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Foreword



Drift Boats and River Dories is a rich collection of stories, images, instructions, and drift-boat plans. This is a book for the angler who has drifted in a wooden boat to a perfect spot, slowed the craft with a few pulls on the oars against the heavy flow to present a cast or two, and been swept away through standing waves to the pool below. And it is for everyone who has marveled at the grace and beauty of a wooden drift boat slipping along in the swirling current with its cargo of anglers. In these pages, you will find stories of the river pioneers who designed and built the first drift boats in order to fish and navigate the Pacific Northwest’s wild rivers. The boatbuilder who chooses wood for its strength and beauty and the modeler who handcrafts a piece of art may confidently employ the lines plan of any one of the original boats provided herein.


Roger Fletcher is a fisherman and an accomplished river runner. He understands and appreciates the interaction of wood and water, and he knows what makes a good fishing platform that offers a safe and comfortable ride. When I met Roger a decade ago, he was beginning to realize his singular interest in the wooden drift boats of the Pacific Northwest. As he gathered the information necessary to preserve and re-create these unique boats, his interest in their evolution grew and the story of the creation and modification of the drift boat began to take shape. He decided that the lines of these boats must be recovered and recorded before they were irretrievably lost. At the same time, he was becoming enthralled with stories of the people who designed and built the early river dories, and he wanted to preserve their history along with the lines of the original boats. He had compiled measurements of several of the original vessels, and he was hot on the trail of other links in the evolution of the McKenzie River dory. He knew that once he had created lines plans for the boats, they would be preserved for future builders, and he believed that he had a responsibility to organize and share the information he had gathered.


Roger admires John Gardner’s work, The Dory Book, which presents the history and lines of the eastern dories, distant relatives of the McKenzie boats, and it served as a model for him as he began to write. His research brought him into contact with scores of people who contributed memories, diaries, photographs, expertise, and access to the original boats. Among these individuals is H. H. “Dynamite” Payson, renowned Maine boat builder, modeler, and author. Dynamite shares Roger’s interest in preserving historic boats and had an immense influence on his activity as both an advisor and a participant. The men were in frequent contact as the lines of the originals were rescued, and Dynamite became so involved that he modeled four of the boats. Roger asked marine illustrator Sam Manning, whose fine pen-and-ink drawings are a highlight of the Gardner work, to contribute his art to this book. Manning’s illustrations add clarity to the instructions for free-form construction and provide continuity with Gardner’s book. I consider this work to be its companion piece.


Roger has produced lines plans for each boat that he considers to be an important link in the evolution of the McKenzie and Rogue River dories. These lines and his instructions for construction are tailored to both the novice and the experienced craftsman, and they should ensure the survival of boats that would have been lost to time. Of the author, Dynamite Payson recently wrote: “For more than fifty years I’ve had the pleasure of building and using boats here on the coast of Maine. During this time I’ve seen many boats come and go and have seen some of them gone forever because no one had taken the time and trouble to preserve them. . . . Roger got the job beautifully done, so these little river runners will live on for the pleasure of future generations.” I don’t think it can be said better than that.
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Preface



If you have felt the quiet wake of wood on water, Or the tranquility of a river canyon Made crisp by your oneness With that milieu; If you have danced with white water Under crystal skies, Or nested on a velvet sandbar under panoplies of stars, Then you have felt the river’s touch.


The purpose of this book is to present the stories and lines of the original drift boats and river dories as spawned on Oregon’s McKenzie and Rogue Rivers. Though now used from Alaska to Maine, south to Georgia, and on at least two other continents, these boats are Oregon’s unique contribution to wooden-boat design as fishing platforms and whitewater craft. I wish to preserve the evolutionary lineage of their design, which in a few short years may be irretrievably lost. But my research has also revealed that the history of the boats and their successive incarnations consists very much of the stories of the people who built and used them, with varied fishing interests, personalities, capabilities as craftsmen, and intended uses. It is impossible to separate the boats from the builders. The objectives of this book, then, are to chronicle the logic of the boats’ evolution as reflected in the experiences of the individual boat builders and to preserve the lines of eleven boats that represent changes—some subtle, others obvious—in form that followed function. The boat plans provide sufficient detail that any one of the boats may be modeled to scale or built full-size.


The meat and potatoes of the book are found in chapter 11. With the able help of the chapter’s illustrator, Samuel F. Manning, I describe a traditional method of drift-boat construction. I call it free-form construction, a simple and cost-effective method. No form, jig, or strongback is required. Each boat presented in the book may be built or modeled using the free-form method. With his intimate knowledge of small-boat construction, tooling, and tools, as well as his skills as a gifted marine artist, Sam brings the construction techniques to life in ways that may encourage even the novice to contemplate drift-boat modeling or building.


My wife and I met Sam and Susan Manning in 1999 at their home in Camden, Maine. Years earlier, Sam had worked with John Gardner to illustrate The Dory Book, a definitive work about the seafaring cousins of drift boats and river dories. The first time I picked up The Dory Book, I knew it was something special, and in fact, the book became something of a model for me in my recovery of Oregon’s whitewater riverboats. It was a pleasure to meet and visit with both Sam and Susan. We knew we were in the presence of serious wooden-boat folks when we saw a dory under construction in their living room! They take traditional dory building seriously. Hardly a day goes by that they don’t row their dory around Camden Harbor and adjacent Penobscot Bay using semaphore to talk with nautical friends, and Susan often carries on vocal conversations with loons. I was thrilled when, two years ago, Sam accepted my invitation to do the illustrations for this book.
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Our long-distance collaboration is a story in itself. Sam is a holdout in this computer age. He doesn’t own one. He doesn’t want one. His joy is in the hand-scribed line and hand-lettered word. Our collaboration across the continent has been telephone and snail-mail dependent. As each packet of drawings arrived from Sam, I was reminded of my Christmas mornings as a youth, and I expectantly opened the package to review his latest work. Our working relationship represents one of the marvels of this book.


The heart and soul of this work are the people who provide the context for the boats and the families who opened their doors to my inquiries about their histories. River guides are focused on their clients, the river, and the job at hand. In their worldview, a singular issue is tied to their boats: performance. The boats changed because of the needs and interests of the people who carved a life out of their environments. They were basically hardworking, caring people whose lives demonstrated that form followed function. Many readers will find the stories of these river pioneers the most intriguing.


The functionality of the book is the boats. The documentation and resurrection of drift boats and river dories has been a work of passion. Much of the credit for my technical success with these projects is attributable to the wise counsel of my good friend and mentor Harold “Dynamite” Payson and a publication by the Museum Small Craft Association called Boats: A Manual for Their Documentation. A number of well-intentioned friends have encouraged me to capitalize on the new technologies resident in computer-aided design (CAD) programs and other electronic wizardry to lay out the lines of these boats. No; I am too tactile. Though my aging eyes and less-than-steady hands don’t offer the precision of digital technology, as Dynamite reminded me one time—and I found assurance in his words—“These are just boats; they aren’t airplanes.” I truly appreciate the marvels of computers, but they don’t let me feel the boat take shape. I cannot smell cedar shavings on the floor as I carve a plug to get the bilge or panel dimensions. I cannot marvel at a product that isn’t solely the result of my eye, head, and hands working together to re-create a thing of beauty. My hat is off to the digital crew, but this aging romantic has chosen to plod the paths of Dynamite Payson, Samuel Manning, John Gardner, Howard Chapelle, Tom Kaarhus, Woodie Hindman, Ray Heater, and others who were unable to get away from the feel of the thing.
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PART I Eddies of Evolution The Boats’ Spawning Grounds





“It is humbling to admit that I, who should know something about dories, having written a book about them, had never heard of the McKenzie River drift boat, or at least had never taken notice of it, until a few weeks ago. It just goes to show you how parochial and out of touch we sometimes can be here in the Northeast, as I am sure some of our friends in the Northwest will agree.”


—John Gardner, National Fisherman, July 1980













CHAPTER 1 Beginnings





These heavily-timbered boats served their guides well, but they were troublesome in whitewater, and their weight and limited freeboard required the guides to ceaselessly work the oars. Though they loved their work, the end of the day brought welcome relief.





To seek sanctuary from the storm, coastal fishermen sought safe harbors. Harbors are sanctums from the sea’s threats, places to repair the vessel and reinvigorate the body, sell the catch, and contemplate the next ship.


Safe harbors for men and women of the river are those places where the current is at variance with the prevailing flow, where the river gets confused, reverses itself, and runs upstream along the bank, slips into slack water, and then moves quietly into the whitewater again. They are places to catch one’s breath following the maelstrom of the previous rapids, quietly contemplate the surrounding beauty, or consider the graceful lines of the riverboat in which you sit. The boatman is in an eddy. This is a place where an oarsman may ponder the efficacy of his craft and consider ways to improve its efficiency, maneuverability, draft, or ease of handling. The boatman has entered an eddy of evolution, that place where ideas are born and, ultimately, boats are modified to address the changing demands of the river.


The lure of the McKenzie River is tied in part to the lore of its riverboats. The lines of the contemporary McKenzie drift boat are widely recognized as the crème de la crème of river fishing craft. The McKenzie predecessors were equally functional in their time and place. To overlook their relevance today is to miss the boat of opportunity. Their utility is superb for siting a tight fishing hole, negotiating a stretch of bony water, or comfortably handling gear and fly fishers. Each riverboat type is a modification that represents varying demands users have placed on the boats. These eddies of evolution are Oregon’s indigenous contribution to riverboat design.


My first encounter with the McKenzie River was in 1946. I was eight years old. With my family, I traveled to Clear Lake, headwaters of the McKenzie. This was a camping expedition to rendezvous with aunts, uncles, and cousins, a family reunion of sorts. The clan enjoyed camping, though they weren’t very good at it. No one owned a tent. The two or three tarps to serve as rain flies were used as courtesy curtains for the more modest among the group, a trait few displayed. Sleep was under the stars or a canopy of tall Douglas fir. Those who enjoyed stars awoke to heavy dew on their sleeping bags; those under the trees were a bit drier.


Two things are memorable about that trip. My dad was fond of family, but he was not fond of camping. Campfires were particularly annoying to him, and it was his lot to create and tend to them. His skills produced what we called a smudge pot, because he typically covered our camp area in thick, white smoke. His fires were cool, damp, feeble things that rarely bloomed into anything hotter. Whether he attempted to build a warming fire or a cooking fire, his results were similar: smoke, and lots of it. The primary advantage to his lack of incendiary skills was that it repelled mosquitoes. These dipterous vampires couldn’t tolerate Dad’s smoke and so were driven back into the woods. So too were the campers, until the mosquitoes drove them back into the smoke.


Dad may not have been a competent fire builder, but he had a penchant for the fly rod and reel. He could drop a number 12 caddisfly into a 12-inch pocket behind a rock from 20 yards without effort. I liked to watch him lay out his line as water droplets formed a fleeting seam in the refracted sunlight, and then the fly would settle like a feather on the small eddy. If a rainbow was there, and it was tempted, the pocket would explode in a spray of shimmering fury. If the trout was elsewhere or otherwise satisfied, the fly would disappear in a streak as the inside current caught the line and ripped the lure unnaturally into the rapid.
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It was here that I first met the McKenzie River, just below Clear Lake. It didn’t look or feel like a river. It appeared to me as a series of cataracts, volumes of water constricted into narrow chutes and forced to tumble over lava beds ringed now by tall timber. I couldn’t imagine any trout residing in such a place. As I watched dad from safe distances, however, he found pockets of quieter water here and there, enough space that offered sanctuary from the surrounding turmoil, a space where morsels slipped out of the current and caught the cusp of the small eddy. In such places, dad would occasionally catch a fish. If it was pan size, he conveniently lifted it out of the pocket. If the fish weighed a pound or two and it caught the current, he usually threw it a kiss good-bye. Dad seemed too pure to use anything other than a light tippet. Nor was he particularly interested in cleaning his catch. It was the stalk, catch, and release that thrilled him.


My interest in the McKenzie River boats materialized twenty-one years later and was unrelated to any curiosity about that river. Proximity to Oregon’s Santiam and Deschutes Rivers and my preoccupation with nearby coastal streams precluded any felt need to investigate the McKenzie. It was after I began to research the origins of drift boats and river dories that my interest in the boats’ spawning grounds surfaced. Only then did I dip an oar in her waters. It was a memorable experience.


Dave Helfrich, the noted McKenzie, Rogue, and Middle Fork of the Salmon Rivers guide, squired me through my maiden voyage down the McKenzie. It was early April 2002. Dave is Prince Helfrich’s oldest son. The two of us talked about doing a commemorative run down the Middle Fork of the Salmon in two McKenzie River boat reproductions: Veltie Pruitt’s light board-and-batten boat and Woodie Hindman’s first double-ender. The trip would honor Hindman, the first McKenzie guide to run the Middle Fork, in August 1939, and Prince Helfrich, who first ran the Middle Fork in 1940 with Hindman. Prince preserved the lines and construction detail of Hindman’s first double-ender.1


Dave is a prudent man. As we visited about the Middle Fork run, he wondered about my river skills. A good riverboat researcher doesn’t necessarily make a good oarsman, just as a good obstetrician hasn’t necessarily given birth. It was therefore wise for him to evaluate my river skills.


On that pleasant early-April day, I met Dave at his home in Vida, Oregon, which sits on acreage overlooking the McKenzie immediately upriver from a boat landing that carries his family name. Joining us was Frank Wheeler, a lifetime resident of the McKenzie. Though he did not guide professionally, Frank knew the river well and loved it dearly. In 1952, Frank purchased a 12-foot square-ender from Prince, a boat Prince used to run his trap lines in the off-season. Woodie Hindman had built the boat for Prince in the spring of 1939. Frank and his family both used and preserved the boat over the years. It is in pristine condition and is a treasure. Frank allowed me to take the boat’s measurements a couple years earlier to accommodate my interest in recovering and recording the lines and construction detail of the earlier riverboats.


We launched two boats a few miles above Belknap Hot Springs, a popular resort on the upper McKenzie. The river at this elevation is busy. It never rests. It tumbles over rocks, twists, and turns as it plies its way toward milder water downstream. Rapids in this pristine stretch are not heavy, but they are continuous, as is the degree of difficulty—much like the Middle Fork of the Salmon. Dave thought it would be a reasonable test of my skills.


Dave and Frank drifted in Dave’s 16-foot2 McKenzie drift boat, a double-ender with a transom built by Keith Steele.3 Dave is a Keith Steele fan. Dave’s boat had more freeboard than a standard drift boat, whose two sides are traditionally cut from one 4-by-16-foot sheet of ¼-inch plywood. With beefy frames, it was well crafted and was built to stand the abuse of heavy rapids and rocky water. Its continuous rocker offered easy pivots. Dave’s intimate knowledge of the McKenzie, Rogue, and Middle Fork at various levels of flow provided courses through safe channels. I was in good hands.


I followed 30 to 40 yards behind in my reproduction of Woodie Hindman’s first double-ender. The 14-foot-long boat is narrower in breadth at the bottom and more sheer than most other drift boats. It is therefore more tender, or tippy, and it has the most accentuated rocker of all the McKenzies. I love the boat because it puts me in close contact with the river, and it requires continuous adjustment of the oars as I push and pull to keep it in proper alignment with the currents and away from hazards.


Our 15-mile run down the McKenzie was invigorating and routine, although during our lunch stop, Dave asked if my boat was leaking. Unlike his higher-sided drift boat, mine was prone to accepting some water now and then if my bow angle into a wave was off a bit. I took his ribbing graciously and did not counter, as I should have, that at least I knew how to secure my boat trailer.


As we had left Dave’s that morning, his boat and trailer slipped off the pickup hitch and glided gently to a roadside stop. Dave continued on, unaware of his loss. Frank and I chuckled as we hooked the trailer to Frank’s truck, wondering how long it would take Dave to discover the absence. It wasn’t long before Dave met us. His concerned expression turned to one of relief when he saw his boat in tow. I promised myself that this would remain our little secret—until now. It was refreshing to learn that a man of Dave’s stature puts his pants on one leg at a time, just like me.


Dave never said so, but I like to think I passed his test, although we have yet to make that Middle Fork run. The day was satisfaction enough, having conjured up romantic images in my mind of another first-time McKenzie explorer who visited the area 190 years earlier.


One of the first recorded white men to explore the McKenzie was a native Scotsman, Donald McKenzie, who became the river’s namesake. McKenzie was one of John Jacob Astor’s original partners in the newly formed Pacific Fur Company of 1810. Fort Astor was located at the mouth of the Columbia River on the south shore. Astor’s intent was to use this base as a springboard to explore the Northwest interior for fur. On about April 1, 1812, McKenzie launched an expedition from Fort Astor into what is now Oregon’s Willamette Valley.4 Their goal was to explore the tributaries of the Willamette River, including the stream now known as the McKenzie River.


Donald McKenzie has been described as knowledgeable in woodcraft and the “strategy of Indian trade and warfare. . . . He had a frame seasoned by toil and hardship, a spirit not to be intimidated, and was reputed to be a remarkable shot.”5 He was sometimes called “Perpetual Motion” McKenzie, a sobriquet he deserved. It was said that “the chronology of his movements reflect a whirlwind energy.”6 He was viewed by some of his contemporaries, however, as “a very selfish man, who cared for no one but himself.”7 This perception was later shared by Hudson’s Bay Company’s governor George Simpson. In 1832, Simpson wrote confidential evaluations of his twenty-five chief factors, or senior officers; one was Donald McKenzie. McKenzie was “well on his way to becoming a confirmed Drunkard,” he said, and “was one of the most dangerous men I was ever acquainted with.”8


McKenzie’s memoirs, written in the waning years of his life in Mayville, New York, unfortunately were destroyed by fire.9 We therefore don’t have a first-person account of the man. It seems to me that a man with McKenzie’s wilderness skills required an enormous ego, a no-nonsense approach to problem solving, and the occasional need for strong drink. His size, at 300 pounds,10 along with his strength, reputation, and pungent odor, likely would have caused any frontiersman on a dark night at Fort Astor to give him a wide berth. I would have appreciated his company in the wilderness.


McKenzie was considered an excellent boatman and was particularly adept at commanding the large birchbark canoes that were favored by the Hudson’s Bay Company field men in central and northeast Canada.11 He also had experience with keelboats, river drivers, and dugout canoes. The dugouts were his least favorite, though the most available in the Northwest. Red cedar logs were plentiful and easy to work. In 1811, McKenzie and Wilson Price Hunt made an overland trek from Montreal, Canada, to Fort Astor. For part of the trip down the Columbia, they fashioned dugout canoes, which overturned in the rapids, and one man was drowned. So they abandoned the canoes and continued on foot.12 Whatever boat type McKenzie used on that first exploration of the Willamette Valley and its tributaries, if any, I can find no evidence that the boats left any permanent tracks along the McKenzie River. The trapping grounds of the McKenzie proved unsuitable for the company, and the area was left untouched for several decades.


As settlers migrated into the McKenzie River area in the mid-1800s, the gentle drainage of the McKenzie encouraged trail development along the river. The first wagon road opened in 1862 and was named the Scott Trail, in honor of two brothers, Felix and Marion Scott, who blazed its path. In 1871, John Craig settled at what is now McKenzie Bridge. He worked to improve the trail and held the mail contract from Eugene, up the McKenzie, and across the Cascade Mountains into central Oregon. Sadly, he perished in a snowstorm trying to carry Christmas mail across the McKenzie Pass in 1877.


The first cattle drive along the McKenzie River Trail, amid virgin Douglas fir and snowcapped mountains, occurred in 1859. Rainbow trout rising to mayfly, caddisfly, or stonefly hatches tempted McKenzie Trail users. I envision a couple of cowboys along the trail, pausing from their evening camp chores, being drawn to the river by the sounds of trout slapping the surface in a frenetic frenzy as they responded to an evening hatch. How long would it take a wrangler, regardless of his exhaustion at the end of the day, to become an angler—to try with hook and line to match wits with a wary native rainbow? Word seeped out of the McKenzie drainage about the wonderful sport fishery on the river, as well as its scenic beauty.


By the end of the nineteenth century, the river drew increased numbers of fishermen. The first wayside inn and resort was built on the upper McKenzie in 1886: the Log Cabin Inn. The inn still operates today, although a fire in 1906 destroyed the original structure. Wading the river, with fly rod in hand, was necessary but treacherous. Slick freestones, strong currents, and deep holes made to appear shallow by crystal-clear water dunked many fly fishers and drowned some. It did not take long for enterprising fishermen to find and use flotation.
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A 1903 McKenzie River rowboat, the predecessor of the early McKenzie fishing boats. COURTESY LANE COUNTY HISTORICAL MUSEUM








Flat-bottom rowboats of limited freeboard were the first boats to be used by serious fishermen. Rowing in a river current, however, is quite different from rowing on a lake or other flat water. Boatmen soon discovered that it was prudent to row against the current. This slowed the boat’s descent down the river. Oarsmen learned how to move the boat laterally across the current to avoid heavy rapids, rocks, downed trees, and other obstacles.


Carey Thompson Sr., founder of Thompson’s Lodge at Vida, may have been the first person to take fishermen down the McKenzie for hire in 1909. If true, Thompson began a tradition of fishing guides who became known for their boating skills, river and fly-fish-ing expertise, courtesy, and good humor. McKenzie River guides have attracted serious-minded fly fishers, including a president, baseball hall-of-famers, and Hollywood stars. Thompson’s boat was a flat-bottom, planked rowboat 18 to 22 feet in length and about 3 feet wide on the bottom amidships. The boat showed considerable flare and nominal rocker fore to aft, except for a slight upward rake under the bow. Vertical freeboard approximated 14 inches. The boat’s strakes were planked or lapped, and frames were local material such as Douglas fir, spruce, or cedar. The stem posts were white oak, Oregon ash, or Douglas fir. Interior appointments were modified slightly to accommodate one or two fly fishers, including an elevated platform at the transom end. The platform became a trademark of the early McKenzie River boats. It served as a perch on which the fisherman stood to cast his fly into attractive pockets as the guide slipped the boat downriver. Fishing attire for some dudes13 included a coat and tie.


McKenzie River boats were hauled upriver by horse and wagon to suitable launch sites. The guide and his dudes would then drift several miles of river to fish productive pockets. Imagine the guide on the oars as he lowers the boat through the choppy whitewater of a rapid while his fly fisher stands and dances on the fishing deck, deftly casting into small pockets, all the while maintaining his balance. I once described this fishing technique to a group of intermountain guides on the upper Snake River. “My God,” one grizzled guide responded, “they don’t make fly fishermen like that anymore!”


These heavily timbered boats served their guides well, but they were troublesome in whitewater, and their weight and limited freeboard required the guide to ceaselessly work the oars. Though they loved their work, the end of the day brought welcome relief. They soon became broad-shouldered men of considerable stature, regardless of their size when they began guiding.
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“My God, they don’t make fishermen like that anymore!” A fly fisher maintains his balance as he fishes likely pockets en route downstream. COURTESY LANE COUNTY HISTORICAL MUSEUM
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Dallas Murphy (left) and Charles Harold Richards in the fishing boat typically used from about the turn of the twentieth century through the 1920s. COURTESY LEROY PRUITT








The bottom of the transom on the downstream end sat below the waterline. To the untrained eye, unseen rocks just below the surface were particularly hazardous. If a boat hit one of these rocks in a current of 3 to 6 miles per hour, it would stop dead momentarily. The impact would fracture the transom, buckle a plank and frame or two, and most likely pitch one or more occupants into the McKenzie’s riley, cold water. Characteristics such as these led some guides to refer to the boat type as the old scow, often preceded with an expletive.


John Shirley West began guiding on the McKenzie in 1920 at age nineteen. Raised in Nimrod, he rowed clients for fifty-five years. West described the boats of that day as constructed of 1-by-12-inch boards, with bottoms that were 16 to 18 feet long. “You’d pull your arms off and not accomplish much. They wouldn’t turn easily,” he said.14 Even the most skilled boatman had his hands full with this boat. West complained that he was bailing all the time. A river colleague recalls West’s complaint: “When you went through some rapids in those days, you’d run ’em with just one oar in the water. You’d have a bailing can in the other. You never could use both oars because you were bailing all the time.”15 According to West, “At that time there were no real boat builders anyplace. There were people who built boats. They’d build a boat and try it. If it worked, they’d use it. If it didn’t they’d try something else.”16


John West and his brother Roy built the first boat with a bottom length less than 16 feet in the early 1920s: “We decided if we had a wider boat and not quite so long, it would be stable and not tip so much. So we made one 14 feet long and 4 feet across the bottom.” The wider bottom did indeed offer greater stability and less draft than the heavier boats. It turned more quickly, and in the fall, when the McKenzie River’s volume was at it lowest, the boat floated where the heavier-timbered skiffs wouldn’t. The West boat was different enough that a river colleague, Milo Thompson, jokingly called it “a bathtub with oarlocks.”17


The boat’s performance proved attractive, however, and other guides—including Milo Thompson—soon copied the pattern. The John West boat type remained the guides’ preference from the early 1920s through the early 1950s. In 1920, the Model T Ford and trailer replaced the horse and wagon for hauling boats upriver, and the McKenzie River grew in popularity as a destination point for fly fishers.
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Prince Helfrich and guides with a covey of West-type boats, circa 1930. Also called “bathtubs with oarlocks” by Milo Thompson, these were examples of the first boats less than 16 feet along the bottom. COURTESY OF DAVE HELFRICH








John West’s boat represents the first serious pause in an eddy of evolution on the McKenzie River. He set the stage for the McKenzie River boat phenomenon. Twenty-five years later, Tom Kaarhus called his popular square-ender the John West boat in West’s honor. It was now up to another man to modify the West boat type further. The adaptation led to a unique friendship and a series of river adventures that elevated McKenzie River boats to an elite status.
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CHAPTER 2 The Preacher and the Prince



The Light Board-and-Batten McKenzie Boat







“I wouldn’t stand in that old scow today if it were tied to a tree.”


—HANDWRITTEN NOTE IN LEROY PRUITT’S FAMILY ALBUM ATTRIBUTED TO HIS DAD, VELTIE





Imagine the light board-and-batten boat broadside in the current. The oarsman pulls evenly on the oars and then does a quick pivot, pulling on the right oar while pushing the left, to align the boat with the flow of the river. He slips past a car-size boulder. Once past, he pulls hard on the right oar but falls backward off the rowing thwart as the pitch of the boat causes the oar blade to grab air instead of water. The man quickly recovers, repeats the move, and draws a full blade of river. The boat angles slightly to the left. He pulls more gently now on both oars. The current carries him downriver as the boat slips laterally across the stream. His eyes scan the rock garden ahead, searching for the navigable channel. The environment looked different when he and his boating partner scouted it from above a few minutes earlier. He is aware of this anomaly, but he is not accustomed to these dissimilarities when running virgin water. He stands momentarily in a half-crouched position to capture a better view of the rock garden ahead. There they are! Three rocks that resemble the dorsal fins of salmon appear in a line 10 yards above the chute, though from this vantage, the channel looks more foreboding.


He sits down, anchors his feet against the guest seat in front of him, releases the oars briefly to dry his sweaty palms on his shirt, and then regains his grip. There, that’s better. Dry hands are less apt to slip. He notices a slight tightening in his chest. The adrenaline surge alerts him to every nuance of the rapid, yet strangely, it all seems a blur. He aligns the boat with the current again but pulls a little harder on the left oar as he slows his descent. The boat moves slightly to the right. His goal is to be close to the dorsal fins without obstructing the right oar. Once past this navigational mark, he pulls hard on the left oar while feathering the right one. The boat slips below the last dorsal and catches the eddy.


He sits there momentarily, gives the chute one last survey, and then pushes the boat into two converging currents. The current on the left, being the stronger of the two, catches the upriver bow, causing it to heel to starboard and casting the boat 45 degrees to the current. He has a second to straighten out the boat and reposition it to hit the narrow chute dead center. A missed stroke of the oar will spell disaster. Perhaps they should have portaged this rapid too, but frankly, he’s tired of the work, and if a rapid looks navigable, he will run it.


The oarsman pulls hard left while pushing on the right. The maneuver works. The boat glides down the tongue of water into the chute. He quickly pulls both oars in and leans as far forward as possible so that the blades are parallel to the sheer rails. The oar blades scrape the rock columns as he passes through. Once through, he extends the oars full length. He steadies the boat as it runs a series of standing waves, and then hauls hard left to pull the boat into an eddy. He turns the boat around, grabs an overhanging limb, stands up, and looks upriver for his partner. He watches as his partner emerges from the chute, rides the standing waves, and is reunited with him in the eddy.


The pair is giddy with excitement. They swap their stories, and then begin to examine the boats. One observes that the water sloshing about under the floorboards appears to be yellow. The other chides his colleague for showing his legs as he enters the rapid. Laughter echoes through the canyon when the first one through the chute admits that he missed a critical stroke that caused him to fall off his seat and observes that no mere mortal could make the recovery he did. The two men boast, fence, and banter with each other for a few minutes, and then they turn serious, bail their boats, and consider the next stretch of this pristine wild river. Contrary to the opinions of their betting friends, they are now confident they will make it safely to the stream’s mouth. Their two clients, who did as much walking as drifting, are below the next set of rapids, fly-fishing these virgin waters.
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Veltie Pruitt (standing left), his ten siblings, and parents. Veltie’s son, Leroy, writes about this picture, “The family of my grandparents, aunts and uncles are the greatest people I have ever known.” COURTESY OF LEROY PRUITT








The year was 1938, and these men were on the rugged, beautiful, but treacherous Metolius, a Deschutes River tributary in Central Oregon. The portage from road’s end to the first safe point of launch was about a mile. Once they were on the river, portages over downed timber, impassable cascades, and boulder-laden rapids raised questions about the wisdom of this trip. Why would they risk their boats and lives to run this wild water? Was it because of the two dudes who paid for this adventure in order to fly-fish these virgin waters?1 Was it because no one had run them before? Was it the lure of wild trout that had never seen an imitation fly? Was it their spirit of adventure and the need to peer over the next ridge or around the next bend of the river? The answer was likely yes to all the above. They also had a compelling desire to be first: the first to run the upper Rogue, Deschutes, Metolius, Crooked, John Day, and Owyhee Rivers in a McKenzie River boat. Two things are very clear: Their adventures would not have been possible without the light board-and-batten riverboat, and they developed rowing techniques that are used today to provide safe transport of boats and people down technically difficult rivers. These two men were the Prince and the Preacher, Prince Helfrich and Veltie Pruitt.


Veltie Pruitt was a fisher of souls and trout. Born on April 26, 1900, in Harrison, Arkansas, Veltie and his family moved to Oregon in 1911. Veltie’s dad, David Leroy Pruitt, settled his family on a cattle ranch near Merlin, Oregon. Veltie’s attraction to the outdoors came naturally. He and his nine siblings loved to hunt. The Rogue River flowed near their ranch, but he spent little time there. His attraction to a river came later, while he was attending college.
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Prince Helfrich runs a logjam on the Metolius River run in 1938. COURTESY OF LEROY PRUITT








The Pruitts were a God-fearing family who attended church regularly. Sunday worship was a weekly ritual for the twelve-member family. This exposure, as well as Veltie’s association with nature and his fondness for people, influenced his call to preach. Veltie graduated from Eugene Bible College, later known as Northwest Christian College. While there, he met, fell in love with, and married Ina Collins, a lovely and artistic woman from Kalispell, Montana. Ina was a fellow student. Together they had four children: Bessilee, Veltie Leroy, David Lael, and Janice. One of their children, Veltie Leroy, became a popular fishing and hunting guide in his own right.


Veltie Pruitt was blessed with a crystalline tenor voice and was a popular soloist at churches, public events, and riverside campfires. In 1936, he studied voice under Frank LaForge and Dudley Buck in New York. Following his return to Oregon, he received a “you-fill-in-the-amount” contract2 from the Metropolitan Opera, but his call to serve, preach, and run the river outweighed his desire to sing professionally. Veltie served several churches and was one of the founders of the Christian Church in Oregon City.


His fondness for the McKenzie River developed while in college, and he maintained a connection with the river throughout his ministry. The stresses of public life caused Veltie in the late 1930s to move his family to a location halfway between Leaburg and Vida on the McKenzie. Until this time, rivers and fishing had been his avocation—part-time interests that rejuvenated his spirit. Now they became his vocation. Although he left the professional ministry, he saw the river as God’s church, and he treated it and the people he guided with loving respect and care. For him, the river was a metaphor for life. Scout a rapid, identify the hazards and opportunity, chart one’s course, and run the gauntlet. The Preacher was struck by the lessons of the river, and they undoubtedly influenced his perspectives, strengthened his faith, and brought him considerable joy. Veltie died on April 10, 1991, followed ten days later by his wife, Ina.


To fish the McKenzie, the Preacher used the traditional rowboat of the river, though he despised the thing. It looked good, but appearances were deceiving. Like its contemporaries, the boat flared considerably, had limited freeboard, was 22 feet long, and held a fly-fishing platform at the transom on which Veltie or his friend could stand. The river’s current had no problem catching the boat and moving it downstream. It was a struggle, however, for the oarsman to maneuver and control the boat, which rowed like an ark.


In the mid-1920s, the Preacher had a revelation. Why not build and use a boat that was lighter, more maneuverable, and portable? He lamented, as John West had a decade earlier, that there must be a better way. The Preacher decided to make his next boat from the lightest and strongest material available, and large enough to accommodate the oarsman and a guest, yet small enough for two people to hand-carry. For this new boat, he chose to use Sitka spruce and Port Orford cedar. He formed the bottom and sides from spruce boards and the frames from cedar. He knew that ounce for ounce, these two woods were the strongest materials available. Rather than use 1-inch-thick material, he resawed the spruce to an unheardof ¼- to ⅜-inch thickness for the sideboards and the bottom planks to ½ inch. The 22-foot heavily timbered old scow had eight frames, whereas this smaller light board-and-batten boat required eleven frames in order to shore up the lighter boards. A new friend, who shared Veltie’s love of music, milled the rough boards to dimension for the Preacher. He was Torkel Gudmun “Tom” Kaarhus, a recent immigrant who worked at a local planing mill. This is the same Tom Kaarhus who opened his own boat shop ten years later and had major influence on the McKenzie River drift boat (see chapter 3).
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A boat very similar to the old scow used by Veltie Pruitt. This 1922 photo shows fifteen-year-old Prince Helfrich on the oars, along with a guest. Prince’s dad, Ben, is standing on the fly-fishing deck. COURTESY OF DAVE HELFRICH








Veltie built the board-and-batten boat, which measured 13 feet from stem to stern and was 3 feet wide on the bottom amidships. Three 12-inch planks ran lengthwise to form the bottom. The sides required two boards plus a modest wash strake from the oarlocks to the downstream transom end. This third strake added 4 inches in elevation at the transom. From the stem post to the transom, the vertical elevations from the baseline of the boat to the sheer line rose from about 12 to 23 inches, in a fair line. The boat was 5 feet across the sheer amidships and had about a 9-inch rake under the bow to frame #5. From that point to the base of the transom, there was nominal rocker.


The Preacher used 7½-foot oars for the boat. His earliest oars had about a 1-inch bore in the center of the blade. The holes may have been made to reduce pressure on the oar when in heavy water, though the practice actually weakened the oar. Another reason may have been merely to allow the oar to be hung in storage. He soon abandoned this custom.


Veltie had to adjust to his new boat. It was tippier than his old scow, and its smaller size limited the load to one guest, fishing tackle, and a modest amount of gear. What it lacked in carrying capacity, however, it made up for in maneuverability and ease of rowing. It was a charm to handle in fast-moving currents, and the Preacher had energy remaining at the end of the day. The boat sat high in the water and slipped handily across the current, making it easy to overshoot an entry point to a rapid, one of the adjustments Veltie had to learn to make. He was able to load and unload the boat without assistance and could reach portions of the river’s trout pockets unattainable in the old scow. His learning curve with the lighter boat was steep but short. He fell in love with this boat, whose performance was vastly superior to the old scow. Perhaps what he liked most about the boat was its portability. It easily mounted a trailer, and Veltie built a special frame for his touring car so the boat could be cartopped, making transporting it even more practical.
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Veltie Pruitt fishes the McKenzie from his newly built light board-and-batten riverboat, circa 1925. COURTESY LEROY PRUITT
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The boat was light and maneuverable. This picture was taken on the Rogue River during the duo’s June 1931 run from Prospect to Shady Cove. It was the first known attempt to run this stretch. The Preacher holds his boat as Prince negotiates a typical rocky course. It was on this trip that Veltie used oars with a 1-inch bore in the blade. COURTESY OF LEROY PRUITT








Prince Helfrich was born to Byron Benjamin and Ruth (Gladys Wright) Helfrich on October 19, 1907, near Prineville, Oregon. Prince was his given name—he was named in honor of a family friend and Forest Service employee, Prince Glaze.3 Honoring friends in such a way was a custom in the Helfrich family, and one of Prince’s sons, James Dean, was named after a good friend and client, Dean Witter.


Ben, Ruth, and young Prince moved to the McKenzie River in 1912 by way of McArthur, California. Ben left Prineville to operate a large ranch southeast of California’s Mount Shasta with his brother Jim, but he sold it after a few years. The sale was something Ben and Ruth later regretted. Had they retained the ranch until after World War I and into the California land boom, the property would have brought more money. Ben and Ruth purchased 160 acres of McKenzie River property, which included about 1 mile of riverfront, as well as timber and meadows. Young Prince explored every aspect of this beautiful environment, from the river to the mountains. He had a natural curiosity that caused him to learn about ecosystem relationships within this setting.
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