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RIVER
THEEND 

o f t h e

They were stepbrothers,
a pair of  city kids, out to re-c r e at e

one of the epic adventures 
of  the west. Fi f teen years later, 
the surv i vor  tr ies to make sense 

of what went wrong. 
by c h r i s t o p h e rk e tc h a m

BLOOD IS THICKER
THAN WHITEWATER 
the author, at  the oa r s, 
and eric konheim on the 
green river, j une 1988 

I
come bac k  of ten to the green  ri v er  i n  
d a y d reams, the river as I knew it when I was 15 years old
and my ste p b rother Eric was still alive and captain of our
unlucky crew of three. I think of the long days of June on
the river, the 500 miles of  it that carried us for almost a 

month f rom the border of Wyoming thro u g h
Colorado through re d - rock Utah. I re m e m-
ber how when we beached at the one or two
outposts along the wa y, little I ndian villages
with just a br idge ove r the r iver  and a  few
trai ler  homes and no phone, I’ d look at my-
self in a bathroom mirror and be as to n i s h e d
at the burnt- b rown, wi ld-haired boy sta r i n g
back, who had muscles that hadn’t been there
in New York, who had no idea what day or
d a te it was. That’s when I  knew I wa n ted to
l i v e fore ver on a boat in the deser t with my
s te p b rother and his oldest friend, Rob, like

the three loneliest, most primi tive men, find-
ing the shelter of the cotto nwoods as we lay
down to sleep in the sand, and in the morn-
ings, fearful and hopef ul , finding again a safe
path down the raging chutes of wa te r .

And then, of course, I  think of the acci-
dent and what I did to ruin our trip. Some-
times I wonder how we even made i t home
a f ter that. I  think of how we ro wed a nd
ro wed wi th no way out but down thro u g h
the most violent of the rapids, and then on
L a ke Po wel l, in the darkness of  the new
moon, racing against the injury, and Eric

p h o t o g r ap h s  b y  r o b e r t  m o r r i s
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LIVING HISTORY the great explorer john powell nearly fell from the cliffs above the green. here, eric konheim gets his own powell-like view.

cursing my stu p i d i t y. I n the end i t was the only
r i ver we would ever run together. And so it’s the
G reen River  I come back to, in daydreams, hoping
this time to get it right.

T
he Green River  is one of the epic
drainages of the west, a river of the
be a ver trade, a wa tering place for
rustlers, a landmark and compas s
point for early Spanish explor e r s ,
and a hideout for Butch Cas s i d y.

D ropping 9,000 feet from the Wind River Range to
its confluence with the Colorado, the Green was first
e x p l o red at length by a one-armed ex- Union Army
major named John Wesley Po well, who in 1869 em-
b a r ked with a crew of  nine oddballs in r ickety bo a t s
of  pine and oak. Po well emerged from the cany o n s
99 days later, half -sta r ved, short two of his boats and
four of his men, having kept a log that was eve n tu-
a l ly published as the rollicking bestseller Canyons of
the Colo r ad o. It was Eric’s dog-eared, mud-wet copy
that had inspired and would guide our trip.

On June 22, 198 8, Eric, Rob M orris, and I  en-
te red the Green under the shadow of Flaming

Gorge Dam. Un l i ke Po well, we had the benef it of
i n f l a table rub ber. Our raft was a 15' x 7' M aravia,
wi th an oar station at i ts middle and storage f ro n t
and aft that burst with the necessities: bread, ham,
cheese, cans of  beans, tuna, beer (Eric drank ga r-
ga n tuan amounts of  beer), an ounce of  marijuana,
p s i l o cybin mushrooms, several tabs of LSD, a te n t ,
sleeping bags, a  fi rst-aid kit, gr il l, pan, and gas
s to ve, plus Eric’s red Pri jon T-C a nyon kayak, all 11
feet of i t strapped to the stern, the baby on the
mother’s back.

The river  ga t h e red us to its fast lane, the sun
blazed, and on that fi rst and second day i t was
smooth cruising on ri ff les. I  smoked pot and lazed
and watched the blue sky and white rock and the
si lt of the wa ter. On the thi rd day, the rock tu r n e d
the color of blood, the wal ls rose up 2,000 f eet, as
if cl icked on, and the river plunged into “a gre a t
s tone mouth,” as an early trapper described it. Po w-
ell and his crew named this passage the Gates of
Lo d o re, and he worried at the unknown be y o n d .
The sound of  rushing that came f rom the ga te s
made them seem like “a dark portal to a region of
g l o o m , ”he wro te. “T he old mountaineers tell us
that it cannot be run.”

Our raft li fted like a cat getting kicked, and here
for the f irst time I knew there was no turning back,

e ven as I  lite r a l ly turned back to watch the cany o n
rims disappear). The spray nettled the eyes, and f ro m
the top of  a wa ve we saw sky and rock and the
calamity of more rapids below; eve r y w h e re there was
rushing, roar ing, echoing (a sound that at night in
Lo d o re never stops — it could drive you crazy). Th e
wa ter formed pil lars, toppled, fi lled our raft with
hisses, explosions, Eric tearing at the river with his
long thin arms. On his face there ’d be a smile, white
and to o t hy and a li ttle power-maddened, and fro m
this long-distance sta re, reading the hydraulics and
eddies downstream, he would cast an eye on me and
yel l, “Don’t f ucking sit there, stupid — bail!”

Eric soon re g re t ted my existence: I didn’t sto w
gear corr e c t ly, I  was lazy, I  ignored orders, disap-
p e a red up canyons wri ting poetry, all of  which, Eric
fel t, made me a was te to have around. The way I
r o wed was was teful . I  even ma de was tef ul sa n d-
wi ch es. “They fall  apart,”  he said.

Four days into the trip, while we we re sti ll in
the Canyon of Lo d o re, I  got heatstro ke during a rare
calm stretch. I  was high on something good, and
Eric and Rob turned a  fantastic shade of purple
and disappeared. I had passed out, which, in Eric’s
e yes, pretty much blew away my other  offenses.

He tossed my body over the side and te t h e red my
life jacket to the boat. When an hour later I wo ke up

C H R I S TOPHER KETC H A M has written for H a r p e r ’ s
and G Q. This is his first f ea t ure for M e n’ s Jo u r n a l.
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t rembling in the icy wa ter, he said, “You wo ke up.
Th e re’s no luck in this world. He y, Chris, I’m think-
ing you don’t give a shit about the boat or the rive r
or  me.”  I  noticed he had placed a big dro o py straw
hat on my head. Rob looked at me with pity while
Eric went on. “ I tel l you to wear  a hat. You don’t lis-
ten. Now look at you. We hear a rapid coming up. I
tell  you to secure your shit. You don’t even know
w h e re your shit is. And I ’m star ting to think I
s h o u l d n’t have brought you. Because who needs a
f u c k-up in the wilderness?”

I
met Eri c Konheim during the collapse of
both of our  famil ies, when he was 17 and
I was seven. My f ather and his mother had
come together  after divo rces that seemed
to us speechlessly tragic (and that our par-
ents, by contrast, thought quite amicab l e ) .

I sta yed we e kends in M anhattan, in the enormous
apartment where Er ic and his brother, Alex, had
g rown up, and I  re m e m ber one night sleeping on a
pull-out couch, in the living room, and waking to see
a shadow, tal l and lanky and long-haired, flipping
channels in the blue glow of the television and curs-
ing, shaking its head.

The summer I  was 9, Eri c came to stay on Na n-
tu c ket, where our parents had re n ted a house on the
beach. He was wild-eyed with hair to his waist, and
b rought his beautiful big-bre as ted gir lf riend, Pa u l a
Rosenfeld, both of them shouldering ove r s tu f f e d
backpacks. One day the preppies in town mocked
him for being a hippie, and he flew back home in a
rage; he appar e n t ly hated being lumped in wi th
what he considered a was teful sub c u l tu re almost as
much as he hated preppies. H e disappeared into the
b a t h room, and I heard a bashing of the wall and a
roar of invective that ended with a great big “Fuck
it! ”  followed by three hours of silence, with Pa u l a
crying at the locked door, thinking he
was killing himself.

When he emerged, cove red in
clumps of hai r, he wo re a crew cut he’d
b u t c h e red wi th a pair of nail scissors.
“ Th e re,”  he said. “So everyone can fuck
off  now.”

That was Eric, the angriest guy I’d
e ver met, though i t would ta ke me a
long time to figure out what re a l ly was
bothering him. Paula, who years late r
became a psychotherapist, re m e m be r s
that “ there was a f amous story of  him
getting in a fight wi th some bike r s .
Once when we we re in his van he hy-
d roplaned and we spun around and
a round and almost died. These mo-
ments we re like his tr o p h i e s . ”

I ’d guess that a lot of  this anger came
f rom the flame-out of his parents’ mar-
riage. But somehow the sta kes with Eric
somehow seemed higher. (I  too had seen
a divo rce, and i t bro ke my heart, and
then I went and got stoned in my ro o m . )
Eric told Rob Morris that the divo rce, as
he saw it, was the last gasp of what he

called “ the big l ie,”  the li e that the f amily unit was
s a c rosanct and unbre a k able. This realization, bitter as
i t had to be, was also the dawning in Eric of a kind
of  poli tics of how to deal  wi th the world. “We ’re
c o n s ta n t ly being misled, consta n t ly being lied to,” he
told Rob. His f ather, Bud Konheim, was the business
brains behind the Nicole M iller fashion house; his
mother, Caro lyn, was a pioneering env i ro n m e n ta l i s t ,
and helped found Ci tizens for Clean Air, the coun-

try’s first clean air advo c a cy group (inspired when one
day she saw soot on infant Eric’s face). Their spli t
seemed to tear Eric in opposing di rections: He
claimed to want wo r l d ly success — to succeed the
way his father had, by his own hands — but i t wo u l d
h a ve to be wi th his mother’s values, something not
m e as u red in money, for money- l o ve, after all, was an-
other “big lie.”

So by the time he was 16 Er ic had already be e n
a r re s ted pro testing nuclear  power plants in the
No r t h e ast. At 21, he ran his fi rst river, the Colorado
t h rough the Grand Canyon, and henceforth dedi-
c a ted himself not only to saving the wilderness but
also to exper iencing it for himself. At school he stu d-
ied arc h i te c tu re and urban planning — he be l i e ve d
p as s i o n a te ly in ci ties — but f ound the education
useless for running rivers, so instead of desk- s u r f i n g

he sta r ted a one-man moving outfi t in M anhatta n :
“Man with Van.” Six months of  the year, he labo re d
out of  his Econoline 350, in army surplus fatigues
and $3 high-tops, endlessly looping Frank Zappa
and Pink Floyd, eating canned beans and drinking
f orties of the crappiest malt liquor, saving up f or
the other six months. “Th e re was nothing f rivo l o u s ,
nothing in his li fe that didn’t have a purpose,” his
ro o m m a te of three years, Debora Doell , told me.

“Eating out was frivolous. Not re-using an enve l o p e
was frivolous. Having nice clothes was e x tr e m e l y
f r i vo l o u s . ”

Doell , a native of Oregon, shared Eric’s Lo we r
E ast Side apartment, helping fight the rats and the
h e roin addicts upstai rs, whose stopped toi let leake d
b rown through the ceiling. She told me that Eric fre-
q u e n t ly got in screaming matches wi th people he
saw littering. Although he loved New York, he hate d
that i t was an epicenter of the materialism and
b l o a ted self-re gard that he thought in the end wo u l d
d e s t roy the planet.

The rest of the year  he kaya ked. H e paddled
the Sea of Cor tés in the company of  whales, was
c h ased by alliga tors in the Everglades, and ran the
w h i tewa ter  of  this country’s l ast wild rivers: the
S n a ke and Salmon in Idaho, the John in Alaska, the

Klamath in Oregon, the Ocoee in Te n-
nessee. I n the Southwest, where alre a d y
by the 1980s the Sunbelt had begun its
thirsty sprawl across the desert, he ran the
San Juan River from New M exico into
Utah, where he fel l in love with the spar-
tan land, i ts terrible balance of wa ter and
rock. In be t ween, he moved people’ s fur-
n i tu re and vo l u n te e red at a re cycling pro-
gram in his neighborhood and thought
how in his life he would one day save the
r i vers f rom development, not knowing
how or where to start. 

W
he n Lo d o re
and i ts siste r
c a nyons in 
Dinosaur Na-
tional M o n u-
ment finally

spit us into the vast arid open country of
the Ui n ta Basin, the river ran wide and
shal low for almost a hundred miles, and
for  the first time we scraped gravel  and
had to get out and shove. The unwa l l e d ,
unconfined sky came as a shock. Some

he paddled the sea of  cortés 
in the company of  whales, was chased 

by al l igators in the ev e r g l a d e s, 
and ran the whi tewater of  

this country ’ s l ast wi ld r ivers.

FAMIL Y TIME the author (blue shirt) and eric (with backpack) on
nantucket, ’82. also pictured, from left: the author’ s sister, eve;
eric’s mother; girlfriend, paula rosenfeld; and his brother, alex.
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days the sun smashed the world, we could bare ly
b reathe, and we longed f or rapids. The thermal
winds blew at 40 mph, turning our boat and devil-
ing the dust over  the wa ter. Rain fell f rom bo i l i n g
clouds that disappeared 10 minutes later , but in an-
s wer the mud and cotto nwood gro ves fil led with
m o s q u i toes that beat on our  arms and drew blood.
“ The mosquitoes f ai rly screamed,”  wro te a membe r
of Po well ’s crew back in 1869.  “ One of the men says

that while out on the shore…a mosquito as ked him
for his pipe, knife, and tobacco and told him to hunt
his old clothes for a match.”

One night we watched an electrical storm, a blue
and whi te spider strutting and f lashing across the
d a r kened sky. Then it was upon us fast, keening, and
f i red a bol t into a huddle of trees. A fire sta r ted in
w h i te, burnt out in red, the rain clatte red, the light-
ning splashed in the mirroring wa ter, and the thre e

of us squatted on our haunches under a sandsto n e
ledge: three hominids nearly holding one another,
shoeless, silent, cowering from the storm. 

F i ve days later , the tr ibe was at one another’s
throats. I may have been a stoner and an acidhead,
but Eric liked to drink, and when he drank he got
mean. He ta u n ted Rob, the kindest among us. Rob
had a pensive streak, he was sometimes melancholy
and unspeaking — not the exclamatory man of ac-
tion that Eric was. For this failing — that Rob was
not, in the end, Eric — there we re jokes and mock-
e r y, but amends could be made. As for me, I  was
s i m p ly to be dumped at the next town: “ Yo u
just…get a bus. Get back to the airport. Get the fuck
off my river.”

F i n a l ly Rob spoke up. “Eric, why are you alwa y s
so pissed of f? I  mean, what’s your problem with your-
self that you have to attack people all the time? Why
c a n’ t you ever just be … h a p py with things as they are ? ”

Eri c drank more and said nothing f or a long
whi le, which somehow was worse. One night, in
my sleep I  hugged him through my sleeping bag
and held him tight enough that he awo ke and un-
tangled himself , and the next day made f un of  me
— “H e’s a fag, huh, Rob?”  — shrew d ly dividing
his crew .

But a little farther on there was another change,
n e ver spoken, but understood. Rob and I  at last we re
a l l o wed to pilot alone, Eric flying at our side in his
k a yak, beating out the rhythm of  the descent with
his calls. “ Cut left — big hole… What the f uck are
you fucking doing?! That’s i t, perfect!” Thanks to
the wisdom he shared, his crew was learning the wa-
ter — about standing wa ves and curlers and how to
find the channel and stay calm.

A f ter particularly gruesome rapids where he’d
h a ve to ta ke the oars himself, Er ic would ground the

John We s l ey Powell, the one-armed so l d i e r
and ge o l og i st whose path we t ra ced on the
G reen Rive r, is the greate st Ameri can ex p l o r-
er yo u ’ve never hea rd of. In two specta c u l a r
j o u r n eys in 1869 and 1871 —  when the
c a nyons of the Southwe st  remained the last
forbidding question mark on maps of the
co n t i n e n tal U.S.— he pl unged down the roa r-
ing wate rs of the Green and Colorado and
e ffe c t i vely brought to an end the era of we st-
ern ex p l o rat i o n .

An ea sterner by birth but  re st l e s s l y
we stern in spirit , Powel l w as a river rat
b e fo re the term ex i sted. In 1856, at age 22 ,
he row b oated the Mississippi alone f ro m

p re se n t- d ay Minneapol is to the del ta. At  23 ,
he ran the Ohio f rom Pitt s b u rgh to the Gulf,
and a year later rowed u pthe M ississippi and
its t ri butaries into Iowa .

When war came in 1861, he enlisted i n the
Union art i l l e r y, rose to the rank of major, and
l ost his right fo rearm to a musket ball at Shiloh.
The amputation did not handicap his pa s s i o n
for discove r y. When, in 1868, he fi rst pro p ose d
ra fting the Green —  “a voya ge with so ce rtain a
p rospect of a fatal te r m i n at i o n ,” pre d i c ted the
ex p l o rer John Frémont — Wa s h i n g ton failed to
come up with the funding. But  Powell cobbled it
together from local governments, private
so u rces, and his own sav i n gs .

Pow ell had a vo ra c i o u s
c u r i os i ty about  the natu ra l
world that somet imes got him
in troubl e. Twe n ty days into
his 1869 trip, having alrea d y
l ost a boat, he cli mbed the
tow ering cliffs at  Echo Pa r k ,
w h e re vo i ces, he wrote, we re
t ra n s formed into “magical
m u s i c .”  Powel l ended up
hanging by his one good arm
and was about to lose his grip
when a quick-thinking co m-
panion took off his own pa n t s
and lowe red the dirt y tro u se rs as a make s h i ft
rope. Powell let go of the rock and, with w hat
m u st have been an enormous l eap of fa i t h ,
g rabbed hol d of the lucky tro u se rs .

When three months later Powell  and his
men finally toppled out of  the whitewate r
b e l ow the Grand Ca nyon, they we re met by
an Indian tra c ker and three M ormons dis-
patched to sea rch for their remains. (Th ey
l i te ral ly rubbed their eyes when the batte re d
b oats appea red uprive r.) Powell became,

b r i e fl y, a national hero, and i n
1 875 publ ished a semi nal book
about  the voya ge, Ca nyons of
the Colora d o, re m a r kable as
much for its gripping narrat i ve
— he survi ves hunge r, heat ,
storm, and muti ny — as for its
l ucid understanding of  the ge o l-
ogy of the canyons and the
r i v e rs that carved them.

Af ter his adve n tu res, Pow e l l
se r ved as chief of the U. S .
G e o l ogical Survey. W hil e there ,
he grew worried at  the speed

with whi ch his beloved w e st was bei ng se tt l e d ,
and urged Congress to consider alte r n at i ves to
u n re g u l ated, breakneck grow th. His inte l l i-
ge n ce, pre d i c ta b l y, had no place in gove r n-
ment , and 100 yea rs l ater his advice sti ll go e s
unheeded. To d ay, Powell is a cult  fi g u re among
w h i tew ater fiends. For those who want to ge t
turned on to the Powell my t h os, check out
Wa l l a ce Ste g n e r’s cl assic B eyond the Hund-
redth Meri dianand Donald Wo rste r’s 20 02
b i og ra p hy A  River Runni ng We st. —C.K.

JOH N WESL EY POWELL   

GREEN GIANT
TH E M AN WH O FIRST EXPLORED TH E GRAND

C A N YON  I S STIL L  TH E KI NG OF RI VER RAT S

i  wanted to cry, but instead i  just l ay
there a whi le thinking my death wo u l d

mean nothing here, that it would be but a
s peck in the va stness of  geologic time.

RIVER’S EDGE the brothers beach for the
night in stillwater canyon, about 370 miles in
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raft and with a criminal grin untie the kayak and
p o r tage it back upriver along the sl ickrock. Once in
Desolation Canyon he ran the same crazy stre t c h
a gain and again, his kayak’s dance appearing ini-
t i a l ly qui te out of control . Then I realized i t wa sa
dance: It was measured, had steps, coaxed the wa-
ter  to him l ike a partner, and when Eric’s hips
snapped the kayak kicked and flitted. I n its tu r m o i l
and concentration i t was a b ea u t i f u ldance, the
only one that Eric could do.

O
n the 14th or 15th of Ju ly, in Still-
wa ter Canyon, where the wa te r
runs narrow be t ween soar ing
rock, I  pulled what has to be the
d u m best move in the 275- m i l-
l i o n - year history of the place.

We we re cl iff- jumping; we cliff-jumped all along the
r i ver , testing the depths wi th an oar or  swimming
down into the brown darkness be f o rehand. Eric was
s i e s ta-ing under the shade of  a tarp we ’d fas h i o n e d
on tent poles over the stern, so Rob and I we re on
our own. I splashed to the foot of  the cli ff and sta r te d
climbing, and Rob pro be d .

“ Too shal low,”  he shouted, poking an oar.
“ Come on down.”

E d gar Allan Poe wro te a story called “The I mp
of  the Pe r verse,”  which describes by turns an imp
that rests and wrestles inside us all, a compulsive ly
s e l f - d e s t r u c t i ve cre a tu re who bids us to do exactly
what we know is the worst thing to do. So the imp
and I jumped. I nto what turned out to be three feet
of  wa ter. From 20 feet up.  Th e re was a sicke n e d
hollow mewling that echoed off the walls, and Eric
shot awa ke in the raft that had by then dri fted down
s t ream. I tr ied to stand up and f el l back in the wa-

ter like junk.
“Chr is, I told you not to jump!”  screamed Rob.
“I think — my leg — i t’s — bro ken.” Now I was

c r y i n g .
I floated to the boat and they hauled me in and

examined the swell ing left leg. The flesh aro u n d
the tibia was turning an odd yellow and I had tro u-
ble moving my toes. “ I  don’t fucking be l i e ve this,”
Eric  said, and f or a moment he was at a loss for
words, the first time I’d ever seen it.  “ Yep,” he finally
nodded, “you’re an asshole. That’s all I  have to say.
Rob tells you not to jump, it’s too shallow. And you
jump.”  After  a moment, Eric very quietly said, “I ’ ll
n e ver f orgive you for this.”

We paddled to the shore and ga t h e red wood and
Eric tied a splint with old rope and rags, and we each
took a moment to absorb what lay be f o re us. Enclosed
by walls 1,2 00 f eet high and rising, we had no choice
but to continue downriver to Lake Po well, five days
south, and we hadn’t yet arrived at the most danger-
ous stretch, where in Cataract Canyon the Green is
engorged by its confluence with the muddy Colorado.

The next f ew days we re a blur of pain minimally
dulled by our fas t-diminishing weed. One evening, as
C a taract drew closer, my bro ken leg and I  went to ta ke
a shi t, which had come to be a maneuver like docking
a truck. Eric had always lectu red us about crapping
near the r iver, so I propped an oar under my shoulder
and hopped far into a lonely gro ve of cotto nwoods and
high yellow grass. I re m e m ber the comedy of ke e p i n g
the bro ken leg straight and unwe i g h ted while squat-
ting with the other one; I re m e m ber te e tering on my
oar, trying to maintain a little dignity; I  re m e m be r
falling in my own crap, which was steaming in the
cooling afternoon, wi th the sun dipping below the
c a nyon rim. I wa n ted to cry, but instead I just lay there

a while looking up at the walls and f eeling suddenly
calm and thinking that my death would mean noth-
ing here, that it would be but a speck in the vas t n e s s
of geologic time. And this was not, for some re as o n ,
a frightening thought; maybe it was a dawning, a re v-
elation, who knows? But it’s sta yed with me.

W
hen Cataract’s walls closed
in, Po well’s men re m e m-
be red Lo d o re and they
g roaned. For our part, we
beached on an open
strand and spent our most

sullen night on the river, not even pitching a te n t ,
and then in the morning, unable to stomach bre a k-
f ast, we ran Cataract in one fell shot.

I  re m e m ber the fi rst rapids racing to us like a
car crash, and Rob yelling atop the wind, “Keep your
legs f orward i f we go over — don’t let your head go
d o w n s t re a m ! ”

“Oh, for f uck’s sake, we ’re not gonna flip,”  Eri c
d e c l a red, and no one said another word, for we we re
now in the mosh of wa ves. The boat shuddered, I
clung, my leg shook and went white-hot, and almost
i m m e d i a te ly I bounced in the air and was scudding
o ve r board. The wall of wa ter smashed my face and
was about to tow me under  when a pai r  of  arms
snatched me from behind and — to this day I ’ m
not sure how Rob did i t — pinned me to the raf t,
all while gently cradling the leg.

I n M i le-Long Rapid, Er ic nearly had to eat
his words. The bow pointed skyward, a great cry
went up from the three of us, and the wa ter ap-
p e a red to slow down as i f  envisioned in a fugue
s ta te: You could watch the holes gape and the wa ve s
curl , taking their time to come at us. And I  tu r n e d
my head and saw Eric pounding at the oars, and
now he was n’t smi ling. Then, as suddenly as be i n g
d ropped into another dream, we we re in the Big
D rops and Sata n’ s Gut and Capsize Rapid —
C a taract’s two dozen rapids average more than a
half -mile each over 50 ridiculous miles — and there
was no other existence but howling wa ter and spray
and pain.

C a taract Canyon ends as ab r u p t ly as it be g i n s ,
and we only realized we ’d made i t alive when Eric
said, “ The current — look…” I  pul led myself  up
f r om the flooded boat bo t tom, Rob stopped bai l-
ing, and we looked down the canyons, and knew
i m m e d i a te ly we we re on Lake Po well. We laughed
and high-f ived, and yet also knew that 33 miles of
dead wa ter stood be t ween us and the road out at
H i te M arina.

Ju ly 20 marked the new moon. We paddled
t h rough the night, spelling each other at four-hour
i n te r vals, with only the tops of  the cli ff s lit by the
s tars. I was al lowed to smoke our  last joint, and the
o n ly sounds we re the plashing of the oar, the bo a t
whispering over the wa ter, and, once, a giant bird
beating i ts wings with a thumping l ike a dista n t
drum. Eric had no love f or the lake, this ill-chosen
monument to the explorer. Once there ’d been a
c a nyon here that Po well and his men, te r rori zed by
C a taract, found so del ightful in

THIS WAY OUT after the accident that  transformed the trip, the author takes hi s turn row i n g
the final st r e tch, on lake powell, just below the last punishing rapids of cata r act canyon
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its pink cathedrals and green gardens they called it
Glen Canyon. But Glen Canyon Dam, ere c ted to
p roduce electrici ty for the strip malls and ai r con-
ditioners of Phoenix and Las Ve gas, had dro w n e d
those marvels 20 years earlier. “A f ucking tragedy, ”
Eric pro c l a i m e d .

F i n a l ly, arriving at H ite, no
one to greet us, maybe three f or-
lorn boats tied at the docks, and
a Park Service outpost baking in
the 110- d e g ree heat. A lone ranger
s tepped f rom his shack, peeled
back my splint, and said, “Yuh, it’s
b ro ke.”  We  had arranged for  a
f ri end to meet us with the Econo-
line, driving i t down from Flam-
ing Gorge, but in the hurry to save
my leg we ’d emerged four days
e a r ly. The ranger, who looked to
be nearly as stranded as we we re ,
o f f e red to cal l in a hel icopter at
$ 1 00 a mi le. “No money,”  Eric
said, and instead we left Rob with
the raft and set out under the white
sun to hitchhike the hundred miles
to the nearest county hospita l .

I t took us three rides, more
than seven hours, Er ic hoisting me
in and out of the beds of pickups.
The sun was terri f ying, i t was
e ve r y w h e re; I  understood now
how men died from the heat wi th-
out realizing they we re dying. We
drank our two gallons of wa ter, and
a te our last six strands of  beef  jerky,
and I, with an old oar for a crutch,
f l o a ted in the shallows of  con-
sciousness, borne by the sheer will
and brute anger of my bro t h e r .

The f ollowing year , in 1989, just
shor t of his 26th birthday, Eric
w ro te a wi ll wi tnessed by his ro o m-
m a te, Debora. He bequeathed most
of his savings — tens of  thousands
of  dollars, the harvest of his fruga l-
ity — to the Rocky Mo u n tain I nstitu te, a nonpro f i t
that works on wa ter pr e s e r vation. The two of them
lit up a bowl and laughed and laughed as they each
signed the document.

A few months af te r ward, it was n’t so funny.
S o l o - k a yaking 350 miles along the rocky coast of
Venezuela, Eric ran into a storm. Of the Ve n e z u e l a
trip, Eric wro te simply, “Big surf . Strong winds.
B ro ke kayak.”  This was classic Eric understa te-
ment. He paddled all  night to keep from be i n g
d r i ven out to sea, and some time the next day — he
h a r d ly re m e m be red how — he came to a white
sand beach and collapsed. Later, he spent seve r a l
nights in jai l. The country was locked down afte r
a series of  bloody riots had claimed 300 lives; peo-
ple had been shot in the streets, and Eric was caught
walking on the road past curfew. Eve n tu a l ly he con-

vinced a lazy guard to let him leap from the back of
a truck that was transferring him to another jail, and
he hid among garbage cans unti l dawn.

A f ter Venezuela I think Er ic be gan to ponder the
wisdom of his path. He envisioned himself as a cat-
a lyst of some kind of social change, but he was n’t f ind-
ing his f ooting. He was in love with a woman he’d
t r a c ked down after seeing her inte r v i ewed on TV

about sai ling around the world alone
at age 18. But she was soon to be mar-
ried and, though they became close
friends, he didn’ t dare ask her to leave
her fiancé. He thought about apply-
ing to arc h i te c tu re school, but the no-
tion of  sitting in a clas s room dro ve
him back to the kayak. He spent a
lot of time thinking about the pre c a r-
ious sta te of the rivers he ran, and the
m e tas tasizing cities that alwa y s
needed more from them. John Po w-
ell, who after  the Green spent 13 em-
battled years as head of the U. S .
Geological Surve y, had warned Con-
g ress that the inevitable result of  the
pace of settlement in the west wo u l d
be the drying up of its most pre c i o u s
re s o u rce. I t pained Eric to see, eve n
a century later, how f ew people be-
yond his river-rat friends, some Rocky
Mo u n tain Institu te scientists, and lo-
cal ranchers seemed to care. And ye t ,
neither  could he f igure out how to
carry Po well’s to rch in a way that did-
n’t strike him as small-time. Eric did-
n’t want to hand out flyers; he wa n te d
to change the world. Two years be-
f o re he died, he told a friend: “ I don’t
want to lead a pathetic little life.”  

I
n June of 1991, Eric
headed west the same as
e very summer to run new
r i vers. I n the days be f o re
he left New York, he
t h rew a party with a ke g

of beer iced in the bathtub of his
c r u m my apartment. But he’d been to o
busy to telephone the inv i ta t i o n s .

D e bora was in Oregon visiting her family, just a hand-
ful of people showed up, and Rob Morris was the only
guest who sta yed for long. Eric got drunk, and Rob
l i s tened as he ta l ked. Near daybreak Eric bro ke down
in tears, said he was afraid he’d never see Rob aga i n ,
and threw his arms around his f riend. “ Uh, Eri c,”
Rob said. “C’mon, you’ve gone on these trips a mil-
lion times. Yo u ’re not gonna die.”

By the time he hit Oregon, Eric seemed in be t-
ter spi rits. For a f ew days he sta yed with Debo r a .
But when he told her goodbye, he took her  in his
arms, too, and whispered: “This is it. I  think this is
the one.”  Debora just thought it a joke and laughed
and kissed him on the cheek.

From Por tland he headed south, hitting Eugene
and Springfield, where after years as a rogue on the
wa ter he f inally took a class to qualify as a whitewa te r
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guide. The instructors concluded that Eric was among
the best young boatmen they had seen, which so de-
l i g h ted him that he phoned his mother to tell her. Th e n
he went to celebrate by surf kayaking the infamous wa-
ters of Coos Bay, on the Oregon coast. Two rivers run
f rom the mountains into the bay, creating a havoc of
c u r rents and violent “sneaker  wa ves,” which come
up silently, often from the opposite direction of the in-
coming swells a surf kaya ker hopes to ride. Eric was
eager to test himself against the bay’s traps.

On June 12, 1991, at around 4 pm, Eric paddled
in his T-C a nyon, the same kayak we had carried
with us on the Green, into the heavy-running 50-
d e g ree surf. He wo re a helmet, whistle, shorts, syn-
chi lla shi rt, and life jacket, but no dry suit. I t was
to have been a short run, over  in time f or dinner.

By late afternoon three other swimmers and bo a te r s
had drowned during what turned out to be one of Coos
Bay’s deadlier days. At 5 p m, the T-C a nyon was found
rocking out beyond the breaks. That night divers in a
h e l i c o p ter search discove red Eric’s body floating face-
down 150 yards offshore. “A s p hyxia by drowning, im-
mersion hypothermia,”  read the medical report, noting
that his core te m p e r a tu re was 73 degrees. His mother,
C a ro lyn, has long speculated that a sneaker wa ve
snapped his oar into his head and knocked him out;
the autopsy found a large bruise on his fore h e a d .

A few months ago, I sat with Caro lyn, my f ather, and
Rob Morris, who is now 42, the same age that Eric
would be to d a y, and we watched a f ilm that Rob to o k
of our trip with a Super 8 camera. The footage was raw
and jumpy and wi thout sound. Wa ves like cof fee
boiled up, burped, hi t the lens. Th e re was a shot of me
looking pale, wi th Eric standing behind, wa t c h i n g
d o w n r i ver, tanned as a panther. Cut to a shot of our
yellow wa te r p roof cas s e t te player (pro b ab ly blaring the
D i re Straits album B r o t h e rs in Arm s). A heron wa l ke d
the wa ter and took wing. A wild horse, white, with sil-
ver mane, dr inking. Cut to Eric in his kayak shatte r-
ing through brown foam, the camera not keeping up.

“ He was such a good-look-
ing guy,” said Caro lyn, with
tears at seeing her son.  She
h a d n’t watched the f ilm in
15 ye a r s .

I don’t be l i e ve in God or
an af terli fe, but for a long
while after his death I f ool-
i s h ly imagined Er ic was
watching to see what hap-
pened to the 15- year-old in
these reels. I n my 20s I
was ted a lot of time, writing
poetry that never got pub-
lished, dead-ending in jobs
that taught me li ttle. I  re-
turned out west a lot, back-
packing the cany o n l a n d s
that Er ic opened to me.
Then I became a journalist
and was, in a sense, save d :
I  found what Eric didn’t. 

O n ly re c e n t ly did I re a l-
ize that it is easier  to replay old f ilms of old roles than
to f ace the fact that none of us who we re close to Eric
did a very good job watching him. At the time he
died I  think he knew his adve n tu res we re re a c h i n g
some sort of  endgame. Paula Rosenfeld, who calls
Eric “my first love,” who has recurring dreams of him
being alive, says, “ If i t didn’t happen that day, i t
wo u l d ’ve happened some other day. I think uncon-

s c i o u s ly he was trying to ki ll himself his whole life.
He wa n ted to be bold. He wa n ted to be strong. But
he didn’t want to look inside. I don’t think Eric knew
that he was al ready the person he was looking f or.”
Perhaps in his emotional  partings f rom Rob and
D e bora he was asking f or somebody to pull  him
out of the wa ter. I f so, no one, not Rob, not Debo r a ,
not Paula, not his env i ro n m e n talist mother , not his
rich father , not his hor rible little ste p b rother whose
leg he saved, did.

The last time I  saw Eric, three weeks be f o re he
d rowned, we sat on a stoop in Bro o k lyn and he to l d
me we should do another river soon. It shocked me the
way he said it: almost shy ly, like I was an equal or
friend. But I was stil l scared of him and ashamed of
what had happened on the Green, so I shrugged and
said, “Yeah, another  rive r ’d be good,” and that was that.

I didn’t understand how sincere the of fer was un-
til a few months ago. I was reading the letters writ-
ten of him after his death, the flood of  letters that
came in from girlfriends and whitewa ter buddies and
re cycling obsessives. So many of the notes said the
same thing: Eric was a romantic, he wa n ted be a u t y
and order, and when these f ailed, as they must, there
was disappointment and then rage. “That’ s when I
most worried about him,”  his college friend, Alessia
O r tolani, wro te. Oddly, there was something of our
trip down the Green that had lived up to the ideal.
“ He told me several times,” Alessia wro te, “how
p roud he was of  his little brother Chris for being so
b r a ve the time he bro ke his leg.”

O CAPTAIN eric keeps vigil at the bow; he’d run 100 rivers by age 25 


