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Introduction

At this moment all across America and around the world, people are involved in an incredible variety of activities in the Great Outdoors. Whether it’s a picnic or stroll in a park close to home, a weekend of camping or boating, a backcountry expedition to a remote wilderness area, or any of a host of other outdoor pursuits, spending some time close to nature seems like a fun and healthy idea. After all, what could possibly go wrong on a nice outing to a park or other recreation area?

As the stories on the following pages confirm, the answer is—probably more than you could ever imagine!

Perhaps you—or someone you know—has taken such a trip, one that just didn’t work out quite the way it was planned. If that’s the case, you’re in good company. Last year there were about 273 million visits to America’s national parks alone, not to mention countless excursions to other federal, state, and local public lands. When that many people come into close contact with Mother Nature, it’s inevitable that some of those adventures will take an unexpected turn.

Once the excitement is over, many of those situations have a humorous side, and in their aftermath park rangers have been saying for years, “Somebody really ought to write a book!” During three decades as a ranger at eight national parks all across the U.S., I came in contact with literally thousands of everyday Americans in an amazing variety of situations, and some of these encounters were shared in Hey Ranger! True Tales of Humor and Misadventure from America’s National Parks. That book was published in 2005, and its wonderful reception has led to this sequel, which contains additional entertaining stories from national parks and other recreation areas around the country and beyond—even as far away as Australia.

For the benefit of those of you who haven’t read the previous Hey Ranger! a little explanation of the title is in order. Rangers all over the world are frequently greeted by the phrase “Hey Ranger!” but the way those two little words are spoken can convey an amazing variety of meanings. Depending upon the circumstances, those can range from a simple “Hi, how are you?” to a frantic “Help, come quick!” Sometimes there’s a definite tone of surprise, which translates into “Oops, I sure didn’t expect to see you here!” In many cases, what is said or happens next can turn a ranger’s day from a routine to a memorable one, and you’ll find some amusing and sometimes incredible examples recorded in the following pages.

The job of a park ranger can be both challenging and deadly serious at times, and outdoor mishaps occasionally have dire consequences. It’s not my intention to minimize those realities, but this subject has already been well covered by a number of other writers. In both the original Hey Ranger! and in this sequel, I’ve chosen to take a totally different approach and look at the lighter side of life in the parks.

This book is written in an informal, conversational style, and each chapter is its own stand-alone story, so you can read it a bit at a time, whenever you’re ready for an entertaining break from your daily routine. Some of the characters in these true tales have narrow escapes, but everybody survives in the end, so the result is fun, family-friendly reading that everyone from veteran outdoorsmen to armchair travelers can enjoy.

Since these are true stories, many of the names in this book have been changed in deference to both the guilty and the innocent. A number of readers of my first book and my fellow rangers responded to an invitation to submit their own favorite anecdotes for this sequel, and in those cases their real names have been used to give credit where it’s certainly due—unless they preferred to remain anonymous.

Some of you may have occasionally envied the experiences of the men and women who get to work and perhaps live in a park. After all, who wouldn’t enjoy a career at some of the most scenic and historic locations in America? At first glance it looks pretty inviting: spend your days floating the river, hiking the trails, talking to visitors, or patrolling the campground. Like any other profession, however, there’s a lot more to rangering than first meets the eye, and these stories also include some behind-the-scenes glimpses at a few humorous aspects of the job.

For sake of simplicity, I’ve used the word park throughout the book to refer to the whole range of public parks and recreation areas, regardless of which agency operates a site or whether it’s at the federal, state, or local level. If you were to consult a list of all of the official designations for those areas, you’d quickly find that it’s a veritable jungle out there, so I’ll just make it easy for you and we’ll avoid getting lost in that maze of titles.

The writer Charles Dickens noted, “Accidents will occur in the best regulated families.” Accidents will also sometimes occur on the “best regulated” outdoor trips, but that’s often the way it is with misadventures in the Great Outdoors—they seem to have a way of sneaking up on you, usually at very inconvenient times.

The cover of this book aptly illustrates that mishaps can also result from actions as well as accidents. “Look before you leap” is useful advice only if the individual involved is wise enough to conclude that leaping may not be the best idea after all! As you’ll discover on the following pages, some people seem determined to confirm an observation by the eighteenth-century author Charles de Montesquieu: “When God endowed human beings with brains, He did not intend to guarantee them.”

I trust you’ll find some entertaining and informative insights throughout this book, and in between the smiles discover a few useful tips to help you avoid having one of those “accidents.”

Thus prepared, you can join ranks with a former vice president of our country who is reputed to have remarked, “We are ready for an unforeseen event that may or may not occur.”

So get out and enjoy a visit to a park or other recreation area—but try to be sure that none of your “unforeseen events” result in a “Hey Ranger!” moment that could earn you a spot in a sequel to this book.

Happy reading!


1

It Seemed Like a Good Idea at the Time

Grand Teton National Park in northwestern Wyoming is one of those “crown-jewel” parks that has something for almost everyone: rugged mountain grandeur that defies description, hiking trails and scenic drives, rushing rivers and crystal blue lakes, world-class mountaineering and places to spend the night that run the gamut from primitive backcountry camping to luxurious lodges.

The park hosts about 2.5 million visitors a year, most of them during the summer season, so it’s not surprising that at least a few of those folks unintentionally provided some good material for this book. They did so simply by getting themselves into situations that looked a lot different once the smoke had cleared than they did in the heat of the moment. That was literally the case on one summer evening for the family in the following story.

Many visitors to parks like Grand Teton have some preconceived ideas about activities that just naturally seem to go with the setting. Perhaps it’s cooking a meal—or at least toasting a marshmallow—over a campfire, or seeing a particular species of wild animal. For some folks from warmer climates, just the thought that it’s going to be chilly enough to justify a cozy fire on a midsummer night sounds mighty appealing. As a native of Texas, I can understand why there’s great satisfaction in being able to return home in July to sweltering one-hundred-plus degree temperatures and report gleefully to one’s neighbors, “It was downright cold up there at night!”
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Grand Teton National Park in Wyoming includes some of the most spectacular mountain scenery in the country, with plenty of opportunities for both fun and miscues in the Great Outdoors. (National Park Service)

Perhaps all those factors came into play when a man, his wife, and two teenage daughters checked into one of the tent cabins operated by a park concessioner at Colter Bay in Grand Teton National Park. These accommodations are constructed of a combination of log and canvas walls and a canvas roof, and are equipped with a potbellied stove to provide a source of warmth—along with a little wilderness ambience—when needed.

On the night in question, the mid-July weather had been unseasonably warm, and the family didn’t go to bed until 11:30 P.M. Despite the mild temperature and the late hour, Dad decided to light a fire in the ol’ potbellied stove before retiring for the night. For purposes of this story, I’ll refer to this gentleman as Gustaf in honor of Gustaf Pasch, the man credited with inventing the safety match in 1844.

Gustaf soon discovered that there is both an art and a science to starting a blaze in one of those not-so-modern heating appliances. The sixteenth-century writer John Heywood noted, “There is no fire without some smoke,” but more than one modern camper has succeeded in generating an abundance of smoke but very little fire. This was apparently the case in that tent cabin in the Tetons, since several attempts by Gustaf to kindle a blaze using wood and paper were unsuccessful. I don’t know if he had any accessories available to aid in his efforts, but ironically several modern products would have been off-limits if he had heeded their seemingly contradictory warning labels.

Gustaf might have been tempted, for example, to try a butanefueled fireplace lighter, a device described as “having an extended nozzle, typically four to eight inches long, from which the flame is emitted, and typically used to light charcoal and gas grills and fireplaces.” Seems like a potentially useful tool for starting a wood fire, and a lot easier than striking countless matches, but a leading brand of those lighters carries the dire warning, “Do not use near fire, flame, or sparks.” Hmmm. . . . Well, how about a popular brand of man-made fire logs? They promise to be “easy to light, clean burning,” and provide “up to four hours of relaxing flames.” Uh-oh, the label also notes in bold, red print: “Caution: Risk of fire.” That seeming oxymoron was actually timely advice in this case, since those products aren’t intended for use in a wood-burning stove.

When all else fails, surely one could resort to some old-fashioned matches, but one brand carries the warning, “Caution: Contents may catch fire.” Goodness, we can’t have that result from matches, can we? Whatever incendiary aids Gustaf had available, it is likely that the late hour contributed to some serious impatience as his fire-starting efforts continued to fizzle instead of sizzle. It’s been said that desperate times call for desperate measures, and necessity may be the mother of invention, but I’d propose that desperation can also lead to the Mother of All Mistakes.

That must have been the case in a classic “it seemed like a good idea at the time” situation, so our intrepid woodsman removed the lid on the top of the obstinate stove and poured some Coleman fuel into the opening—and onto the failed but still faintly smoldering fire.

For benefit of any readers who aren’t outdoors types, Coleman fuel is a form of highly refined gasoline intended solely for use in the tanks of camping stoves, lanterns, and similar carefully engineered appliances. Conspicuously absent from the list of approved uses for this very flammable substance is “fire starter for potbellied stoves,” and the man obviously either failed to read or chose to ignore the warning statements the manufacturer has dutifully included in abundance on each container.

The park’s report didn’t mention how much fuel was poured into the wood-burning stove, but this is a case of even a little dab will more than do you, and as soon as the volatile liquid was added, the smoldering fire immediately burst into flames. While starting a fire was the desired result, I’m confident that Gustaf intended that any combustion be limited to the confines of the stove. Unfortunately, that was not the case, and the suddenly enthusiastic fire quickly spread to the tent walls and ceiling.

The good news is that our leading man suffered only minor injuries, and the family safely evacuated the burning structure. The park fire brigade was summoned, nearby campers assisted in dousing the flames with extinguishers, and the professional firefighters soon arrived to complete the job. As confirmation that foresight actually does pay, the canvas on these tent cabins had been treated with a flame-resistant coating, which ensured that the entire structure did not ignite and burn.

Even so, significant damage resulted, and the family also lost their clothing, camping gear, and bicycles in the fire. I hope the teenagers in the group were old enough that they didn’t face the dreaded “What I did on my summer vacation” essay upon their return to school for the fall term. On second thought, this little example of how not to do it would probably put them in contention for the grand prize in that exercise.

This next story involved a bizarre example of “fire in the hole” instead of out of the stove, and I share it with a little trepidation, lest I introduce someone to a concept that was previously unknown to any of my readers. However, this event was widely reported in the media, so I’ll include it with a warning that the following activity is definitely a no-no in any national park, and a questionable idea anyplace else simply on the grounds of safety.

On a Saturday morning in a recent October, employees at Joshua Tree National Park in California received reports of a disturbance in the group campsites at Indian Grove Campground.

Rangers responded to the area, and during the ensuing investigation confiscated seven homemade cannons that were being used to shoot potatoes.

Yes, I’m talking about your basic spuds, originally made famous in places like Ireland and Idaho. This is definitely a bizarre twist on Longfellow’s famous line, “I shot an arrow into the air: It fell to earth I know not where.” I’d offer the suggestion that firing anything into the air without knowing exactly where it’s going to land is not a great idea, but this is especially true in an area such as a public park.

When all was said and done, in addition to the artillery pieces, rangers had confiscated parts for additional cannons and several five-pound bags of potatoes. This produce was presumably intended for launching but was thankfully spared that fate. The campsite where this activity occurred was occupied by a Boy Scout troop, and their leader was issued a citation and warnings for a variety of offenses. This is not intended to be a putdown of scouts or their leaders in general, most of whom do a great job. In this case, though, I had to wonder if they were trying to develop a new merit badge—for a combination of marksmanship and cooking.

I must have led a sheltered life, because prior to reading this report, I confess I was unfamiliar with the concept of using potatoes as artillery rounds. However, a little research determined that this activity has something of a cultlike following. I also read about people who have lost fingers and sustained a variety of other serious injuries while engaged in potato cannoneering, and buildings as far as two blocks away from the cannon have been damaged when struck by potato rounds. That doesn’t strike me as a desirable outcome.

So if you still insist on trying this, your first step is to find a nice big piece of private property out in the middle of nowhere, then get the owner’s permission, and make sure your medical, life, and liability insurance are up to date. I suspect, however, that somewhere in the fine print of those policies is wording that may exclude coverage for such activities. Whatever you do, keep soaring spuds out of public places like parks.

We’re all familiar with the old cliché about it raining cats and dogs, and with Chicken Little’s cry that “the sky is falling.” However, scattered potato showers is definitely a new—and unwelcome—twist if you happen to be on the receiving end of thudding spuds, and this situation certainly adds a new angle to the familiar question, “Would you like fries with that?”

Knowing “when to say when” and recognizing that it’s time to call off an activity is a key to having a safe outdoor adventure, a principle aptly illustrated by a story from Utah’s Capitol Reef National Park. This is spectacular desert terrain with magnificent rock formations, but like anywhere in the desert, it is also serious flash flood country. A good rule of thumb anywhere, including the desert, is never to drive (or wade) into flooded streams, even if you think the water isn’t very deep. The power of running water is simply greater than most people realize, and muddy flood waters can hide drop-offs or other obstructions in what you expect to be a road.

It was early August, and intense storm activity over the previous several days had caused significant flash flooding in the park. In the event you aren’t familiar with some western lingo, I’ll explain that the normally dry stream beds in this part of the world are often called washes. You can ponder the application of the term wash to an area normally bereft of any hint of moisture. Perhaps this is akin to the fact that here in the U.S. we drive on parkways and park on driveways.

A couple from Germany was visiting the area in a rented Grand Cherokee and encountered a wash along the Burr Trail Road that actually held water. In a classic “sure wish we hadn’t done that” moment, they attempted to drive their vehicle across the flowing water. Perhaps, like many of their counterparts in the U.S., they had seen too many of those TV commercials with SUVs being driven in some highly questionable locations or conditions that seem to defy gravity or a host of other natural laws.

I suspect that somewhere on the bottom of that TV screen there is a brief disclaimer in fine print that says something like, “These are professionals, don’t try this at home,” “Simulated conditions, not intended to represent actual use,” or some similar comment required by the company lawyers. Disclaimers notwithstanding, the impression received by some viewers is, “Don’t worry, this baby can go anywhere!” I’ll refrain from suggesting that this is exactly the message intended by the people who produce those commercials.

As the unfortunate couple at Capitol Reef quickly learned, “it’ll go anywhere” is not always the case in the real world, and their vehicle was immediately swept off the road by the force of the water. You can mark this down as true 100 percent of the time: You don’t ever want to be washed down a wash, either inside or outside of a vehicle. Thankfully, the SUV remained upright as it floated and bounced downstream, although the passenger-side window shattered as the vehicle rocked back and forth on its trip. This allowed some muddy water to slosh into the truck, which I’m sure greatly contributed to the confidence and comfort of the occupants.

The couple stayed in the Jeep as the chocolate-colored water continued to rise and nearly reached window level before, thankfully, it began to drop. I can only imagine their relief when the vehicle finally stopped moving down the wash and the water continued to fall. Perhaps their ensuing optimism stemmed from the fact that they were from Europe, and therefore had a lot more faith in the quality of modern vehicles than I do. For whatever reason, the report states that they remained sitting inside their Jeep for the next half-hour, hoping that they could eventually restart the engine and simply drive away.
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Originally a cattle trail, the historic Burr Trail Road runs through parts of the rugged backcountry in Utah’s Capitol Reef National Park. It is not suitable for all types of vehicles, so inquire locally before making this spectacular drive. (Phil Stoffer, USGS)

Maybe the driver was thinking something like, “Hey, this rig is supposed to be really tough, and the engine is probably just a little wet. We’ll wait here for a bit until it dries out, and then surely it will crank right up.” Mere speculation on my part, hindsight is always twenty-twenty, and perhaps there was still more water flowing down the wash than the report suggests. In retrospect, however, they probably wished they had abandoned ship and found a spot on higher ground to wait for help, because before long, a second surge of flood water came down the wash.

Unable to open the vehicle’s doors, the pair eventually had to climb out through the broken window and then managed to wade to the bank. Amazingly, neither was injured, and they were subsequently found by another group of visitors, who gave them a ride to park headquarters.

Park staff located the Cherokee about a mile downstream from the point where it had originally been swept off the road. The passenger compartment was nearly filled with muddy water, so I’d say the report’s description of the SUV as “totaled” was not an exaggeration. I gather that by this time neither the driver nor the rescuers were giving any thought to trying to start the vehicle.

At the conclusion of the park’s report, rangers were working with the rental agency on a plan to remove the SUV from the park’s back-country. I’m sure those folks who answer the toll-free numbers for the help desks of car rental companies could write their own book of weird tales, but I suspect this call was one that got referred at least one level up the supervisory chain, with the introductory comment, “Uh, boss, you aren’t going to like this one. . . .”

Neither the boss nor the bystanders were thrilled with the outcome of our next story, which also involved water in another desert park. This group wanted to get away from it all—or almost all. They were on a private (as opposed to commercial) river trip through Cataract Canyon in Utah’s Canyonlands National Park, one of the truly classic stretches of serious white water anywhere in the country, and apparently they concluded that their outdoor adventure just wouldn’t be complete without the special delivery of one particular item.

According to boaters on a separate commercial river trip in the area, at 11 A.M. on a mid-June morning a low-flying small plane suddenly appeared within the depths of the canyon. In honor of a pair of famous aviation pioneers, I’ll just refer to the pilot and his passenger as Wilbur and Orville. The aircraft made three passes through the canyon, the last two at elevations estimated at thirty-five to fifty feet above the river. This was not received with great enthusiasm by the sixty-six people on the commercial trip, who felt they were being “buzzed” by the plane.

Although the commercial group did not witness the actual incident, on the third pass the single-engine airplane suddenly crashed into the river and sank within fifteen minutes. Wilbur later stated that the accident occurred when the aircraft developed an engine problem and he tried to switch fuel tanks. That’s a procedure that would seem to require at least brief and full attention to detail, and one ideally to be avoided while flying at a very low altitude through a canyon.

Wilbur and Orville were fortunately able to crawl out of the plane and were rescued by their friends from the private river trip. Both sustained scrapes and bruises, and Orville suffered a broken collarbone. The injured men were treated by an Emergency Medical Technician in the private group and then transferred to a larger, faster-moving boat that was part of a second commercial trip. It carried the pair downstream to a point where they could be moved to a still faster private speed boat.

That craft delivered them to Hite, at the upper end of Lake Powell, where there is a small airstrip. At about 5 P.M., six hours after their unplanned swim began, Wilbur and Orville were loaded onto a small commercial plane that had been hired to fly them to a hospital in Grand Junction, Colorado.

The report didn’t mention the cost of these various shuttle services, nor the value of the crashed airplane or the expenses incurred in its removal, but I’m sure the bottom line was a considerable sum. Perhaps you’re wondering why the Cessna was buzzing through the canyon in the first place. I’m glad you asked.

By prearrangement with the private river group, the occupants of the plane had dropped a container of ice cream, attached to a life jacket, to the boaters! I guess for some folks, a day in the “wilderness” just isn’t complete without their favorite dessert.

The French philosopher Voltaire, who wrote during the eighteenth century, observed that “Ice cream is exquisite. What a pity it isn’t illegal.” While consuming ice cream is thankfully still legal, delivering it in the manner described above definitely isn’t. The report was unfortunately silent on one key piece of information: What flavor of ice cream could possibly be worth all that trouble? I certainly don’t know, but based on the outcome of this fiasco, I’d suggest that an appropriate guess would be “Rocky Road.”


2

Ignorance Is Not Bliss

One of the interesting aspects of a ranger’s job is dealing with questions from park visitors. The moment you put on that uniform, you’re assumed by many people to be an expert in virtually any subject even remotely connected to the park, the earth, or even the solar system. Oliver Goldsmith once wrote, “Ask me no questions, I’ll tell you no fibs,” but “ask me no questions” is not a request rangers are allowed to make—at least not while they’re on duty. Rangers also aren’t supposed to tell fibs in response to visitor’s inquiries, although in some cases the temptation can be pretty strong! After you’ve read the following examples you’ll probably understand why that’s the case.

Questions come in just about as many varieties as visitors, and they include the daily dozen (“Where’s the restroom, is it going to rain today, how far to the nearest McDonalds . . . ?”), the sincere seeker (“What kind of bird, or tree, or flower, or . . . is that?”), and the inane inquiry. It’s this last group that can pose a major test of tact and diplomacy. It can sometimes be difficult keeping a straight face when confronted with a question that causes the ranger to wonder, “Is he (or she) really serious, or is this one a joke?” More often than not, the question seems to be asked with good intentions, which suggests that one or more of the following are true:

1.  a significant percentage of park visitors really are in a totally alien environment once they leave the city or the suburbs, so they simply don’t know any better;

2.  this person decided to give his brain a vacation, too, so he left it at home during his trip;

3.  the American educational system is in far more serious trouble than even the pundits in the media would have us believe.

Many of the following questions have been a part of ranger lore for years and others are relative newcomers. Some were asked of me personally, and a few were sent by Considerate Contributors in response to my invitation to submit material for this book. Where necessary, I’ll provide a little background so you can understand the context of the question.

Mesa Verde National Park in southwestern Colorado contains numerous examples of world-class cliff dwellings and other archeological treasures. Several of the best sites require at least a short hike from the parking lot, prompting rangers at that park to be asked more than once, “Why did the Indians build the ruins so far from the road?” (One would think they’d have been more considerate of the tourists who would come to see what was left of their homes hundreds of years later.)
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Mesa Verde National Park in Colorado contains more than 4,000 known archeological sites and over 600 cliff dwellings. These visitors are taking a tour of the largest ruin, now known as Cliff Palace. (Phil Stoffer, USGS)

The staff at Mesa Verde also has to endure the inquiry, “Why did the Indians only build ruins? Did they run out of money before they finished?” (Those ancient structures were built long before Europeans arrived in North America, so at least we know the answer to that question isn’t, “It was a government funded project, and Congress didn’t appropriate enough money to finish the building.”)

Carlsbad Caverns National Park in New Mexico is to caves what the National Gallery is to art. There are plenty of caves in the world that boast magnificent or unique formations and others that lay claim to many miles of passageways, but for the combination of beauty, size, and easy access for the average visitor, it’s tough to beat the underground wonders of Carlsbad.

Located within the boundaries of the same park are both Carlsbad Caverns and Lechuguilla Cave. Between the two, the park offers a nice variety of tours, from paved walking trails that wind through tastefully lighted rooms, to completely wild, undeveloped routes that require expert spelunking skills and a permit or a trained guide to explore.

Reports will occasionally surface in the media about another major find of a new area of the caverns, especially at Lechuguilla Cave. It’s those news stories that probably account for some of the following questions inflicted on rangers at that park and undoubtedly at other areas that have caves:
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Look but don’t touch! Carlsbad Caverns National Park in New Mexico offers the chance to easily enjoy some of the most beautiful cave formations in the world. (National Park Service)

“How much of the cave hasn’t been discovered yet?” and a closely related inquiry, “What’s in the undiscovered part of the cave?” (Rangers are very talented at what they do, but the answers to these questions require extrasensory perception or other prophetic abilities that are not part of their job description.)

Those inquiries can probably be placed in the “I just didn’t think about what I was asking” category, but I do have to wonder about, “How much of the cave is underground?”

Caves that still have actively growing formations tend to be damp, since those stalactites “hanging” from the ceiling and the stalagmites “growing” from the floor of the cave are formed by mineral deposits dissolved in water that seeps down through the layers of rock above. This is presumably the basis for the inquiry, “Why don’t you fix all the drips and leaks in here?”

Many parks have entrance stations, where visitors pay the required fee to—guess what—enter the park. The employees who staff those facilities are some of the unsung heroes of the National Park Service. They are almost always the first contact visitors have with any official representative of the park, and the work requires both stamina and patience.

One of the dubious “fringe benefits” of working in an entrance station is the chance to hear—and try to answer—some classic questions. Among them is a trio of closely related inquiries: “Where am I, and how did I get here?” “Where am I and why am I here?” and “I need to know how to get back to where I came from.”

Apparently these employees are presumed by some visitors to have psychic powers, and I’m sure it takes admirable restraint to avoid suggesting to the occasional grouch that the employee would not only be glad to tell the person how to get back where he came from, but also to help him do so as quickly as possible.

A spin-off to the various entrance station inquiries is the occasional visitor who stops a ranger or other employee and says he’s finished his visit but can’t find the way back out of the park. In some cases, this question comes within sight of the entrance station, which is duly pointed out by the park staff member.

“No, you don’t understand,” is the visitor’s reply. “I’m not looking for the entrance; I’m trying to find the exit.” (It’s a challenge to find a polite way to suggest he try the outgoing lane on the opposite side of the entrance station.)

Every park also has its own set of site-specific, traditional questions. A major landmark at Yosemite National Park in California is a spectacular cliff face named Half Dome, so I guess the question “What happened to the other half of Half Dome?” is inevitable. Some people apparently assume the natural features in the park were installed there just for the purpose of entertaining park visitors. That’s the only reason I can imagine why anyone would ask at Yellowstone National Park, “Do the geysers erupt at night?”

Perhaps that’s related to the old philosophical question about whether a tree falling in the forest makes any sound if there’s no one there to hear it fall. If it’s dark and there’s no one to see the geyser erupt, why should it bother?

One of the great scenic drives in the world is the Going-to-the-Sun Road in Glacier National Park, which crosses the Continental Divide at Logan Pass at an elevation of 6,646 feet. Even at midday in the summer it’s usually pleasantly cool—and sometimes downright chilly—at that altitude in Montana, but I actually had one visitor ask me why it didn’t get warmer as they neared the summit. Their reasoning—honest now—was that they thought it should be getting hotter as they approached the pass since the road was taking them closer to the sun!

The companion question to the previous one sometimes occurs at Grand Canyon National Park, where it’s roughly a vertical mile from the top of the canyon’s South Rim to the Colorado River in the bottom of the famous gorge. Some visitors are under the mistaken impression that the temperature gets cooler as you descend into the canyon. I can only guess that these folks are applying the analogy of entering a cave, where the temperature (at least in the summer) is normally cooler inside than outside the cavern.

The obvious problem with comparing this or any other canyon to a cave is the fact that one key component is missing in the case of a canyon—the ceiling. Perhaps these are the same folks mentioned previously who wondered how much of the cave is underground.

Just for the record, temperatures almost always rise as you descend into a deep canyon, although there are always exceptions, such as shady areas near a waterfall. The serious summer heat within places like the Grand Canyon is a major contributor to the number of search and rescue missions, and a common mistake for canyon hikers is the failure to carry—and consume—enough water and other suitable liquids. For some tips on safe hiking in any climate, see the “Useful Links” page on the Internet at www.heyranger.com.

[image: image]

Yosemite National Park includes incomparable scenery all year long. Just don’t worry about what happened to the “other half” of the huge rock named Half Dome. (National Park Service)

After the publication of my first book, I had the opportunity to do several live radio interviews, including National Public Radio’s “Talk of the Nation.” Part of that show included questions phoned in by listeners, so much of the fun was that I (and the program host) were never sure what was coming next.

One of my favorites was a question that comes in several variations, depending upon what part of the country you’re in. The caller was a former seasonal park ranger at Rocky Mountain National Park, who noted that she had been asked on a number of occasions, “At what elevation do the moose turn into elk?”

I was strongly tempted to comment, “It depends upon which side of the Continental Divide you’re on,” but remembering that I was on live national radio on a reputable network, I decided against it. After all, someone, somewhere, would probably hear that response from a retired park ranger and take me seriously!

[image: image]

Moose are fun to watch but can be ill-tempered, so photograph them from a safe distance. Despite occasional questions to the contrary, they never turn into elk, regardless of the elevation at which you may find them. (National Park Service)

Geography and basic scientific principles apparently pose challenges for some folks, as almost any ranger who has worked at a park along a seacoast can probably attest. I consulted several reputable textbooks and dictionaries to be sure things haven’t changed in the years since I took that general science class, and those sources all agree that the terms altitude and elevation normally refer to the height above sea level, with sea level representing “0” on the scale.

Since that’s the case, it’s interesting to hear someone sitting in a boat on the ocean ask, “What elevation are we at right here?” If you’re in places like Alaska where you can see impressive mountains right from the ocean, perhaps that gives the illusion that the elevation of the water must be higher as well.

I’ll concede that the tide rises and falls by several feet during the course of the day and that if you want to split hairs you can get into discussions about terms such as mean sea level, so we’ll cut these folks at least a little slack. If the reason for the question was concern about whether they’d get a nosebleed from the altitude, or if they need to check with their cardiologist about whether they’re going to need supplemental oxygen, I don’t think they had cause for concern, at least as long as they stayed on board the boat.
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Elk are found in many parts of the country. Sometimes mistaken for deer, adults such as this bull and cow are larger than Bambi and his relatives. (U.S. Army Corps of Engineers)

Now, don’t you wish you had the chance to answer such great questions on your job? Maybe you already do, so start taking notes for your own book!

The metric system used in most of the rest of the world does create some confusion in a few areas. When I worked at Glacier National Park in northwestern Montana, our best radio reception was often from stations across the border in Canada. That was obviously the case for tourists as well as local residents, and visitors from further south weren’t accustomed to hearing the weather forecast refer to temperatures using the Celsius (C) rather than our more familiar Fahrenheit (F) scale. This was standard stuff in Canada, so just as in the U.S., the weatherman simply tossed out the numbers and didn’t normally bother to mention that these degrees were of the Celsius variety.

I did a mental double take a few times myself when we first moved there, so it’s only fair to give you a quick refresher course in the difference between the two systems. The freezing point for fresh water is 32°F but 0°C. A comfortable summertime high of 75°F would be about 24°C, and a nice, brisk evening of 45°F would read about 7° on the Celsius scale.

Those differences would explain the dismay I’d occasionally hear expressed by visitors to that park after they’d heard a weather report on their car radio from a Canadian station.

“Hey Ranger! We were planning to camp out tonight, and we knew it would get colder up here in the mountains than it does back home. We were looking forward to getting away from the summer heat, but we just heard the weather forecast on the radio, and they said the low tonight is supposed to be only 5°. We didn’t come prepared for it to get that cold up here! All the motels in the area are full. Do you know where we could buy some extra blankets or sleeping bags?”

These visitors were invariably relieved to learn that the coming night should be pleasantly chilly but not unreasonably frigid, and that furthermore there was no secret government cover-up about a return of the Great Ice Age. Now that you’ve read this chapter, you’ll know that there’s no cause for concern on that point—unless you notice that above an altitude of 5,000 feet anywhere in the lower 48 states the grizzly bears are turning into polar bears.
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Does the River Run Downstream?

Forming part of the border between Pennsylvania and New Jersey, the Delaware River is one of the most popular locations for float trips in the northeastern United States. Forty miles of the river flow through the Delaware Water Gap National Recreation Area, and since portions of the park are within about seventy miles of New York City, the area can be a little busy at times. A Tuesday in late September probably seemed like a great day for a canoe trip on the Delaware River for a couple we’ll call Jack and Jill, for reasons that will become apparent later. They’d miss the weekend crowds and enjoy some pleasant fall weather.

Jack and Jill rented a canoe from a local outfitter for a one-day outing on the Delaware and headed to a location called Smithfield Beach to start their adventure. Their destination—a spot called Kittatinny Point—was only six miles downstream, and under typical conditions their trip would require about three hours. The canoe rental company employee arranged to meet them later that afternoon at Kittatinny Point and shuttle them back to their car.

Their destination had an additional advantage as a place to end a voyage on the Delaware River, especially for boaters who were not familiar with the territory. Information on the park’s website states, “Passing under the Interstate 80 bridge, canoers should paddle towards the left (New Jersey) bank to reach the canoe beach at Kittatinny Point.”
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Canoeing is a great way to enjoy beautiful rivers and lakes. Choose a trip appropriate for your skill level—and always be sure you know which direction is downstream! (U.S. Army Corps of Engineers)

An interstate highway bridge would qualify as a major landmark for virtually anyone and, therefore, make it pretty hard to paddle accidentally past their goal. On any river trip, overshooting a takeout point can have consequences ranging from inconvenient to catastrophic, depending upon what lies downstream and how far it is to the next spot where boaters can safely end their trip.

Jack and Jill probably had in mind a quiet, relaxing day, drifting lazily down the river and enjoying some early fall color as they were carried gently along by the current. They’d paddle a little along the way but wouldn’t work up a serious sweat. The Delaware River doesn’t really have anything that would qualify as major rapids, but some occasional riffles might add just a little touch of excitement to the trip.

Our couple embarked on their mini-adventure, but after six hours of steady paddling, Jack and Jill had managed to cover only about three miles of river. Based on their available information, they’d already journeyed for twice as long as expected, but anything even remotely resembling the landmark 1-80 bridge had not appeared. I suspect that by then, they had decided that this canoeing business was a lot harder than it looked on those TV shows touting “fun and easy outdoor getaways within a day’s drive of home.” What could possibly have gone wrong?

Jill later said, “When we reached the fourth set of rapids and the water was still going the ‘wrong’ way, we decided we had probably been going the wrong way.” Perhaps they figured that the first three sets of rapids had been a little confused, and the situation would change if they just hung in there a little longer.

Quite a few years back, a fellow named Newton came up with the concept of something called gravity. Among the implications of this law of physics is the fact that water in a free-flowing, natural state will always run downhill, leading to a corollary of Newton’s law: The river always runs downstream. Perhaps Jack and Jill both happened to be absent when that topic was covered in science class, which just goes to show it’s always good to ask for the makeup assignment if you miss any days of school.

A commonly accepted definition of the term canoeing is “to travel by canoe down a river.” The absence of a strong current in the river may have caused some confusion, but after launching their canoe, Jack and Jill had obviously made just one mistake. However, it was a biggie: they headed upstream instead of downstream.

Given their intended destination for the day, this is akin to driving from New York to Miami by way of Toronto, and it illustrates another definition of the word gravity. If you’re headed the opposite direction than you intend on a canoe or any other kind of trip, the gravity of your situation will eventually become apparent. How quickly that revelation occurs will be a major factor in determining whether you look back on this day with a grin or a grimace.

This is probably a good spot to offer some free Rangerly Advice, although I realize that for many people this goes against the grain of the Independent American Spirit, especially as it applies to travel. This seems to be especially hard for those of us who are included among the male gender, but it’s really pretty painless: When navigation is in doubt, just stop and ask for directions.

In the case of Jack and Jill, a variation of that principle applies: Get some basic information from a reliable source before heading out in a canoe, kayak, inner tube, boat, or any other aquatic conveyance on unfamiliar waters. I’d say the odds are extremely high that the canoe company employee could have provided one very important detail, supplemented if necessary with hand motions: downstream is thataway. Lacking that essential data, this trip was definitely destined from the outset to qualify as a Preventable Melancholy Situation. Finally accepting their error, the couple decided to turn around and paddled back downstream for another ninety minutes. At least the going got a lot easier.

By this time, daylight was fading, so Jack and Jill made at least one good decision, and wisely concluded they should pull over to the shore and wait for morning. Stopping where you are and waiting for help is always the right call on any trip to the Great Outdoors if you’re faced with impending darkness, haven’t the slightest clue where you are, and therefore have no idea how far it is to your destination.

Ironically, in this particular case, our couple didn’t realize that they were only about a hundred yards upstream from the point where they had started, over seven hours earlier! The Proper Authorities were notified when the pair didn’t arrive at their takeout point, rangers Mike Zirwas and Jennifer Kavanaugh began a search, and the missing boaters were found in pitch darkness and in good shape. While another Jack and Jill intentionally went up a hill, our duo mistakenly went up a river with the best of intentions but the worst of directions. I hope they completed their adventure a little wiser about the fact that rivers really downstream.

There are a lot of rivers where there’s usually enough current to make it pretty obvious which way the river is running. Among those is the Buffalo National River, one of the premier places in the U.S. for a canoe trip. Located in the Ozarks of northern Arkansas, this park includes 135 of the river’s 153 miles. One of the most popular sections of the Buffalo River is a seven-and-a-half-mile day trip between Buffalo Point and Rush Landing, named for the site of a mining rush back in the late 1800s.

Most of the year this is a great choice for families and novices—just enough current and a few minor rapids to make it interesting but nothing that requires much skill, unless the river is running high due to recent rainfall. There is, however, one key point that all of the canoe rental companies emphasize to their customers—don’t miss the takeout point at Rush Landing. Unlike Jack and Jill’s intended destination on the Delaware, I’m happy to report for the sake of the scenery that there is not an interstate highway crossing the Buffalo River at that point to use as a landmark. If Rush Landing happens to be deserted when you arrive, you have to be paying at least a little attention to avoid overshooting that spot.

Immediately beyond Rush, the river takes a sharp bend and forms an “S” curve at the point where Clabber Creek enters the Buffalo from the left-hand bank. Over the years this tributary has carried lots of rocks into the channel of the Buffalo, creating Clabber Creek Shoal, the only really challenging rapid on the lower portion of the river. At this location there’s no question that the river runs downstream!

If the water level is high enough, it is possible—with skill and a little daring—to travel back upstream through these rapids in a flat-bottomed johnboat powered by an outboard motor. Just don’t plan to paddle back upriver at this spot in a canoe.

In his Buffalo River Handbook, author Ken Smith describes this spot as “the wildest rapids of the lower river. . . . Where Clabber Creek enters from the left at the end of Rush Creek Hole, the shoal spills off to the right and then sharply to the left. The first hazard is getting swept into the right bank; immediately afterward the danger is being swamped in big Haystack waves.”

This is clearly not a desirable stretch of river for anyone other than experienced boaters. Oh, there’s just one other little detail: once you pass Rush Landing and go through Clabber Creek Shoal, you enter the Lower Buffalo Wilderness Area. It’s then about twenty-four miles to the next maintained road and takeout point, where the Buffalo empties into the White River. Missing the takeout at Rush would convert an easy day trip into an unplanned expedition that usually takes at least two full days by canoe. I’ll let you guess what percentage of casual canoeists are prepared for that trip.

The park staff has tried to prevent such errors by putting up a sign marking Rush Landing and doing its best to ensure that canoe outfitters educate their customers on this important point. The rental companies themselves are motivated to do so, since they aren’t thrilled with the prospect of having to make a very long drive to retrieve their canoes from the White River. Even so, unplanned adventures sometimes occur.

On the day in this story, a group of a dozen people in six canoes left Buffalo Point, headed for Rush. The couple in the lead canoe failed to make the scheduled stop at the landing and continued on through the rapids at Clabber Creek, despite yells from their friends to stop.

The remainder of the group had beached safely at Rush and waited for a few minutes to see if their companions would somehow manage to return. Due to the sharp bend in the river at the rapids and the thick trees and brush on the shoreline, it’s not possible from the landing to see what’s happening downstream below the rapids, so the fate of the lead canoe and its occupants was unknown.

After some time had passed, with no sign or sound from the hapless pair, the rest of the party held a powwow. Loyalty overcame discretion, and a decision was made to send a second canoe with two people downstream to check on the missing couple. It’s important to know that everyone in the group was in the beginner canoeist category, so in retrospect it wasn’t exactly clear what the intended “rescuers” hoped to accomplish. Nonetheless, two volunteers stepped forward and launched their craft into the Great Unknown.
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