Kenny ~ Memories of a River Legend and Wild Rivers Expeditions
By Herm Hoops
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“Good things in life are wet. Birth, rain, love and tears...” Scott Warthin
I was sitting at my desk in the fall of 1990 when the phone rang. It was Gary Matlock and he called to
tell me that Kenny Ross had passed away. When I hung up my eyes swelled and tears rolled
uncontrollably down through my beard.
I met Kenny on one of my first trips down the San Juan on an early
spring in the 1970's. Back then Bluff, Utah was a sleepy little burg
that seemed to teeter on the edge of economic poverty. The boom
days of oil and uranium and gold were gone by. Tourism was feeble
at best. What remained was a small collection of trading posts, a
couple of gas stations and restaurants, crumbling old Mormon
homes... and Wild Rivers Expeditions up in the mouth of Cow
Canyon.
The residents of Bluff were close, fraternal-like, hiding any
differences like the silty water of the San Juan covered its secrets.
But when you walked into businesses like the Dairy Café, or Opal and
Harley Hooper’s D&A Trading post you weren’t treated like a
customer but more like a distant relative come to visit.
I should not have been surprised to find that same hospitable
attitude at the ramshackle headquarters of Wild Rivers Expedition.
The company’s boat camp was an old building whose duty in a
former life was a gas station. The office, and living quarters, was a
forty or so foot-long house trailer. A few gnarled
cottonwoods sent their roots down to drink in the water
hidden below in this arid climate. To the east, up Cow
Canyon and U.S. Highway 191 the sandstone walls closed in
providing room for the highway, a dry wash and a few idyllic
glades of cottonwoods that whispered in the breeze and
spawned colorful spring wildflowers. Beyond Wild Rivers to
the west, the canyon walls opened and lowered, panning out
at the junction of the road to St. Christopher’s Mission at
what is now the Cow Canyon Restaurant.
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When we first ran the San Juan we would eat breakfast and fill up our
water at the Dairy Café. We inquired there about someone to help
shuttle our vehicles to Clay Hills and the daughter of the owner, a 20year-old who had just had a scary facial peel gone bad, told us to
check in with a Kenny Ross up in Cow Canyon.
I drove up to Cow Canyon and parked in the middle of some old
rubber boats, a small snout nose and some gear that appeared to
have been in the sun too long. The place looked abandoned. With
some trepidation, I walked the few yards to the trailer. A small rattler
dozed in the shade of a rock as I passed. I knocked softly on the door,
and waited. I knocked again and a short man opened the door and
politely, but sternly asked what he could do for me.
The man was wiry, and looked maybe a little oriental with a short
goatee. But I noticed his eyes - strong and deep and probing. I stuck
out my hand and introduced myself. His hand looked and felt like
tanned leather - resilient and taut, a testimony to long days of work and baking in the sun.
He introduced himself as Kenny Ross and said: “Come on it and sit down.” It was late morning and the
sun had already begun to radiate off the rocks, it was like standing in an oven outside. Inside the trailer
was cool and pleasant. We walked over and sat down at a little table by a window that looked out on
the highway. Kenny said, “so, you want to have a bit of help moving your cars to Clay Hills? Have you
ever been there before?” I answered no, we’ve never been on the Lower Canyon, and he gave a soft
evaluating harrumph-like grunt. We talked about things: where I was from, my river experience, my
work, my family and such for about an hour. Kenny was like that, always interested in people while at
the same time evaluating them. At least that’s how he seemed to me over the years. I must have
passed his muster, because he agreed to help us with our shuttle for forty dollars. We returned to Sand
Island to rig our boats.
Sand Island was a pretty rudimentary place back then. A rough dirt road swung down to the river
through a break in the cliff and then back upstream to a little campground guarded by a huge anchor
chain. The purpose and origin of that chain is a question I never had answered, but it must be a
compelling story as a simple fence would have served the same purpose. A herd of wild-looking,
mongrel cattle grazed about the cheat grass on the alluvial wash outside the campground. To the
north, a cliff festooned with Anasazi petroglyphs, bullet holes and broken beer bottles stood guard.
To the other side of the campground the San Juan River raced quickly by, whispering against its banks
lined with a few clumps of trees. The boat ramps, openings in the willows were muddy and slick. A
Navajo lied, passed out on a picnic table. Otherwise the place was deserted, hardly showing signs of the
heavy use one experiences today.
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Now, at that time I didn’t know Kenny Ross from bump on a log. I had no idea of the legendary exploits
or depth of knowledge and experience hidden beneath that roughened face. But something intrigued
me, attracted me to him. Early the next morning we drove our newly acquired Navajo friend into Bluff
and continued to Cow Canyon. After introductions Kenny led us up to Shirt-Tail Junction and west to
the distant Clay Hills Crossing. Hours later when he dropped us off at Sand Island, we shook hands and
as he parted he asked us to stop in for a beer when we got off the river. We agreed.
Nine days later we returned to Cow Canyon to tell Kenny about our river trip. He
asked many questions, but the one I remember was his query about where we
camped. When I got down to our camp at John’s Canyon, Kenny said, “well you
probably didn’t camp at John’s Canyon, you probably camped at False John’s
Canyon.” I replied that I was pretty sure it was at John’s Canyon. Kenny asked,
“Did you see the band of chert around the lip of the canyon?” “No,” I replied, “I
didn’t notice that.” To which Kenny said, matter-of-factly, “Well, Herm a good
naturalist should notice those things.”
Thus began a tradition of San Juan shuttles with Kenny, and stopping by
afterwards to discuss my trip and learn from him.
I returned that fall and ran the Lower Canyon. When I stopped in after the trip,
one of the things I proudly announced was that I saw the band of chert at Johns
Canyon. Kenny expanded on that band of rock, and then asked, “Well, did you
see the Crinoids in the rock there?” Sheepishly, I replied: “No, Kenny I didn’t
see them.” His response to me again wasn’t arrogant, but more matter of fact,
that a good naturalist should notice those things. Kenny treated me as an equal,
he made me feel special and I became a pupil of the heavy voiced gnarled older
sage.
In April of 1982 I returned to run the San Juan from Bluff to Clay Hills Crossing. Dan Murphy was one of
my friends his first run of the San Juan. I’d met Dan a couple of years prior at a U.S. Fish & Wildlife
Service training session in Denver. He worked for the National Park Service in St. Louis where he was
also the President of the Lewis & Clark Trail Foundation. One of my jobs was evaluating and recording
the old homesteads on the Charles M. Russell National Wildlife Refuge in
Montana, so I invited Dan to come up and help me document the
homesteads Dan had subsequently transferred to the NPS Regional Office
in Sante Fe.
The evening before our launch Dan went to Bluff for ice, water and to
arrange our shuttle with Kenny. On his return to Sand Island Dan asked if
I knew that Kenny Ross was one of the famous early river runners in the
West? I was stunned at my ignorance. As we talked about Kenny, Dan
also brought up that Gary Matlock was a partner in the Wild Rivers
operation.
Kenny & Gary Matlock 1981

Page 3 of 19

Gary Matlock was a well-known National Park Service employee and archeologist. I worked at Carlsbad
Caverns National Park a few years after Gary and was privileged to be one of the few to spelunk to one
of his discoveries: The pristine Guadalupe Room. Gary, a thin man, had discovered the passage to the
room through a narrow birth-like place called Matlock’s Pinch. Now I so looked forward to meeting
these two “legends” at the end of our river trip that I could barely concentrate on the river!
Kenny loved Gary, but he could be harshly amusing about
anyone who did not measure up to his expectations, as when I asked him about Gary in 1986:
“Oh, gosh, he's a native here. I knew his father, his mother. Gary was good at breaking oars. He brought
his own outfit when he came over to run rivers with me. He brought his own boat uh...and he bought
good hickory oars, real good, or were they ash? I've forgotten which, but anyway, his oars cost him $l00
or more than $l00. Gary's got money, but he can't ah, he can't let go of any of it. In other words if he,
say, if he paid for the insurance for the operation, which I asked him to do a couple of times, he wanted
that money, all of that insurance money back. A partnership just wasn't possible.”
“He'd come in and he'd work hard, which a, he did part of the time. We all do part of the time. Part of
the time we don't. I like him immensely. But it just wouldn't work. Well, anyhow that's that, and it's all
in the past, well, I hope.” Despite that frank perspective, Kenny always expressed his admiration for
Gary, and Gary always admired Kenny.
The river was very high that spring and we got to experience sand waves between Bluff and Mexican
Hat, even some on the river below Oljeto. We camped, again at John’s Canyon, and sure enough there
were Crinoids, Brachiopods and other fossils displayed in the rocks of the alcove. This trip was the last
time that I can visually remember seeing the “Boxcar” of Boxcar Rapid in the Lower Canyon.
Dan was unable to spend time at Kenny’s after the trip, but I did. I left my party at Sand Island and
drove up to Cow Canyon. By this time, I recognized that Kenny drank Pabst Blue Ribbon beer and
smoked Pall Mall cigarettes, so I brought him a case of PBR and several packs of Pall Malls.
Kenny met me at the door, almost as if he anticipated my visit. He invited me in and asked me to stay
for dinner. We sat at the table and eventually he questioned me about the trip. In his typical, slow,
thoughtful process he began: where did you camp, what did you see, etc. I mentioned that we camped
at (I pronounced Ol jett’o) Oljeto Canyon this time, and that I had seen the fossils at John’s Canyon. He
gave me a look of some disdain and said: “It’s pronounced Olj’a to, if you’re going to say it, say it right,
now say it!” I repeated his pronunciation and he gave me a wry smile.
In the interim Kenny had put some chicken on the stove and we began drinking the warm Pabst. Soon
we were back discussing John’s Canyon, and as I had now come to expect Kenny to lead me to
something new there, and sure enough he asked if I had seen the Anasazi granary in the alcove. By now
I anticipated his words: “A good naturalist should notice those things!”
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We alternated the beer with tequila and chain-smoked Pall Malls while we laughed and talked. Slowly I
recognized that in our conversation our heads had become lower and lower, almost touching the table.
I looked up and a haze of burned chicken and Pall Mall smoke hung a few inches above our heads! In
our ignorance (drunken?) the chicken on the stove was smoking heavily. Kenny noticed to too and he
rose, almost matter-of-factly and said, well looks like I burned the chicken! I took the opportunity to
say: “Well Kenny a good cook should notice those things!” He turned and as he looked at me a big smile
swept across his face.
Thus began a new chapter of my post trip visits: burning chicken and a haze of chicken and Pall Mall
smoke hanging low in the trailer while we talked! I began to eagerly look forward to Kenny’s tutelage
and leading me to discoveries. I had become “lazy” in researching my river trips but now I realized that
river guide books were almost a burden, taking away one’s sense of discovery: both of things and self. I
began spending less time looking at Geology of the Canyons of the San Juan River on the river and more
time looking for things along the river.
It was in Vermont in the late 1960's that I first discovered my desire to “raft rivers” and I began to
assemble a large collection of first edition books on the rivers of the West. After my visits with Kenny, I
began to study them in more depth before my river trips. I rediscovered what I already knew from my
first trip down the Yampa River: in the desert look for anomalies - they tell of likely special things. I owe
all of that to Kenny’s methods of teaching me to look at things more thoroughly.
As I began to re-read my book collection I began noticing Kenny’s name in publications like The Big
Drops by Rod Nash and many publications by Don Baars. Kenny had taken Jon Lindbergh down several
rivers, knew other famous people, and had named Satan’s Gut. He was a legend!
Now before and after trips I came armed with more and more questions. When I could I would spend
hours with him, huddled under the cloud of smoke, speech slurred from alcohol. I had transferred from
Montana back to the Park Service as a Ranger at Gateway National Recreation Area in New York City
and was no longer able to run the San Juan as frequently, but I kept up correspondence with Mildred
and Kenny.
On my visits to Cow Canyon Kenny now often shared special places and information with me. He told
me that April was the best time to be on the San Juan - except for the winds, which howled upstream
against progress. The San Juan was becoming more popular, but there were fewer people on the river
that time of year. Kenny shared that late fall was also a beautiful time of year on the river. “October
can be ...beautiful. It can be beautiful, or it can be wretched! Just depending on the general trend. April
can be one of the most beautiful times of the year to go down. Ah..by, along toward late April. But I can
remember years when it was miserable all the time. High winds and...and if there's anything a boatman
hates more than high wind...I don't know what it is!”
He told me that three-four foot the sand waves I had experienced were small compared to the ones of
days gone by because of the reduced silt load in the river due to Navajo Dam. His guidance led me to
wonderful places like Moon House and many rarely visited places on Cedar Mesa and along the San
Juan River.
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One time he asked me if I had ever seen the shelter and “grave” at what is now Ross Rapid. I had seen
the shelter, but not the “grave.” Kenny’s story went like this:
“I've done more 360's in there (Ross Rapid) where you come down, you've looked the rapid over...I always
thought it was part of the thrill of river running to get out and look things over. Well, the other people think this
must be an important rapid. You can enlarge upon the importance of the rapid you know!!! A lot. You get out
and walk down...and...a...and you shrug your shoulder and say: ah I guess it's alright this time without much
problem!!!”
“Say, I used to take people down because there was a grave. Sometime...somebody, maybe clear back to the old
Pringle party, ah..piled river rocks up, made it look like a grave and put a cross...cross of sticks at the head of it.
People'd ask me about that grave and I'd say, well, I don't know anything about it. I don't know who's buried
there...and maybe nobody!!!”
“We'd run through the rapid, almost always, and then we would camp on the sand bar just at the foot of the
rapid there, camp on the sandbar. And I'd let people go and pick up chips of that agate, but I used to tell em not
to, it's good practice not to fool around with ruins, and besides there wasn't much of anything there.”
“I'll tell ya, when you stop on the right at the head of the rapid, you know you're on a bunch of carbonate rocks in
there, ah...limestones all over the place, and if you look at your feet when you leave the boats to walk down to
the rapid, why you're walking on these chips of that...ah...of that Moss agate. And...a...one should see those
things, and surmise that they had to come from somewhere! Just walk right up under that (overhang), trying to
get to the cliff dwelling, and there's a ledge just under it...agate that thick (using his hands to demonstrate).”

At the end of the story Kenny gave a devilish little laugh. His voice sounded gruff from years of smoking
Pall Mall cigarettes, but he couldn’t hide the playful melody in that voice.
At the time I had an old Udisco 14 foot boat and a 12 foot Rubber Fabricators Selway. I wanted a bigger
boat, as one day I hoped to do trips down the Grand Canyon. Outside Kenny’s warehouse was a big
orange Rogue Mackenzie model boat, made by B. A. Hanten in Oregon. I asked Kenny and Gary about
the Rogue and they sung praises about the boat, it was a heavy craft but it had extra-large tubes and
was very stable, easy to row with a heavy load. They said the only down side of the Rogue was that
there was some fabric separation, probably from sitting out in the harsh ultra violet rays of Southern
Utah’s sun. That year (1982) I purchased a Rogue Colorado and I still have it (2016) and it’s in mint
condition. The boat is everything Kenny and Gary said it was.
Kenny named Satan’s Gut in Cataract Canyon. One day he pulled out a bunch of old black and white
photos and some slides to show me. One of the photos was of him and Jon Lindbergh running the Big
Drops with paddles in a 12' boat at what appeared to be a pretty high-water level. I asked him how he
dared to such a big rapid in such a small boat. Kenny laughed and said, “Oh, back then I knew drift
wood went through those rapids and I figured we would too!” He followed his story with a little
warning about those who threw wood into the river to see how it carried through the rapids: “I would
hope that people had a better control of their craft than driftwood!”
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Kenny told me about the Lindberg trips, but others know more about those trips than me. He did tell
me about a little tiff he had with Ted Hatch, of Vernal, about naming Satan’s Gut. Apparently, Ted
wanted to name the rapid Hell’s Half Mile. One day Kenny ran across Ted and in their conversation the
name of the rapid came up. Kenny told me: “I told him in no uncertain terms it was to be named
Satan’s Gut. There was already a Hell’s Half Mile up in his country and we weren’t going to give the
same name to two rapids. It should be called Satan’s Gut, and besides it’s not a half-mile long!”
Kenny ran a lot of rivers: The Grand Canyon, Glen Canyon, Cataract Canyon, the Dolores River and
others. But the San Juan was his “home court.” He told me: “I didn't do a lot in the Grand Canyon
cause the San Juan was my river. . .and Cataract and, uh, but my son Don made many, many week-long,
l0 day long trips through the Grand, in the big, ah, the biggest of all Grand Canyon boats you know. The
Staveley’s, what do they call them? Well, it doesn't matter. (Staveley) was married for a long time to
one of the Nevills girls and Gaylord Staveley. . .and so he was really carrying on the Nevills tradition of
boating. And Nevills certainly did a lot of boating in the Grand Canyon.”
One day Kenny told me an interesting story about the Dolores River from Cahone to Bedrock. There
used to be an old man who lived in a trailer there (until around 1986) and he would let you park your
vehicle there for $5. He would collect his fee when you got off the river. He’d meet you there at the
small ramp and say: “How was your trip? Your car parked here? Most people pay me five dollars, some
give me a tip.” I knew him well.
One day Preston Walker, of the Grand Junction newspaper, came to Kenny’s house in Mancos. Walker
had an oriental-looking woman with him. Kenny said, “Well it wasn’t his wife, because I knew her and
she wasn’t oriental, but I didn’t ask anything. He wanted to borrow a boat to run the Dolores, I don’t
know why he wanted one of my boats, he had plenty of his own, but I gave him one. Later I heard that
when they pulled up to the old man’s place at Bedrock, he stood up in the boat and fell back dead with
a heart attack. Now I don’t know what he was doing with that oriental woman. I didn’t ask. It was none
of my business.” I don’t know if the story is true or not and I never followed up on it.”
He told me an amusing story over on the Arkansas River: “That's where people always tried to park and
they just shut the road up to watch the boats in the boat races. They know if they're going to see any
upsets, it'll be there. Tin Cup (now called Three Rocks or Reefer Madness) is what we used to call it, in
fact it was called Tin Cup Rapids by the miners, too. Bill Dickenson and I almost, or we might as well say,
we flipped. That's Dr. William Dickenson. He's one of my boys.”
“Above Tin Cup, quite a little ways, there's a first group of rapids, Bear Creek Group, and he and I, we
thought we were pretty smart. It was in, probably 1949, and Bill was about l8. I called him and told him
about the race, and would he like to come out and run it with me, and oh boy, he was all for it. So we
rigged up one of the 7-man, military rafts. I didn't call them rafts. I'm having to learn to call those things
rafts. I call em boats. I call em craft...raft comes from craft. That's how they got started calling them raft,
not because they resemble a raft in any way!”
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“Anyhow, we rigged it up with safety belts so that we wouldn't get washed away. . .and I don't know
why. I thought I, we, both had a lot more experience than that. I had a lot more than Bill, and ah, so we
got down in Bear Creek Rapids and we had a especially rough spot, somewhere about the middle of it.
There's an especially rough spot in there, It’s a good active staircase rapids. But, ah, we got down in
about the middle of that and Bill says: "I wonder if we can get (out of) this thing, if this belt, this safety
belt will open as quickly. . .we had figured that we might have to open it very quickly! So, right then and
there both of us learned something very important: Don't tie yourself to a boat!”
Down at the mouth of Slickhorn Canyon was a register of sorts of the Ross and Nevills trips down the
river. The panels were mostly lost to a rock slide in the mid 1980's. I documented what could still be
read. Each panel was about 12" wide and 18" high, with very crisp borders and neat writing: Now they
are mostly gone from a rock fall, and those that are left are getting hard to read.
W. Expeditions
June 11, 1959
Humble, O & KE
Bob Best
H Ty
----------------

Ken Ross
Don Ross

Paul Gray
Frank Packard
Charlie Robinson
11 June 46
Ken Ross
Harry Johnson
June 41
Ken Ross

Though they were friends and highly respected each other, there seemed to be a bit of competition
between Kenny and Norm Nevells. One day he was recounting his experience as a boatman on the
historic Rainbow Bridge Expedition:
“...his (Nevills) first trip was my first trip: He was a cook's helper, that's how he got started.... after l934
he went home and he built what was known as the horse trough (boat). That's what it looked like, was a
horse trough, and then he learned the Galloway, technique and he called his system the modified
Galloway system. And a lot of people who flip that term around on their tongues frequently don't even
know what the Galloway technique is.”
He always seemed to refer to the “horsetrough boats” with a bit of disdain, at least to my way of
thinking, but still his respect for the people who lived in Mexican Hat and operated Mexican Hat River
Expeditions was great. For a long time that area of southeast Utah was very remote and people often
depended on each other for help and companionship.
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Kenny was very proud of his accomplishments, especially his role as lead boatman as John Wesley
Powell in Walt Disney’s production of Ten Who Dared, a movie about Powell’s voyage down the Green
and Colorado Rivers. Powell had his arm amputated as a result of his artillery’s action in the Civil War at
Shiloh. Kenny had to wear a boot on his arm to replicate Powell’s one arm “condition,” and by the end
of the day it rubbed his elbow raw and was very uncomfortable.
They filmed the accident at Disaster Falls on the Colorado River behind what is now Red Canyon Lodge
near Moab. One of the first problems they encountered was related to the motors hidden under a
wooden canopy in the boats. The canopy was sealed so the motor would not be visible. Kenny said
that he warned the crew that wouldn’t work, and sure enough the first time out the motors stalled as
they couldn’t breathe to combust the fuel. It set the crew back several days while Kenny devised a
modification that worked.
To properly position the cameras for the accident at Disaster falls they partially sawed the boat so that
it would split apart. It didn’t split and they had to make more changes. They cut the boat more and
attached a cable from the boat to an upstream rock. This time the boat wrecked properly and filming of
that segment was a success. Again, there are others who have more complete information on Kenny’s
role in Ten Who Dared. I do remember him telling me that he was disgusted because when he went to
the studio in California “they left the best footage on the cutting room floor!”
In 1985, I moved from Gateway in NYC to the Park Service Regional Office in Denver. Awaiting my
arrival was a card in Mildred’s handwriting but most likely Kenny’s words: “Congratulations on your
escape. We bet you and your family are very happy. Maybe you’ll get over to run the river more now.
Come and see us.” I was pretty happy to be out of the pressure of Gateway, I did run the river more,
and I began to visit Mildred and Kenny more.
I had become aware of Kenny’s role at Mesa Verde during the depression as a LEM (Locally Employed
Man of the CCC). Kenny was instrumental in producing the exhibits at the old CCC Visitor center and
designed the several dioramas of Anasazi people going about their daily lives. I was involved in
developing a new Park Plan at Mesa Verde, of which part was to remove and modify all the CCC exhibits
that Kenny worked on. With the help of the Regional NPS Curator, Ed Jahns, I was able to thwart the
proposed changes to the Museum because it was one of the last complete CCC Museums still intact.
We deemed it a Museum to the CCC and the “newcomers” including my boss had to capitulate.
In the process I proposed to my supervisor, Bill Sontag, that he send me to Mancos to interview Kenny
about the Museum and his role in making it. All I asked for was some mileage to cover my expenses, three
days of government time and a tape recorder. Sontag refused, so I took annual leave, borrowed a reel-toreel tape recorder and went over to Mancos to interview Kenny.
It was a wonderful visit. Mildred made us lunch and dinner while Kenny and I sat out back recording. He
had a lapel microphone on and I proceeded to ask questions... and we drank Pabst Blue Ribbon beer while
we talked. At one point, before I got fully drunk, I noticed that Kenny would bend down and burp into the
microphone! After a couple of hours, the interview degenerated as we consumed more and more beer.
We had to send someone to town to buy more cigarettes.
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Kenny went on and on, honestly and frankly, about things I never knew about. Unfortunately, the tape
apparently ran out, unnoticed, and many of his thoughts, experiences and feelings were lost.
I returned to the Regional Office and during my lunch hours worked on transcribing the tape. One day Bill
Sontag saw me working during lunch in my office and asked what I was doing. I told him that I was
transcribing an interview with Kenny about Mesa Verde and river running.
Bill immediately seized the opportunity, he said: “good, we can have it printed and sent out to all of the
relevant parks and people.” He was serious, I was stunned and angry.
I told him that was not possible as Kenny had said some things he did not want circulated while he was
alive. Bill responded by informing me that he thought it was government property and I had no authority
to make such a pact. Now, I knew that I had done the entire project on my own time and there was no
government involvement other than typing the transcript in on my new government computer, but I kept
quiet. About an hour later I told him I was feeling ill and wanted to go home, Sontag approved.
I took the entire project home that day and never again shared it with anyone until recently – Gene
Stevenson (2016) is writing a book on Kenny.). When, several days later Sontag asked my how the “Ross”
project was coming along, I told him it was gone. “Gone,” he said, “What do you mean gone?” I looked
him squarely in the eye and said, “It’s gone. If you have any further questions about it call the U.S.
Solicitor, I have his phone number if you need it.” That was the last I heard of any plans to print off and
circulate the interview.
The information about Mesa Verde was fascinating:
“Lyle Bennett ...was a perfectionist and...ah,he...ah.... He was the regional architect, landscape architect.
And he couldn't carry on and he built that one (diorama that) was just gorgeous. We added to it in later
years. And a...so, that times in the middle of the depression, ah...I didn't have much to do. I had come back
out to the ranch from California, from southern California, and uh...done a little museum work there...that
was the Los Angeles Museum.”
“Paul Frank who was... the so-called park naturalist (at Mesa Verde) and there was no real title of park
naturalist at that time, there wasn't money to pay for one. I was introduced to him. I didn't go up there
looking for a job, ah...but through Ann Bower, who was native here, did a lot of archaeology in Chaco
Canyon, and, ah...Ann got to talking and told him she thought I could be made available, that I would be
willing to go to work as a L.E.M..”
“And you lived at the CCC camp and actually the enrollment and all that sort of thing was through the CCC
process. But you got paid a few dollars more than the CCC boys. So...ah...so I went up and (19)34, just in
time for the big fire, and ah...we didn't get started till after the fire. And Meredith Gillett had helped Lyle
Bennett, ah Meredith later became superintendent of Mesa Verde. But he joined up as a L.E.M., and they
cordoned off, in the old museum, that was before they built the big part that's got the auditorium and all,
those offices in the back, and everything and the cellar - the basement. We always called it the cellar.”
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“And...a..so they cordoned off one of the little corner exhibit rooms, just off what's now the patio, the
central patio. And...ah...we used that as a workshop and there was only room for Meredith and I, anyone
else in there was superfluous! You couldn't, you didn't have room to move, and...ah...those corner rooms
aren't any bigger than oh, l2' by l2'. And ...ah...so we went to work. We produced the Stephouse Cave
Diorama. That next winter and spring, we didn't get it set (up), you couldn't set it up really. We set it up
temporarily by knocking out the cardboard wall that was built to give us some privacy in working, get us
away from the public. We just cut an opening in that wall, cardboard wall. We just cut an opening and set
it in there. And that was the temporary place. They hadn't built the rest of the building, the big part of the
building that holds the auditorium. They didn't build that until the next year.”
“So I found plenty to do, and kept anticipating we'd finally get to build the next diorama, which turned to
be the Spruce Tree House diorama. And ah...and they moved us down in the basement then because the
rest of the building had been completed. That was l936 I guess. And a...I'll never forget, I was one of Jess
Newsbaum's kind of fair-haired boys I guess. Ah...he had a, he liked to work with me in other words. And
Jess Newsbaum was a tough old cookie, he was. And most intelligent. And he would come and get me
some night, you know, he didn't dare go while the contractor was there working on the building. But while
they were building, he'd come and get me and I'd hold the flashlight, while he'd inspect that thing. The
building. He'd make em tear down anything that wasn't just absolutely right!!!”
“I came up with the idea, (for the glowing campfires) when I first learned a light would pass through...a
piece of glass or a glass rod. I don't know how I learned that, something I saw, a demonstration of, I think
up in Denver or someplace. And I so I decided I would learn how to cut glass rod and heat it and ..uh..shape
it and so I ran these glass rods down under the diorama and then we had one of these whirl-a-gig shades,
the heat from the bulb turned it and I put, I cut out little squares, they were different shapes...actually
slots and squares, and things pasted in cellophane of different colors. Now I was up there (recently to
1986), they finally abandon those, they just left em. But I had also put on cake sparkle down in among the
coals. And those pick up some of the light from above and ah, they sparkle. I guess that just got too hard
to take care of...you'd have to change the bulb every month or so. And...a...had to be pretty careful not to
let it get too warm! So anyhow when it ran out they just quit using them. But those lights would change
and glow and change colors.”
“That was over 45, no...it was 5l years ago when Meredith finished
Step House Cave diorama. You know how we did it? This was
another one of my things...ah...the minute we'd get down to the
museum in the morning it'd be cold. You never had a warm place to
work. Well after the main building was completed, why, then there
was a furnace. Then the furnace would heat the basement, a little
bit at least! So we'd get down, start a pot of coffee, then as
everybody else would come to work, by that time we'd have
it...WPA, artists...I, it wasn't called WPA, Public Works Project,
Public Works Administration...but it was the artists end of it acronym. There was some good stuff (artwork) and there was some
wretched stuff!” Kenny worked at Mesa Verde in one job or
another for seventeen years. Later his son Don worked as a
naturalist there.
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I always enjoyed my visits to the Ross’ home in Mancos. After I moved to Denver I’d stop by and say hello,
and invite Kenny over to do the daily with me. He’d always decline, usually saying something like, “Well I
expect my boys to stop over and maybe they want to go over on a river trip.” Kenny loved Mildred and his
“boys’ and he was proud of them. He spoke of them often. But until more than a decade later I’d never
met the “boys.” (Don & Doug). Had I not known that Don worked as a ranger in Mesa Verde I would have
been suspect about their existence! Mildred was an elegant, yet practical lady. Of that era in the 40's and
50's where everyone was polite, neat and knew how to be an excellent host. On occasion, when Kenny
would ramble down to the Post Office I’d have the opportunity to be with her alone. I only wish I had
documented some of her stories and thoughts.
On one wall of their home were a number of shelves
containing Anasazi pottery that I admired. When I asked
Kenny about them he’d usually explain what type of
pottery it was, and that was always followed by a short
statement: “They probably aren’t what you think they
are.” As Kenny was an archeologist and worked at Mesa
Verde I’d guessed that he, like everyone else of that time,
had taken some of his finds. One day while standing there
looking at the pottery, Mildred saw me and came in from
the kitchen. She had noticed my admiration of the pots.
She told me that Kenny had one of the Shumway’s up in
Blanding make replica pots for Kenny... I wasn’t surprised
at his high standards and ethics.
I wasn’t surprised because in an early conversation I had told Kenny about climbing up Warm Springs Cliff
on the Yampa River. It took us all day, and we were dehydrated but ecstatic. A thousand feet below
several kayakers were hanging out in the eddy at the camp. This was in the days of the movie Deliverance,
and we couldn’t resist the urge to replicate the image. The four of us began jumping up and down
bellering and yelling. Someone pushed off a large boulder and we watched as it bounced down the nearvertical cliff producing puffs of dust and a delayed crash before it plumed into the river. The kayakers left
immediately!
Kenny’s response was: “Well, I pushed a rock off a cliff once, and then I thought that rock was probably
where it was for a reason. I don’t recommend pushing rocks off cliffs.” It was one of many comments
Kenny made that created my respect for him. One day while telling me about False John’s Canyon he said:
“Did you ever run across that big seam of agate in there? The Moss Agate type, it circles that whole basin
under False Johns Canyon. I never encouraged anyone, when I was camping...ah... the Southwest
Explorations boys, most of them from l5 to l9 years of age...there were some a little older, and I took
special kids like Jon Lindbergh - cause I knew his father real well. I took him when he was l3. It was too
young - wasn't for him, but it was for the other kids. And...a, but...I always felt, I knew, I could see that not
many people used that as a campsite. I was using it and when the kids'd come, I'd tell em: if you go up
there, (to that granary) leave it alone.”
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Another time we were talking about the disappearing wood along
dammed rivers, lamenting the loss of firewood and Kenny said: “Well,
I did my share of...we were encouraged to burn the big piles.
Ah...and...a then after I saw one of those big piles of driftwood burn
and examined it closely and thought about it, I quit and just helped
myself to all the firewood that we used, that we could use. The San
Juan's also getting to be that way. It's awfully hard to find firewood...”
There was a time that I could not talk to Kenny about that ruin up in
John’s Canyon. I had showed it to Dan Murphy, with the promise that
he would share it with no one. Of course he did! When he was
advising Tony Hillerman about his book Dan shared it with him, as well
as others. When I visited the site in late 1986 the granary had been
pillaged. The sandals were gone, a pot had been broken and someone
had destroyed the cover to the crypt. When I saw it, I knew that I
could never tell Kenny. I knew that it was the end of his era, and the
likes of him and Norm Nevells, and the Hatch Boys. I sat there alone
for an hour depressed and angry.
Use on the San Juan River was increasing exponentially each year, and
nothing was sacred, nothing was secret, nothing was a special
discovery anymore. It was the dawn of the age of, as Abbey called it,
Industrial Tourism. And frankly I don’t know what’s worse: The
Industrial Tourism or the miners and ranchers. Sometimes I think
we’d be better off with more of the latter and fewer of the former. It
was the end of an era.
In the mid- 1980's Charlie DeLorme became part of the Wild Rivers
staff. Charlie had been a manager or something for the big concession
hotel at Mesa Verde. Charlie was more a businessman than Kenny.
One day I showed up at Cow Canyon and went inside to talk with
Kenny. He made no eye contact with me and seemed aloof and
embarrassed. When I finally blurted out, “Kenny what’s wrong?”
Kenny looked at me and said that Charlie felt that they were not
charging me enough for the shuttles. I told him that was not a
problem for me, and whatever he charged was well worth the cost.
Kenny said, almost defiantly, he wants to charge $150, but how does $90 sound to you? I reiterated my
appreciation and told him not to worry, I paid the $150.
An hour later Charlie was following me in his beat up old VW Bug to Clay Hills. On the way back to Bluff,
near Natural Bridges, Charlie ran out of gas and we had to hitch a ride to Fry Canyon for gas. Then we had
to push the Bug to get it started as we’d ground the battery dead! On that shuttle Charlie told me that the
days of Kenny “selling trips for beer was over.” Now I knew that was a metaphor, as many of Kenny’s
friends and customers alike would stop by and bring a beer or two, but it also turned out to be prophetic.
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Although I’ve never seen “the books” I knew that Kenny charged a fair price for his trips and made a
reasonable living from his business.
By 1987 Kenny had sold Wild Rivers to Charlie. A few days before the sale was finalized I happened by the
trailer and Kenny looked sad, almost in tears. I had never seen him like that and I put my arm around him
and we began to talk. The talk turned to the sale of Wild Rivers, Kenny paused and went to a back room.
He appeared with a box of photos of Glen Canyon and began showing them to me, telling me about each
one. “Charley helped himself to a lot of stuff, to a whole bunch of that stuff. . .and
sometimes without asking. And he just assumed, he assumed everything once we signed the agreement
(to buy/sell Wild Rivers Expeditions), he assumed that he could just .. .uh. . he didn't have any such right.”
As I carried the box back to the room for him, and looking at several more boxes of Kenny’s life, he handed
me an old black and white photo of him and Lindbergh saying; here this is yours. Then he finished his
previous statement: “He bought my company, not my life and my memories.” We proceeded to the table
and shared the traditional Pabst, tequila and Pall Malls. It was the last time I hung my head in the trailer
under that pall of smoke.
By now I had always assumed that Kenny was born an explorer, archeologist, pilot.... river runner. I just
assumed it, just like one would assume Zeus could throw lightning and Pegasus could fly. During my tape
interview I asked him how he got started boating. Here is his story:
“Oh, I don't know. You know the old Rainbow Bridge - Monument Valley Expeditions had two river trips
down (the San Juan). And I had, my total experience. . .was not whitewater. It was in the l927 Mississippi
Flood. The Mississippi River was five miles wide, and wider still in places. We were volunteers, two of us
had volunteered and we were just given a boat and some oars and told: well, there’s probably a lot of
people out there (pointing to horizon). You could see trees, mostly submerged. First thing we found was a
house cat. That sort of intrigued me, but I hadn't seen any honest-to-god whitewater to speak of. I knew
there was such a thing, but nobody ran it just for the fun of it!”
“However, you know that the first commercial river runner, who consistently put up a schedule and kept it
was old Glen Waldridge in l924. Glen Waldridge of the Rogue. See, he was the Rogue River Boatman and
he developed the Rogue River Sled. We have one there (Wild River Expeditions). I guess it's still there. He
developed and designed the Rogue River Sled to be used with an outboard jet. Actually the outboard jet,
developed almost entirely from his development of that boat. The one I have down there, had - it's
Charley's now, but ah, I built with the idea of getting the jet in it, outboard jet, which I did. It's an outboard
that you put the jet on.”
“My father had a small, or now-a-days what'd be called a medium size cattle ranch out in the general
Cahone area, over to the Utah border. So I got out here quite a bit in the summers. I don't know, it just
seemed natural the first time I stepped in one of those fold flat boats of RBMV Expeditions. Of course, I
had a lot to learn and made a lot of mistakes. I made the kinds of mistakes that all beginning river runners
make, even after they've been told not to make em!”
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Kenny was very observant, almost scientifically so. I once told him that I seemed to be having a problem
puzzling out a rapid and remembering it when I returned to my boat. Sage-like he replied:
“Well, first you don't know why it's doing it, and then after awhile you get to the point where you read the
water, whitewater. You read it entirely differently, you don't look for rapids... you look for the action of the
river, and my main litany, almost became a litany in teaching the handling of a boat in whitewater was
recognize, don't memorize. If you just think about something as being a rapid and whitewater.... that's
memorization, in a way because, you remember how you think, you're always (thinking) the water's
supposed to be like (this) and all that, and you get the heck scared out of you once-in-a-while. But you
don't really become a good boat handler until you recognize ahead of time, until you know what's just
around that corner - you don't memorize…. you don't memorize that section of river. I've never memorized
any section of any river, not even the San Juan. The river tells you. . .what it's doing and… what it's about
to do...and it tells you. But you don't memorize. If you go by your memory. remember how faulty it is!”
With all his experience Kenny had a good grasp on how boats worked and what boats worked best. He had
little use for the “modern self-bailers. But Kenny knew river craft and he had a hand in many innovations
oft credited to others.
“The RBMV had, uh plywood from 8' to l3' long, a l3 footer was a big one. Uh...they didn't draw much
water but they didn't have much freeboard either!!! I swore I'd never have anything to do with them!!! I'd
never have anything to do with them!!! A rapid we call Syncline Rapid. My first trip down through there, I
sure scraped the gunwales off one of those fold flats cause, I didn't know enough to face the rock and pull
away. It's about a mile and a half above Eight Foot Rapid.
If I had a disagreement with Kenny, it would likely be about the scientific and geological manner his trips
used in interpreting the place. Granted, many of his customers were geologists, but I would have allowed
more time for appreciation interpretation, just sitting and absorbing what is around you. We come from a
different time in our experience and that is probably related to our different approach. But he knew what
he wanted Wild Rivers Expeditions to be for people, and his vision was clear:
“Well, anyhow, that's the reason for Wild Rivers Expeditions, was that a lot of people asked, and of course
at that time it (running rivers) was considered a tremendous adventure. I sometimes wonder if it shouldn't
still be considered that because more accidents are happening. The San Juan's pretty forgiving. The
Colorado (Cataract) has not killed anyone for quite a while, that is, from the standpoint of boating. But a
(lot of) people are, have a very careless attitude now, towards river running..., and that's... one of the
reasons for, for your having said you've seen some dramatic changes in river running and the river life”.
Kenny’s clients were loyal, and they returned year after year because of his knowledge and the type of
trips he put on.
One day, before Kenny left Bluff, I’d heard that he drove his car into a restaurant drunk and got a ticket
and banished back to Mancos. It was not too long after the final sale of Wild Rivers, close to the time I’d
visited him when he was understandably down. The story didn’t quite ring true to me. I couldn’t imagine
Kenny doing such an act by negligence or accident, even though he drank a lot.
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I called Gary Matlock, who asked me if I believed the story. I told him no, I didn’t believe it. Gary filled me
in on some of the details, and I believe I learned some more from others who knew Kenny.
I never knew that the Cow Canyon land on which Wild Rivers operated from was owned by someone else.
Just like I believed Kenny was born a boater, I assumed Wild Rivers owned the land. He did not. The land
was owned by an absentee owner, who operated through an agent who ran the restaurant that Kenny
“attacked.” Shortly after the sale was finalized, Kenny was served with papers to vacate the premises. I’m
sure, from my visit with him, that just antagonized him more, rubbing dirt into his wounds. I believe that
Kenny purposely targeted the restaurant to provide an exclamation point to the sentence of his life with
Wild Rivers Expeditions.
Even though I visited Kenny after his exile to Mancos, I never asked him... partially because I didn’t want to
see him hurt again and partially because I was embarrassed. Probably because it was better to have my
own vision that to be confronted with a truth I couldn’t understand.
There were a lot of questions I never got to ask Kenny, probably because I believed he would be here
forever, partially because some things were embarrassing. I never got to ask Kenny about the two very old,
rotting Douglas fir trees, propped up against the wall just above Government Rapid. They seemed to lead
to a small key hole, a man short and thin like Kenny would be able to climb that rough ladder and through
that hole. What was up there? Did he see it? Did he climb it? A good naturalist should know those
things.
I never got to show him a photo of the waterfall that
appeared below Clay Hills when the Lake went down.
By then he was gone. But I know old river runners, of
that era, always want to hear about the river. One
day while visiting Frank Wright, that’s all he wanted
to know about: “tell me about the waterfall,” with a
twinkle in his eyes.
After Gary told me about Kenny’s passing I was like a
ship adrift. I felt like I had to do something, whether it was for him or me I didn’t know. I had to do
something.
At that time, I was a district naturalist at Dinosaur National Monument. The Nature Association had
funded a series interpretive signs that I was producing. They were beautiful enamel covered steel signs
that had crisp full color photos on them. They were expensive, over $1500 each for a ten inch by 14-inch
panel. The contractor had made a small error on one of the panels and I called them up to have it
corrected.
Though expensive the contractor agreed to redo the panel, but I’d told him about Kenny. He told me that
if I could overlook that error he would give me a good deal on another panel. For an additional $800 of my
own money I could have a panel done for Kenny. I did it.
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I no longer frequented Bluff or the San Juan River as often. By 1990 more people spawned more controls.
So it was several years later that I took the panel, a steel post and two bags of Sakrete down to the newly
named Ross Rapid. I had already found the small brass plaque hidden up the canyon, with its alter of Pabst
Blue Ribbon and Pall Malls. On the morning we camped below Ross Rapid I rose early to locate the sign
and install it.
I wanted to select a secluded place, but one at which I could visualize Kenny standing scouting the rapid,
espousing its complexity and pointing out the “grave.” I hauled the tools, sign, post, Sakrete and water up the
talus upstream from the mouth of the canyon. On my second trip for water I looked up at the site, it was not
right.... too open and who would look at a rapid from up there! I climbed back up, carried everything back to
above the camp and searched for a better site. There on the limestone ledge, just downstream from the
rapid eddy, were some huge boulders. It was a perfect location, where any good naturalist should be able to
locate it.
There is a small error on the sign, Kenny would probably rub his chin, grunt a little and tell me I had an
improper sentence. Or maybe a tear of happiness would well up in his eye in pride.
If I could do it again, here’s what it would say:

KENNY
Kenny Ross was one hell of a man, short in stature, wiry, with
muscular arms wrapped in bulging veins. His hands were
lean and leathery. He looked as though he was made of
tightly strung steel wire, and the look in his eyes and his wit
let it be known that there were a lot of volts running through
those wires.
His voice was gruff from years of smoking. Yet there was a
twinkle of the devil in that voice when he laughed.
Kenny didn't just boat the river, he was The River, The
Canyon, The Anasazi.
His spirit is still here along the San Juan, and it shows itself
often. In the hot summer sun, standing on some rock above
a rapid, his voice whispers and weaves through the river
sounds: "Recognize, don't memorize. You don't really
become a good boat handler until you can feel what's
around the corner. The river tells you what it’s doing and
what it’s about to do. It tells you."

Kenny Ross was the Grand Old Man of the San Juan River. While some historians would
stress the data of his accomplishments and life, those of us who he nurtured would like
to capture the essence of the man... and a bygone era.
Page 17 of 19

FOOTNOTES
Kenny and his sons Doug & Don are not related to Glade Ross of Vernal, UT and Rangely, CO.
All quotes are from two taped interviews Herm Hoops conducted in 1986; one at the Ross Home in Mancos, Colorado and
the other in Cow Canyon; both tapes were combined and given to Kristin Mckinnon owner of Wild Rivers Expeditions in
2007.
All other information was either taken from the tapes and edited or from notes I usually made shortly after my visits with
Kenny
Left to right: Opal Hooper at the D&A and Navajo rugs in her home – Indian Pride Day Parade – Bluff 1982
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