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The River Rules

By Peter Stekel

The San Juan River starts high in the
Rocky Mountains of south-central
Colorado. At first it rushes, falls and runs,
bouncing with happy energy. Then it slow
dances like your prom date dream, oozing
and eddying hundreds of miles before one
last fling, finally crawling into bed behind
Glen Canyon Dam. It’s that last piece in
Utah, the fifty or so miles below Mexican
Hat to the takeout at Clay Hills Crossing,
that people love to run in open boats.
Once you've been there and felt that last
bit of excitement the San Juan has to offer,
you’'ll know why.

Like the Colorado River, into which it
should flow, the San Juan is brown. Like
chocolate milk. Like a baby’s diaper.
Like many rivers beyond the hundredth

American Whitewater
November/December 2005

meridian. The rocks it flows through are
red, burnt umber and terra-cotta. Those
rocks are made of mud and silt contributed
to ancient oceans by primordial Colorado
and San Juan rivers.

An untrained eye doesn’t see much
growing along the San Juan. What little
vegetation is poking out of the ground is a
faded green, like Levis worn one season too
many. The chlorophyll has been blanched
out, scalded by the sun until it no longer
possesses any botanic hue. All that is left is
emotion. To either desert lovers or haters,
that green is as refreshing as blue sky on a
smoggy afternoon in southern California.

Of course, there’s plenty of blue sky in
the desert but a bright sun and summer
heat do a good job of washing away any
interest in it. Shade, dark, cool shade is
sought when leaving the river for the
canyons. Umbrellas and tarps are needed
on shore, substituting for trees. Portable

sun shelters—hats with bigger duckbills
than a duckbilled platypus—are needed
on the river once flat water has obviated
the need for helmets.

Desert sky is benign to those who pay
attention and unforgiving to those who
forget the importance of escaping the
sun. That’s the rule to follow on the San
Juan and every other river too. When the
river rule isn’t followed someone always
ends up with the worst sunburn seen since
the last time denial (or fashion—“I can’t
wear a hat because it makes my hair look
funny”) got in the way of good sense.

Humans are a funny lot. Experience and
conditioning mean we obey what the sky
commands though obedience doesn’t
come easily. Whoever first came up with,
“Rules are meant to be broken,” never
paddled a river or stood in the desert. To
that foolishness can be added the current
philosophy that not only are rules meant
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to be broken, they’re meant to be ignored
and not known.

In the San Juan country, the sky above
and the earth and river below are good
metaphors for knowing and not knowing.
Granted, a lot in this world is not known.
Some of it because it can’t be known and
the rest of it because it’s just too plain
difficult to understand. But a small piece,
the lazy piece owned by those who are
proud of their ignorance, is purposely
unknown because knowing would mean
paying attention and being aware. Laziness
breeds indolence and makes breaking rules
a natural affair.

Rivers continually provide metaphors
for how life is to be lived. Rivers have
rules and while on the river we choose
to obey those rules because we know
how important they are. We know the
health and safety rules and follow them
without question. It doesn’t matter if you
are novice or expert, everyone respects the
rules because everyone knows they are
right and good. Make camp in the proper
place. Use your fire pan. The river is not a
toilet. Wear helmets and PFDs since they
protect heads from concussions and keep
air in a swimmer’s lungs. Always travel the
river as if you are the first in a long line.
Be invisible and leave no trace of your
passing. Pack it in. Pack it out.

Further downstream the rules dont
change but everything else sure does. The
further from the source, the further from
knowledge and awareness. The problem is,
not abiding by the rules creates mischief
for rivers.

Consider the San Juan’s curious reversal of
fate. During most of its life, the San Juan
River runs brown under a blue sky. As time
marches on, the river is captured by the
water seekers. The San Juan joins larger
and smaller rivers and runs through pipes
to fill reservoirs and other impoundments.
In the end, it sits blue under a brown sky.

Resting in a shady eddy on the lower San
Juan, below the rapid at Government
Canyon, engulfed by rock, warmth and
rule, it is difficult to believe that this water
will one day flow from faucets to feed
factories and businesses or water homes,
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gardens, people and dogs in such places as
Los Angeles, Tucson and Phoenix. Because
they choose to not know or respect the
rules of rivers, the people who use this
water will not know where this water came
from, or how long and how far it traveled
to meet their needs.

These water users will not know that the
San Juan is one of the siltiest rivers in the
world. One third of the River’s volume can
be silt during the summer when afternoon
thunderstorms pound what passes for
rock around here.

Urban water users won't know that egrets,
beaver, mule deer, Canada geese, hawks
and sparrows and other animal species
rely on the river and its basin for life. Even
cattle grazing on the public lands around
the San Juan for less than $2.00/animal/
month need its water. And don’t forget the
insects and all the plants.

The lower Colorado River basin states of
Nevada, Arizona and southern California
will take the San Juan’s water without
knowing about the 12,000 people who run
this stretch of 50 miles every year. That
successive waves of people were born here,
died here and were supplanted by conflict
with different cultures. Or that the wave
here now, us, shall some day also pass.

Water takers will not know about the
human impacts here on the San Juan
and how severe they have been. For
instance, Tamarisk, the “scourge of the
desert southwest,” is an ecological disaster
along riparian zones. Introduced from the
Middle East to control erosion, it provides
scant habitat or resources for native
animals. Not only do Tamarisk infections
disrupt wildlife, the tree displaces native
plants and affects river recreation by
creating impenetrable thickets sealing off
shore access.

Tamarisk roots draw up water from deep
in the ground—water often contaminated
with salts. These salts are concentrated in
the tree’s leaves, which when dropped onto
the ground make the soil too salty for any
other plant except ... you got it! Tamarisk.
Since it uses more water than native plants,
an established grove of Tamarisk can
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actually lower the water table, drying up
springs and wells.

For people resistant to reason, Tamarisk is
the perfect desert plant. It’s green. It binds
the sandy bottoms and shores of rivers,
reducing sediment transport so the dams—
river plugs—don’t silt up. Tourists love
Tamarisk because of the tree’s springtime
display of small, pinkish flowers. They
think the hundreds of thousands of tiny
feathery seeds, blowing about in the breeze
or floating downstream, are pretty. What
they don’t know is that those seeds, falling
on a sandbar, create a carpet of one inch
seedlings with twelve inch roots.

Tamarisk also reproduces vegetatively, new
shoots sprouting from stumps. They appear
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