me! In my mind, that was one of the greatest 
points in my environmental career, or lifu even-that 
we won, we won. 

We had a number of great lawyers that gave much of 
their time pro bono to our cause, in this we thought we 
would prevail. Then, the government appealed Ritter's 
decision to the Circuit Court in Denver, and after a time 
they overruled his decision. That was a problem. And 
so they let the water continue going up into Rainbow 
Bridge National Monument ... But I would like to 
revisit that one more time, legally.l still think you could 
take it to Congress and change the thing. 

They took measurements during that period, put 
technical tools i~to Rainbow Bridge itself- "zzzzt!"
and put it in, to detect the movement of the bridge. 
They found that the bridge did move naturally back 
and forth. But I asked, how much is natural? That's the 
problem. While that was going on, there was a number 
of other rock falls, falling down off the cliffs, which is 
indicative of the water under it. Could that not happen 
to Rainbow Bridge itself? I had a great fear, in all of 
this, that Rainbow Bridge would tumble down totally 
destroyed from the water rising. And so we presented 
those things to the government. We lost, we lost. I 
believe it could still be contested. The appeals court said, 
"No, it's too far along, too much money put into it:' 

Ken speaks at a Glen Canyon Institute Event at the Utah Museum of Fine Arts, November, 2018. Courtesy of Glen Canyon Institute. 
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SAVINO: Money into the dam and the reservoir? 
SLEIGHT: Both. We couldn't get rid of the dam or 

even reduce the level of the reservoir without great 
expense. All because we didn't show greater pressure 
against the dam earlier, they allowed the reservoir to 
raise into Rainbow Bridge National Monument. They 
were wrong. Oh, they were so wrong. Even today, all . 
you have to do is read the law. Any grade school kid 
could understand: that there shall be no water in any 
national park or monument, or it shall not impair any 
national park-impair, that's the word. 

SAVINO: Was it pretty soon after the dam was 
completed in '63 that water started going into Rainbow 
Bridge? 

SLEIGHT: After '63 water started coming up,---came 
up and up. I can't remember the exact time it entered 
Rainbow Bridge National Monument, but after it did 
I became very concerned. David Brower became very 
concerned likewise. Quite a number of folks in Friends 
of the Earth agreed we should do something about 
it, so we brought suit against the government. I was 
selected and volunteered to enter the suit so we could 
obtain standing to sue. "Standing to sue:" meaning 
you have some very positive thing that's being hurt,. 
And I was being hurt because I was taking trips into 
Rainbow Bridge, and I couldn't take my guests up into 
Rainbow Bridge as I once was doing. 

SAVINO: And without you, they wouldn't have been 
able to file the suit? 

SLEIGHT: They needed me as a standing to sue, and 
they got it, they got it. Otherwise we'd never even have 
got to first base, if we couldn't show that there was 
damage to certain people. Now, other people also had 
cause, because it deprived them of their enjoyment of 
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Rainbow Bridge. 
Courtesy of Ken Sleight. 

Ken's son, Jeff, signing the Rainbow 
Bridge Register, circa 1962. Vaughn 
Short Collection, courtesy of Carolyn 
Short. 

the monument, but they weren't commercial. Because 
I was commercial, even if I only took a few trips, I still 
had standing. Judge Ritter was a great judge. He knew 
that. So he ruled with us and told 'em to get the water 
out. But I still believe the decision of the appeal court 
directive needs to be questioned. The appeals court 
was actually doing the legislating; that shouldn't be. 

SAVINO: When I asked who you were filing suit with, 
and you said David Brower, I was wondering if ... 

SLEIGHT: Well, let me go back. David Brower at that 
time had left the Sierra Club and started Friends of 
the Earth, who brought the suit. It wasn't the Sierra 
Club ... the Sierra Club promoted the preservation of 
Dinosaur National Monument, but after that, they, 
including Brower, pulled their forces out, wouldn't 
protect the Glen Canyon area, until, until Brower was 
shown that boy, he made a mistake not to continue to 
fight against the very thing that created Glen Canyon 
Dam. 

SAVINO: Was fighting for Rainbow Bridge for you 
and Brower ... a response to what you had lost of Glen 
Canyon and what you could still protect there? 

SLEIGHT: Of course our efforts to get rid of the 
reservoir were most important to us, but we needed 

grand canyon river guides 



also to protect Rainbow Bridge while doing that. We 
needed to keep the water down. It wouldn't solve the 
whole problem, but it would keep the water from 
co min' up over a hell of a lot more territory than it 
needed to. 

SAVINO: Ken, it seems like you both really, really 
care for these places, but you also do the research. You 
always had a lot of knowledge to back up your fight. 

SLEIGHT: In fact, if you're ever goiqg to protest any 
project or anything, you need to know completely, 
as much as you can, every avenue in order to speak 
to it. It's very hard to only say, "I oppose it;' because 
I've done that many times--<ion't get me wrong. I go 
to the hearings here and there, "Preserve it because 
it's beautiful." Okay, that's one person's feelings. We 
can all do that and I highly recommend for everyone 
to do that. However, I felt I had to attach some type 
of legal or regulatory thing to it, to state my case. 
I've tried to do that. Oh boy, have I! I researched as 
much as I could and I went to numerous meetings, 
expressing myself. What one does, we're not going to 
win all environmental issues, but even knowing that, 
we're able to swing it around so the decision may not 
be as serious as it was going to be. Over and over I've 
seen that, by speaking out you can often improve the 
regulations that.they're settin' up. And that's all I can 
say in regard to what you just asked. You do have to be 
prepared. 

SAVINO: Do you think the fact that you were on the 
river as the water was coming up in Glen Canyon is 
a big part of why you felt compelled to continue to 
protect and take care of it? 

SLEIGHT: I have to say you're right. The reservoir 
coming up did affect me. When it got up to near the 
mouth of Escalante Canyon, I said to myself, "I've 
gotta do something. I've gotta move my family to the 
town of Escalante." Then from there I can take lots of 
horseback trips and everything, or even boating trips 
from the mouth of the Escalante. So therefore I could 
continue my wilderness sojourns. I really believed 
that I needed to do that. So we moved down there to 
be closer to Escalante Canyon, a part of Glen Canyon, 
as I saw it. And I was right! I made trips up into the 
Kaiparowits Plateau and Waterpocket Fold, and a lot 
of other side canyons of Escalante. It's what I thought, 
that's the least I could do. But I was not prepared, as 
far as the reservoir, how much damage it would do 
to all the little side canyons that I wanted to go up. 
That was a big problem, but there was still a hell of a 
lot of country 'round about that I could still take my 
people, I could still continue my business of taking 
people where I wanted to take 'em-until the Federal 
Agencies said, "You have to get more permits." 
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SAVINO: One thing I wanted to ask you about, which 
you mentioned to me when we were working on the 
Glen Canyon Exhibit, was how you'd introduce hikes 
to your passengers. 

SLEIGHT: They knew they were gonna go to Rainbow 
Bridge, but a place like Clear Creek in Escalante-I 
hiked 'em a long way, and we camped at the mouth 
of Clear Creek, and I said, "Okay, now we're going 
to go up this canyon, check it out." Probably half of 
the group, said they're too tired to go. I went up, and 
half of 'em are followin' me, and we hiked up Clear 
Creek, and then we came into a beautiful amphitheater 
called Cathedral in the Desert. I didn't tell 'em about 
Cathedral in the Desert at first, because I didn't even 
know it myselfl "But we're gonna go up there, we're 
gonna go explore what we can see." 

That was one of my first trips into what's called 
Cathedral in the Desert. As I said, half my people on 
that trip didn't see it that day. But when they all came 
back and they talked about it, the 'rest of my guests 
wanted to go, too. I did take time the next day to 
guide them up, because I didn't feel like they should 

• be deprived of seeing that beautiful place, just because 
they were tired. But a lot of nice places that I knew 

Ken on the oars. 
Photo by Bill Adams, Ken Sleight Collection. 
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Ken in Cathedral in the Desert, Glen Canyon, circa 1960. 
Ken Sleight Collection. 

were goin' to excite people, I didn't tell people until 
they were there, until they could see it themselves. Yes, 
that's true. Over and over again I didn't tell 'em what's 
around the next bend. 

SAVINO: How come? 
SLEIGHT: Because it's so exciting to see it on your 

own. It's so beautiful to discover something on our 
own ... Some guides will hand you pictures of what 
it's gonna be-"Okay, you're gonna go see Rainbow .. 
Bridge." You know, on the hike to Rainbow Bridge, I'd 
never say, I'd never tell 'em exactly when they're gonna 
see Rainbow Bridge. They knew they we're going up, 
but I'd never tell 'em, "Around the next bend you're 
gonna see Rainbow Bridge:' That statement is a no
no in my mind. So in regards to Rainbow, or all the 
beautiful places, you don't tell people when they're 
going to come right on it. You don't tell 'em, "Okay, 
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around this next bend you're gonna see the 
most beautiful place you ever saw." They'll be 
prepared for it, but there is a self-discovery 
thing here that's so beautiful, in my mind. 
Self-discovery-I get carried away on this. 

SAVINO: Keep goin'! I like it! I think it's 
important. 

SLEIGHT: All the guides need to know 
this-let them self-discover as much as they 
possibly can. You can't everything, but it is so 
important, so important. . . Same principle 
when you stop and camp at night. You 
unload and everybody goes and does their 
own thing and so forth. Then you tell them, 
"There's a nice canyon there. Go discover 
it:' Then when the Park Service comes in 
and says, "Well, what do you do at night 
on the beaches? Do you have badminton, 
volleyball?" all that kind of stuff. They're 
down here to see those beautiful things, 
not to go volleyball. They can do that at 
home! When they're hiking out, there's 
self-discovery. Then they come back and tell 
me what they saw, around the campfire; it's 
beautiful. 

That's what I was so pissed off about when 
the Park Service said, "Okay, what do you 
do in your spare time?'' What is spare time?! 
There's no spare time! I get in after dark 
sometimes on my trips--near dark I get there. 
Spend the day going to these little canyons 
and that canyon and so forth, exploring. 
That's what the guests come for! They didn't 
come to eat, but we fed 'em (laughs) sure we 
fed 'em, out of cans and all that. I tried to 
get this through to the Park Service, but they 

wouldn't listen to me completely. Those regulatory 
things ... make all outfitters, all outfitters, much the 
same ... People come to me today even, "Do you know 
which outfitter I ought to go choose?" And I say, "Oh, 
they're all much the same now. But there are differences 
in them if you happen onto a certain boatman or 
certain guide, they excel." I tell them all the time, 
depending on the person, "It'd really be good if you 
could get this guide or that guide." Because I feel I know 
a number of guides who ascribe to what I'm sayin' ... I 
don't say, "You're gonna go because you're gonna be fed 
a great meal;' I say, "Go because he or she is going to 
take you up the canyon, or they will explore with you:' 
See, while I was doin' all the cooking and all that, I'd tell 
'em, "Keep outta my kitchen area. Go and explore! I'll 
have it all ready in about an hour and a half. Okay, okay, 
yeah, an hour maybe." So they go. A couple times I had 
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to go and find those people I sent up a certain canyon. 
One time I sent guests up the canyon, but they didn't 
come back in time for dinner (laughs) . 

SAVINO: Were they just still walkin~ or did they get 
stuck? 

SLEIGIIT: They were walkin'. I walked up to find 'em 
because it was just about dark time. They were one 
of the few I had a problem with. Most people would 
come back. But my philosophy is still the same, "Go up 
that canyon. You'll see things." You can even just go see 
weeds and flowers and all that-not badminton! Come 
on, assholes! ... You think Bert Loper ever took people 
and said, "Okay, let's have badminton"? (laughs). 

* * * 

Ken Sleight was schooled by the old ways. Through his 
love of history and research, Ken became an archivist of 
river running and the Colorado Plateau. In May of last 
year, Ken, myself, and Martha Ham (founder of SPWRE) 

opened an exhibit on Glen Canyon, as Ken and his wife, 
Jane, put it-"to remember what was lost." The exhibit 
tells the story of what it would have been like to take a 
river trip down Glen Canyon with Ken in 1959-the side 
canyon explorations, archaeology, a stop at Bert wper's 
cabin, the story of ])ave Rust and his first two canvas 
boats (which Ken facilitated being donated to the Park 
Service years ago), Moki Mac strumming his ukulele, 
Vaughn Short reciting poems by the campfire, Rainbow 
Bridge, and Ken-his brown boots and beige shorts, tarp 
as a kitchen table, pancakes cooked over the fire. Those 
river days were still pioneer days, the old ways. 

In late October, river guide Latimer Smith, joined me 
to talk with Ken and Jane at Pack Creek Ranch. We spent 
all day talking -only taking breaks when Ken needed to 
feed the chickens and Bob Quist stopped by to split some 
cottonwood. 

* * * 

I...ATIMER SMITH: What about one more question, one 
last one? .. .It's a combination of two questions. I'll put 
them together, from Ryann and me both. 

SLEIGIIT: 0 kay. 
SMITH: You've been inspiring to so many people. 

You've been a mentor to so many people across 
generations and ages. At age 89 you've seen and 
experienced so much history. You were born during 
the Depression, you experienced war, the civil rights 
movement, the environmental movements, river 
running in its infancy, commercial river running, and 
you've experienced wild places and wilderness in ways 
few people can imagine. You're still sticking up for 
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the good stuff. What inspires you to keep at it, to stay 
informed, and what matters right now most? 

SLEIGHT: All I know, if you see something or 
experience something so dear to you, I don't know 
how in the world you could just keep it to yourself. I 
think experiencing something that's so great, as, for 
instance, Glen Canyon, very special thing, spiritual
something that comes to you spiritually, stays with 
you quite some time ... Beauty inspires the stuff inside 
of ya', in your brain and all that. Why, today, I see so 
many people don't place importance on the term 
"beauty" -if you feel it's a beauty, isn't that worth 
preserving, for sole sake? 

And everybody else brings not beauty anymore
what they do is "How much money we can make off of 
it? What can it develop?" and all that-instead of the 
term beauty. 

But yet, beauty is the highest thing. You don't go 
out and destroy beauty! People don't like to even 
talk about beauty sometimes when they go to these 
hearings, because many people don't accept the term 
"beauty" as a rea~on for protection ... All the people I 
took down the rivers, they went mostly because of its 
beauty ... That's why I was down here ... That's why I 
was river running, because of the beauty of not only 
the scenery, but the feeling inside of myself, the beauty 
of it all ... If you see beauty, try to protect it. 

SMITH: That's perfect, Ken. You've answered the 
question very well. 

SLEIGIIT: I don't know about that, but it is a spiritual 
thing-beauty all over ... Yeah, and Glen Canyon was 
it. Of course Grand Canyon. All of our canyons are 
beautiful! ... And they're worth fighting for, all of them. 

Ryann Savino and Ken at Pack Creek Ranch, November 2018. 
Photo by Andy Hutchinson. 

NOTE: Special thanks to.Latimer Smith for his 
contributions and dedication to this project. Gratitude as 
well for Mikenna Clokey, Martha Ham, Jane Sleight, and 
of course, to Ken-for continuously sharing your stories 
with me and for the life you've lived and are living. 
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Ken Sleight: A Boatman's Perspective 

THAT DAY AT PACK CREEK RANCH, my biggest first 
impression of Ken was of his granite grin. As if 
forged by sun and sand it has a permanence not 

unlike the canyon itself. As a young river runner I had 
hung on the stories my Uncle Stuart would recount 
of running trips with Ken and Edward Abbey. I was 
anxious to hear more straight from the boatman's 
mouth. Reading The Monkey Wrench Gang in high 
school was foundational to me, Abbey and his friends 
became heroes of mine. True to the character Seldom 
Seen, Sleight explains to me that he bought from 
Stuart-his first house. "What do you call it when 
you marry a woman, and she wants all your money?" 
he asks me. "Alimony! I needed to pay alimony." That 
house in Green River, Utah served as Ken's home base 
and operations for his outfit. 

One of the first things Ken ever asked me whether 
I had known my Great Uncle Ray. I never knew him, 
but Stuart did, and recalled Ken asking him the same 
question over beers one afternoon in Green River. 
Ken told him that Uncle Ray had been his mormon 
seminary teacher as a kid in Paris, Idaho. Stuart, eyeing 
Kens' beer said, "Must not have been a very good 
teacher." Ken replied, "He tried to convert me!" 

While leaving the ranch, Ken asked me if I wanted 
to take a chicken. Wide eyed, I gulped and stuttered 
asking what I was going to do with a chicken. He 
laughed, and said, "you eat it! After you chop off its 
head, of course." With leaden feet I looked down and 
kicked the dirt. The idea of cutting off the head of 
a living animal terrified me. "If you want, you can 
take four!" said Sleight, chuckling at my discomfort. 
I agreed to take just one. Never before had an 
introduction challenged me in that way. The only way 
to embrace a hero of mine, was to honor the man by 
chopping off the chicken's head and eating the bird. 
With blood and feathers on my fingers, the grisly 
cooked muscle of the rooster in my teeth taught me 
why most people prefer to eat hens. 

The next time I met Ken at Pack Creek Ranch 
was with a gathering of river runners. Stuart was 
there with the Quist brothers, among many others. 
Within a group of former outfitters I asked Stuart 
a controversial question, "who was your favorite 
outfitter to work for?" To chuckles and heckles, 
Stuart replied, "some outfitters fired me three times, 
then would re-hire me," he said. "Ken never fired 
me." Stuart says he loved working for Sleight the 
most because he was an outfitter who was immersed 
in the river experience. His trips were more about 
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sharing the essence of place, sharing the work and the 
wonder of traveling through the canyons. Instead of 
catering to every whine and whim of needy customers 
in order to make the owner a comfortable profit, 
working for Sleight was working side by side with 
outfitter, passenger, boatman-all invested in sharing 
a distinctive experience. Even after Ken started offering 
pack trips, Ken's wife, Jane, offered this about Ken's 
relationship with his clients, "He was so much better 
to the animals than to (his) guests." Ken's response; 
"The people loved it! We had different clientele back 
then." With a devout base of return customers, often 
times his guests would show up to the put-in before 
Ken would. "They always knew I would show up," said 
Ken. They would help him un-roll the boats and rig, 
de-rig at the end of the trip. Sometimes after loading 
the truck at the end of the trip, his folks would scale 
the gear pile in the back of the truck, catching a ride 
down the highway back to their vehicles. 

It was at Lees Ferry where Ken was rigging boats 
when the ranger came walking down. "Big tall guy," 
says Ken, "had a clipboard in his hand, he was coming 
to check me out." This was the first time Ken met 
Ed Abbey in person. They had been corresponding 
through letters, and once Ed realized it was Ken, he 
set his clipboard down and helped him rig the boats, 
helped all day long. They talked "into the wee hours 
of the morning, about getting rid of the dam. He 
had some crazy ideas!" said Ken. This was where the 
ideas first sprouted for The Monkey Wrench Gang. Ken 
never acknowledged himself as the character "Seldom 
Seen Smith." He never denied it either. "I was similar 
in a lot of ways, I don't dispute that," says Ken, "but 
Abbey was a fictionalist." Ken ran several trips with 
Ed-but one stood out- in Cataract. They were 
in the Big Drops, heading towards big rocks when 
Ken got launched out of the boat. Ed jumped on the 
oars, but one was completely broken. Ken's hanging 
onto the boat when Ed leans over and asks, "do you 
have another oar? This one seems to have a slight 
imperfection .. " 

By now, the low water Grand Canyon trips in 
1977 have become infamous, memorialized through 
Vaughn Short's poem, Seldom Seen and His Macho 
Crew. Most outfitters had cancelled trips that season, 
but Ken refused to do that-so his crew, including Stu, 
made it happen. Stuart says the trip was booked as 
an eight-day motor trip, from Lees Ferry to Diamond 
Creek. Because they were running on basically what 
was leaking from the dam above, there wasn't enough 
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water to get a big motor-rig down through a channel 
with more rocks than water. Ken's alternative was to 
take small rowboats that could maneuver through the 
boulder chutes, lashing them together to push with 
a small outboard motor through the flat stretches. 
They arrived at Phantom Ranch way behind schedule. 
Ken delivered this grand speech, says Stu, about how 
the dam shouldn't be there, and how they should be 
running the river running-free. But since the dam was 
there, two options existed. The people could hike out 
and leave the trip on time, or they could say "damn 
the dam!" and keep going downstream. They camped 
there, on the boat beach at Phantom Ranch. Motivated 
by Sleight's words, the people on the trip called from 
the cantina pay phones to make arrangements to 
continue their downstream journey. He even offered 
the guests the second half of the trip, free of charge
at another time. When Sleight sold a trip, he aimed 
to provide the experience agreed upon. With this 
mentality, Sleight shouldered his pack and hiked out. 
He had a Cataract Canyon trip scheduled to launch 
in two days, and he intended to keep his schedule. 
Vaughn Short hiked out too, since he had work to 
do-so this is where his poem ends: 

What happened to the people down below? 
I can't say and I may never know. 
They might have pushed right on through, 
in the able hands of that macho crew, 
or might be they stranded way up high, 
on top of a rock where the water rushed by, 
and sitting there, I greatly fear, 
they slowly perished for want of beer. 
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The crew did push through, but not without a 
resupply. Brad Dimock hiked down to replace Ken, 
and when they all reconvened at the boat beach, they 
found one boat had seams splitting, made with bad 
glue. They pumped it up before each rapid until Lava, 
where it was deemed un-runnable for passengers. 
Ken's crew ghost-ran that boat-and it had the best 
run of all! To run a trip with Sleight Expeditions was 
always an adventure, an one-of-a-kind experience for 
both passengers and guides alike. 

One of the ways I connect with Ken is in his love 
for Glen Canyon and his desire to see it restored. I see 
my grandpa's pictures of my dad and Stuart running 
around the Cathedral in the Desert. At Rainbow 
Bridge, my grandpa captured in a handstand on top. 
I've always dreamed of experiencing that place the way 
that they did, to follow that same current. I've often 
wondered why my grandpa didn't fight to prevent 
the dam, from Glen Canyon becoming buried. Bob 
Quist and I talked about this at Pack Creek, and he 
said that before Vietnam the American public were 
more trusting of the government, less likely to oppose. 
Vietnam changed everything-people began to realize 
decisions made aren't always in the best interest for 
future generations. As I recall Ken's permanent grin; I 
think that perhaps it started within the canyons he has 
lived his life, the beauty he has experienced-or maybe 
it is the memories of sharing the joy and awe of these 
places with so many people. I see the essence of his 
smile as motivation for the next generation, to fight 
the destruction of these wild places from continuing 
and something like Glen Canyon from ever happening 
again. 

Ben Reeder 

A boatman's gathering. (Left to right) 
Martha Ham, Stuart Reeder, Ken Sleight, 
Clair Quist, and Ben Reeder at Pack Creek 
Ranch, November 2.016. 
Photo by Ryann Savino. 
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