[image: image1.jpg]XPLORATION IN THE WORLD seems to have

occurred in stages, or waves. The Spanish

influx to the New World at the interface of
the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries was one such
wave; the American-Soviet penetrations into space
in the 1960s was another. There are, of course, many
smaller stages of expansion, such as the rapid con-
quest of the Himalayas’ 8,000-meter peaks during the
1950s. During those tides of curiosity and achieve-
ment, it is as if humanity itself reaches out to un-
known regions and floods them with the light of
knowledge.

We hope, in some small way, to have been a surge
in these tides—a brief rise in the surf, an unexpected
swelling of the river. The years of the recent past,
when Sobek Expeditions and other explorers have
shed new light on remote river corridors, may be
seen as the florescence of international river rafting.
We have written of rivers we know, from our experi-
ences in this distinctly modern age of exploration.
Rivergods comprises ten tales of rivers that we have
explored since the late 1960s.

One of the risks of discovery—of a river, wilder-
ness, or continent—has always been that there will be
an eventual alteration of those pristine qualities that
first attracted the explorers. Probably the best exam-
ple is the New World itself: only a few acres of the
original plant communities of the Great Plains re-
main intact today, the Amazon Basin is being de-
forested at an alarming rate, and an appalling
number of native animal and plant species has been
eliminated or poise on the brink of extinction. We
hope that our impact on the regions, as river runners,
has been, if any, positive. If our efforts have led to the
slightest increase in understanding the réles rivers
play in human history and natural process, then
every flipped boat, wearisome portage, and icy swim
were well worthwhile,

Surely, not all changes in today’s understanding of
rivers is owing to a handful of rafters pouring over
topographic maps and careening through unscouted
rapids. History, too, has been at work. A quarter

century ago the Zambezi flowed through Rhodesia,
the Congo drained the Belgian Congo, and only
about 1,000 people had been down through the
Grand Canyon on a raft. Now the Zambezi borders
Zambia and Zimbabwe; the Zaire drains (what
else?) Zaire, and nearly a quarter of a million people
have floated between the canyon walls of the
Colorado.

The rivers included in this book are certainly not
all the world’s “great rivers”—not by far. There may
be some mad gazetteer at work, calculator in hand,
who will some day complete a tabulation of all the
trickles, rushes, and cascades of water that have a
name and give us the final count of the world’s rivers.
A million? More? It hardly matters. What does mat-
ter is that of all our planet’s activities—geological
movements, the reproduction and decay of biota,
and even the disruptive propensities of certain spe-
cies (elephants and humans come to mind)—no force
is greater than the hydrologic cycle. Water evapo-
rates, clouds, freezes and falls, melts and flows, and
makes its way to the sea to evaporate again. The
physical features of that process—glaciers, rivers,
seas—are the most powerful shaping forces on earth.

So where does “greatness” enter into this? Every
creek runs, sooner or later, to the sea; every mile-
wide artery of a continent’s watershed is fed by a
thousand trickling streams. Over the years, Sobek
has rafted over 100 rivers, more than 30 of them for
the first time. We do not make our first descent on a
river because “it’s a great river,” and certainly not for
the simplistic reason “because it’s there.” We run it
because it inspires us.

The rivers in this book were chosen because they
have carried us upon their bosoms, and between
their banks our lives have been formed, eroded, and
enlarged with the same deliberation as a sandbar,
gorge, or watershed. But there are other rivers in the
world, and it would be unfair—to say nothing of
impertinent—to list only a small percentage of the
world’s classic raftable rivers. So if we append a list of
“lesser gods,” adding twenty-five more names to this
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[image: image2.jpg]volume of our own explorations, we do so using the
same criteria that have led us to run a number of
them: gradient, volume, location, and a quality we
might as well call glamour.

Gradient refers to the drop of a river’s course over
a given distance—usually measured in feet per mile.
The Colorado through the Grand Canyon drops
about 8 feet per mile, though at Lava Falls it spills
over 30 feet in about 100 yards. The gradient on the
Tuolumne is around 67 feet per mile in its stimulating
first six miles; a few raftable rivers boast a gradient of
over 100 feet per mile, though in such cases either the
gradient is quite constant or the channel is broad
enough to allow clear routes through the drops.

Volume, like gradient, is a variable that depends
on the river’s topology. A small narrow channel may
be runnable with only 300 cubic feet per second
flowing past any given point (the usual measure of
volume); a flow of 10,000 cubic feet per second may
be moderate on the Colorado, or flood stage on the
Tuolumne. Scale must be called into the judgment
for such rivers, and here our third quality, location,
comes into play. Does the river flow through the
industrial section of a city? Is it a nearby culture’s
traditional burial place? Has it cut a canyon a mile
deep? The answers to such questions determine if
these are reasons for running the river, or reasons to
avoid it. ’

As for that fourth quality: What made Livingstone
search the entire length of the Zambezi, looking for a
gateway to “civilize” Africa? What drove James
Bruce to the farthest headwaters of the Blue Nile?
What has brought the pilgrims of Asia up the Indus
for thousands of years to the trickles of its icy springs?
Glamour may not be the right word, but not because
it is too overreaching: it is only insufficient. In short
we have explored and written about these rivers
simply because they mean something to us.

In the past twenty-five years, river rafting has be-
come a sport that almost anyone can join, and that
nearly all can enjoy. For some, a river trip means
water fights and wet summer fun; for others, it is
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mainly a testing of personal mettle. But for nearly all
there is something more, something ineffable yet
deeply satisfying, as we join with the ancient currents
and flow, for a brief time, between the timeless
banks. Whether these rivers are small, crystalline
streams percolating through granite boulder gardens,
or huge juggernauts of hydraulic insistence creating
the very landscape they inhabit, every waterway that
we have explored has brought us more than we ex-
pected. Rivers, as we quickly found out, are greater
than their grandest canyons and biggest drops. They
are habitats, as well, for plant and animal species that
depend on the steady flow of water for their survival;
and among these species is man.

On the river, we recognize the identity we share
with the people who have come before us, whether
the Anasazi in the Grand Canyon, who left behind a
few stone structures and fewer rock paintings, or the
likes of David Livingstone and John Wesley Powell,
who challenged the waters of the unknown. On the
river, we see in the faces of today’s inhabitants our
own faces. We discover our kinship with the Bodi
along the Omo, who had never seen sunglasses or
cameras before a 1973 river expedition, or with the
Papuan natives, who like us must speak in a pidgin
tongue to communicate their knowledge. On the
river, we see ourselves as motes in God’s blood-
stream, venturing along the planet’s arteries, observ-
ing and, perhaps inevitably, changing as we go. For
while the rivers we offer in these pages still flow
strongly and powerfully to the sea, for the most part
undammed and undaunted by humankind’s treach-
erous acquaintance, they are not eternal. In varying
degrees, all are under siege, be it by diversion proj-
ects for irrigation, dams for hydroelectric power, or
unthinking pollution. Yet don’t look elsewhere for
villains or turn aside in despair. We are all rivergods;
and whether we act as creator or destroyer—or like
Shiva, the cosmic dancer of the Indus, who is inex-
tricably both—is up to us. It is a choice offered
repeatedly wherever we go, every time we labor or
travel, on every river trip we make.




