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From Muley Point (left) the San Juan River is seen below as it winds through The Goosenecks. 
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I F A RNER voyage where you examine ancient petroglyphs, 
visit prehistoric Indian ruins, · gather quarter billion year 

old fossils, and shoot exciting rapids appeals to your spirit of 
·adventure, this trip is made to order for you. 

Over the years, when passing through Utah, I often 
.. thought about traveling down the San Juan River, but it never 

got beyond that stage. Then I read an advertisement in Desert 
Magazine which read: "One day river trips with Ken Ross
tranquil San Juan River valley." Two days later, along with 
two companions, I was on my way to Bluff, Utah . 

Ken uses inflatable rubber rafts on his river expeditions 
which meet the rigid requirements of the Utah State Park and 
Recreation Commission. His river experience dates back to the 
early 30s when he served with archeological reconnaissance 
parties on the Yukon and San Juan Rivers. Later he became 
director of Southwest Explorations and set up geological river 
trips as part of their summer program. In 1957 he started 
running on his own and has been at it ever since. 

by Walter Ford 

In 1959 Ken was engaged to handle the boating locations 
for filming of Major Powell's 1869 expedition on the Colo
rado River. At the start of the production the director noted 
that Ken bore such a strong resemblence to John Beale, who 

. starred as Major Powell, that he was asked to double for 
Beale in all of the boating scenes. The film was shown under 
the title, "Ten Who Dared," during the early 60s and re
leased for television on Easter Sunday, 1968, under , "Won
derful World of Color." 

The morning after our arrival Ken met us at our Recap
ture Lodge diggings and took us to the take-off point a short 
distance west of town. Fifteen minutes later the rafts were 
launched and ready to go. My party included Baylor · Brooks, 
geologist, and Charlie Crytser, a retired mechanical engineer. 
Charlie had passed his eighty-second year and we wondered 
about his being able to make the river journey .. Our concern 
was unnecessary as he came through in excellent shape. Ac-

Continued 

The community of Mexican Hat is named after the rock formation (above) carved over thousands of years. 
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companying us in a smaller raft was Orson Anderson, geolo
gist, and his teen-age son, who was helping Ken during _ the 
summer. 

During the early part of our journey we floated smooth
ly downstream on tranquil water. At our first stop we examin
ed a large display of petroglyphs on a sheer cliff near the 
river. There were numerous designs representing reptiles, 
birds, and animals, but what was most interesting were sever
al nearly full-size human figures with exaggerated shoulders 
which look like a modern football player in full regalia. I had 
seen a few similar figures in the Salt Creek area of Utah's 
Canyonlands and wondered about their significance . Do they 
repr_esent a race of supermen whose culture predates the Cliff 
Dwellers or perhaps some armored Spanish invaders? 

Farther along the river we stopped to explore ancient 
Indian cliff dwellings, easily accessible-only 30 or so feet 
above the river. Since most of the cliff dwellings in the can
yons along the Colorado Plateau were built high above ground 
level-which archeologists say was done to forestall hostile 
attacks-the most formidable enemy the low-level dwellers 
along the San Juan had to fear may have been the flood-water 
of the river. 

We stopped for lunch where a student of paleontology 
would have had a field day. We found fossilized remains, im
bedded in the canyon walls, of creatures which are considered 
to have lived around two hundred and fifty million years 
ago. Gastropods , which looked li~e the cominon garden snail, 
and Brachiopods, which resembled small clam shells, were the 
most numerous, but there were many other varieties available 
to anyone with the patience to dig them out. 

A short distance beyond our lunch stop the river entered 
the gorge and there we traded the tranquility of the first stage 
of our journey for the excitement of riding the rapids . With 
complete confidence in our guide's boatmanship, all we did 
was hold on and enjoy the thrills and fun. In the other raft, 
Ken's young protege handled his craft like a professional 
river runner. 

The flow of the San Juan River may vary widely from 
season to season. In 1927 the maximum flow was around 
70,000 cubic feet per second. Dead tree trunks still "."isible. 
along the gorge indicate the river reached a record height. of 
40 feet at that time. In 1934, the river ceased to flow. This 
· fluctuating water level caused a tragedy that has become a 
legend in the San Juan country. 

Around 1910 James Dougias, who had earlier gone broke 
prospecting for oil near Mexican Hal:, found a bonanza of 
gold in a San Juan River sand bar. Before he could recover it 
the river rose and covered the bar . He waited patiently, year 
after year, for his bonanza to reappear but the river remained 
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high. He kept up his vigil for 18 years, then, old and his pa
tience exhausted, he jumped off the Mexican Hat bridge. He 
left this note: 

"When this you see, my old body in the river will be. 
There is no one else to blame for this, only me." 
A few years later the river went dry. Out of respect to 

his memory dwellers in the area named nearby Douglas Mesa 
for him, but it never gained official recognition from map
makers. 

As you travel down the gorge you become so engrossed 
in the profusion of scenic shots you may exhaust your supply of 
film before you reach the two most outstanding formations 
of the trip near the end of the journey. These are Mexican 
Hat Rock and the Raplee Anticline. · 

Mexican Hat Rock resembles a 65-feet-wide inverted 
Mexican sombrero wit'h its crown resting on a 400-foot mound 
of red shale. Although it may be photographed from Highway 
47, the setting is drab compared with the blend of colors pro
vided by water, vegetation , and sky from the river side of the 
monument. 

The Raplee AnticFne consists of a number of vari-color
ed layers of sediment that have been arched upward through 
the ages by side pressure to form what geologists term "anti
clines." A simple demonstration of how they were formed may 
be made by placing a sheet of paper on a flat surface and ap
plying pressure toward the center from the ends of the sheet. 
The top of the loop thus formed may be considered to be 
somewhat comparable to a geological "anticline." The Rap
lee Anticline has gained much prominence for its unusual 
symmetry and photographs of it are frequently used for illus
trations in geology textbooks. 

About a mile downstream from the anticline formations, 
our river adventure came to an end. Two of Ken's assistants 
were waiting on shore to take the voyagers and rafts back to 
Bluff. 

Before returning to Southern California we decided to 
visit the Valley of the Gods and Muley Point, · just north of 
Mexican Hat. We followed Highway 47 westward from Bluff 
to its intersection with Highway 261, four miles north of 
Mexican Hat bridge, where we turned right and continued to 
the base of Cedar Mesa. The road to the Valley of the Gods 
leads off to the right here, but we decided to proceed up the 
grade and visit Muley Point first. A short distance beyond the 
top of the grade a road branches left to Muley Point, five 
miles away. · 

Old -timers say that Muley Point takes its name from the 
fact that it is shy of vegetation, like a Muley cow is shy of 
horns . Almost directly below, you glimpse a section of the · 
river as it winds through the Goosenecks, while far in the dis
tance you see the formations of Monument Valley rising above 
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the horizon to form a captivating background for your camera 
shots. 

The first you see when you enter the Valley of the 
Gods is the abandoned X-Bar-L Guest Ranch. Built by Bill 
and Clarence Lee, grandsons of John D. Lee, who operated 
the first ferry across the Colorado Rive~, it was operated as 
a guest ranch from 1929 to 1943. Constructed with native 
sandstone and huge beams, the lodge contained guest rooms 
with fireplaces, a shower and tub, and a living room with 
large picture windows that provided breathtaking views of 
the valley below it. Today it stands silent and deserted, visited 
only by infrequent travelers and wandering tumbleweeds. 

Although the setting · is somewhat similar, it is not easy 
to compare the Valley of the Gods with neighboring Monu
ment Valley. The structures in the latter run mostly to pin
nacles and buttes, but in the Valley of the Gods, Nature 
worked with a freer hand to produce a variety of figures, 
which in some cases defy description. Most of them carry local 
titles that in some instances might require imagination to in
terpret. . However, you are free to describe them as you see 
them. They don't mind. 

A 17-mile graded road winds through the valley and 
passes within camera range of nearly every photogenic struc
ture. We spent nearly five hours traveling the course during 

which we did not see another car. 
Before heading homeward we stopped at the Mexican Hat 

Trading Post so Baylor could examine a Navajo rug he had 
seen earlier when we were on our way to Bluff. Over a lei
surely cup of coffee with Jim Hunt, Baylor learned the rug's 
history and acquired it for his collection. 

Jim and his brother Emery grew up in the Valley of the 
Gods area and are thoroughly acquainted with its archeologi
cal, geological, and botanical features. They are happy to sup
ply information to travelers through the region by mail which 
should be addressed: San Juan Trading Post, Box 155, Mexi
can Hat, Utah 84531. 

For those interested in the San Juan River trip these are 
the rates for the 1969 season: one day trip for two persons, 
$35; for three ·or more;-up to ten, $15 each; ten or more, $13 
each. He also features a two-day trip this season, which he 
states will more than double the enjoyment of the one day 
trip. The charge for a minimum of three on the two-day trip, 
with food furnished will be $40 each. Further information 
may be obtained by writing to Ken Ross, Box 110, Bluff , 
Utah 84512. 

Not only are the river ride and junkets to nearby plac~ 
of interest well worth the time, the trip to Bluff takes yor 
through some of the most colorful country of the "Wonderfo 
World of Utah." 


