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In  June  2016 ,  short ly  befor e  h i s  pass ing,  Car i  Mor gan got  the chance  to  s i t  down 
with  O.A.R .S .  Founder  Geor ge Wendt  to  pr y  about  the  ear ly  days  of  r unning  
r ivers .  That  day ,  as  we  sat  in  h is  modest  off i ce  surr ounded by  mounta ins  of  
mementos  and art i c les  chr onic l ing  h i s  l i fe ’s  work ,  we  ta lked  about  one  th ing—the  
S tanis laus—the r iver  that  br ought  O.A.R .S .  to  Ange ls  Camp and he lped insp i r e  a  
gener at ion  of  r iver  advocates .  

 

Where Raft ing  in  the  West  Got  i ts  Star t  

Geo rge f i r s t  cam e to  the  Stanis laus  in  1967  and by  1969  he  was o ne  o f  13 
o ut f i t ters  running  two -day  t r ips  o n the  weekends .  I t ’s  here,  in  the  deepest  
l im esto ne canyo n in  Ca l i fo rn ia ,  where the  ra f t ing  comm unity  in  the  West  too k o f f .  
The  n ine-m i le  st retch  o f  r iv er  f rom  Cam p Nine  to  P arro t ’ s  Ferry  was ,  by  a l l  
acco unts ,  the per fect  ra f t ing  t r ip ,  and wo rd quick ly  spread.  By  1974 ,  Geo rge  and 
h is  w i fe ,  P am ,  dec ided to  leave  Lo s  Ange les .  T rading  h is  teaching  career  and P am ’s  
jo b  as  an X -ray  technic ian  fo r  o ut f i t t ing ,  they  mo ved no rth  to  the  to wn o f  Ange ls  
Cam p in  the  S ierra  Nev ada  fo oth i l l s  where  O.A.R .S .  co uld  run t r ips  o n  “ the  Stan”  
seven days  per  week .  
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Acco rd ing  to  Tom  Hunt ingto n,  who  guided fo r  O.A.R .S .  in  the  ear ly  years  and later  
wo rked fo r  Fr iends  o f  the  R iv er ,  the  Stanis laus  was  a  t rue wi lderness  r iver  canyo n.  
The  ra f t ing  tr ip  co uld be  do ne in  o ne  day or  two  (mo st  preferred to  do  i t  in  two ),  
and had beaut i fu l  natura l  features,  inc lud ing  l im esto ne cav es  yo u co uld  c rawl  
into ,  s ide canyo ns  and creeks ,  great  swimm ing ho les  and cam ps i tes ,  as  we l l  as  
re l i cs  o f  Nat iv e  Am er icans  and the  Go ld  Rush era .  

And despi te  rap ids  with  nam es  l i ke  “D eath  Ro ck”  and “ Wido wm aker ,”  the 
whi tewater  was  fun  and s t ra ight  fo rward.  Th is  was befo re  the  era  o f  se l f -ba i l ing  
ra f t s ,  so  i t  wasn’t  very  easy  to  run anyth ing  b igger  than C lass  I I I ,  acco rd ing  to  
Geo rge .  But  even mo re  than i t s  access ib le  whi tewater ,  the  Stanis laus  was  
beaut i fu l  and gav e many  peo ple  the i r  f i r s t  taste  o f  ra f t ing .  

Sav e the  Stan  



Ev en as  so me 30  o ut f i t ters  set  up  sho p and peo ple  f lo cked by  the  tho usands  to  
th i s  famed s t retch  o f  whi tewater—60,000  peo ple  wo uld  raf t  i t  in  1980—the  r iv er  
was  under  threat .  I t  was  s t i l l  the  era  o f  b ig  dam  bui ld ing  and the  Army Co rp  o f  
Eng ineers  had p lans  that  dated back  to  1946  to  bui ld  a  600- foo t  dam —o ne o f  the 
ta l les t  in  the  nat io n—that  wo uld  f loo d the  Stanis laus  under  a  m ass iv e  reservo i r .  

 

“ The  year  we  m ov ed up here  in  1974 ,  the  dam  was  a l ready  pretty  far  a lo ng  in  i ts  
p lanning,”  acco rd ing  to  Geo rge  in  an  interv iew that  appeared in  Boatman’s  
Quar ter ly ,  Winter  2015/2016 .  “ I t  was  a  boo ndo ggle  passed by  co ngress io na l  
peo ple  who ’d been entrenched in  Co ngress  fo r  twenty  years .”  

“ Th is  was  a  federa l ly -autho r ized  pro ject  for  water  s to rage ,  hydro e lect r i c  
generat io n and recreat io na l  benef i t s ,”  sa id  Geo rge .  “ It  so unded pret ty  goo d o n 
paper  fo r  anybo dy  who  had not  seen what  was  go ing  to  be  lo st .”  

Regard less  o f  the  fact  that  the  New Melo nes  D am pro ject  was  wel l  underway ,  r iv er  
o ut f i t ters  and env i ronm enta l i st s  be l iev ed that  very  few peo ple  actua l ly  wanted 
ano ther  dam  o n the  Stanis laus  R iver ,  so  they  team ed up to  t ry  to  b lock  the  pro ject  
f ro m m ov ing  fo rward any  further .  An env i ro nmenta l  cam paign,  “Sav e  the  Stan,”  
was  born  and wi th  that ,  Fr iends  o f  the  R iver .  
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T he Good F ig ht  

In i t ia l l y ,  in  a  mo ve  to  s to p the  pro ject  complete ly ,  dam o ppo nents  wo rked to  get  a  
pro po s i t io n  o nto  the 1974  ba l lo t —P ro po s i t io n  17 .  But  acco rd ing  to  Geo rge ,  “ I t  
d idn’ t  take m uch to  buy  the  e lect io n.”  

B ig  mo ney ,  suppo rted by  Ca l i fo rn ia ’ s  agr icu l tura l  lo bby ,  had launched a  m ass ive  
pro -dam  publ ic i ty  cam paign  that  co nfused m i l l io ns  o f  peo ple ,  espec ia l ly  in  
So uthern  Ca l i fo rn ia ,  into  v ot ing  to  dam the r iv er .  

 

“ The  cam paign came o ut ,  ‘ Sav e the  Stanis laus  R iver ,  v o te  no  o n pro po s i t io n  17 , ’”  
reca l led  Geo rge .  “ So  i t  was just  a  m atter  of  co nfus ing  the e lecto rate .”  

Vo t ing  “ no”  was  actua l ly  a  v ote  in  suppo rt  o f  the  dam .  Us ing  d isho nest  
cam paign ing  tact ics ,  that  wo uld  la ter  becom e i l lega l  in  Ca l i fo rn ia ,  New Melo nes 
dam  pro po nents  wo n by  a  s l im  m arg in .  



Ho wev er,  the f ight  cont inued.  Fo r  the next  severa l  years ,  Fr iends  o f  the  R iv er—
alo ng wi th  m any  r iv er  o ut f i t ters—wo uld  cont inue  to  ra i se  awareness  abo ut  the 
Stan  and im plem ent  a  v ar iety  o f  s t rateg ies  that  wo uld  la ter  becom e the  backbo ne 
fo r  m any  large-sca le  env i ro nm enta l  cam paigns ,  inc luding  the  e ffo rt  to  pro tect  the  
Tuo lum ne R iv er  as  Wi ld  &  Scenic  sev era l  years  la ter ,  acco rd ing  to  Hunt ingto n.  

“ We d id  ev eryth ing  f ro m statewide  in i t ia t iv es ,  co ngress io na l  leg i s lat io n,  state  
leg is lat io n,  publ i c i ty  cam paigns ,  lawsui ts ,  execut iv e o rders ,”  he sa id .  “ No ne  o f  i t  
wo rked,  but  i t  he lped us  bui ld  a  co nst i tuency  that  o nce  the  Stanis laus  was  lo st ,  we  
wo uld  be ab le  to  t ransfer—the  mem bership ,  energy ,  o rganizat io n  and expert i se —
right  into  the  Tuo lumne Wi ld  & Scenic  campaign.”  

“ I  wo uld  say  that  O.A.R .S .  p layed a  key  ro le  in  th i s ,”  sa id  Hunt ingto n.  “ I t  was part  
o f  the etho s  o f  O .A.R .S .  to  wo rk  to  spread the  wo rd o n env i ro nmenta l  va lues  o f  
pro tected r iv ers  in  the  West .”  

Geo rge reca l led  that  the  co m pany ’s  inv o lvement  with  “ Sav e-the-Stan”  was  two -
fo ld .  At  the  t im e,  Fr iends  o f  the  R iv er  was a  f ledg l ing  grassro o ts  o rganizat io n,  so  
O.A.R .S . ,  a lo ng  with  m any  o ther  o ut f i t ters  o n  the  r iver ,  agreed to  ask  passengers  
to  v o lunteer  an  addi t io na l  $5  per  r iver  t r ip,  which  wo uld  be used to  he lp  suppo rt  
Fr iends  o f  the  R iv er ’s  co nserv at io n  e f fo rts .  He  a l so  remem bered sending  o ut  a  
t remendo us  num ber  o f  two -pane l  bro chures  that  descr ibed what  was at  stake .  



 

Hunt ingto n a l so  rem em bers  O.A.R .S .  tak ing im portant  stakeho lders  down the r iver  
at  no  co st ,  as  we l l  as  r iv er  gu ides fac i l i tat ing  Fr iends  o f  the  R iver  ta lks  and le tter -
wr i t ing  cam paigns  o n every  t r ip .  

“ ‘Fr iends  o f  the  R iv er  Ta lks ’  o n  the  Stanis laus  becam e part  of  r iv er  t r ips…the  
gu ides  were  insp i red,”  sa id  Hunt ingto n.  “The  gu ides  wo uld  s to p at  lunch and say,  
‘Fo r  tho se who  wo uld l i ke  to  hear  abo ut  the  s tate  o f  th i s  r iver  and i t s  future ,  
p lease  step  o ver  here and we’ l l  ta lk  to  yo u abo ut  the  cam paign  to  m ake  the  
Stanis laus  a  protected r iv er .”  

In  sp i te  o f  a l l  o f  th i s ,  the  dam  was  com pleted in  1978  and wo uld  s lo wly  beg in  to  
f i l l .  By  1979 ,  there wo uld  be  o ne  last -d i tch  e f fo rt  by  Fr iends  o f  the  R iv er ’s  leader ,  
Mark  D ubo is ,  to  prevent  the reservo i r  f rom  be ing  f i l led com plete ly  and to  
preserve  the  scenic  canyo n and Ca l i fo rn ia ’s  prem iere  s t retch  o f  whi tewater .  

“ Wel l  past  the e leventh  hour ,  in  late  May of  1979,  af ter  the dam was  completed  
and the  r eservo i r  r i s ing,  Mark  would  chain h imse l f  to  a  r ock  at  leve l  808,  h idden 
f r om v iew up a t r ibutar y  canyon.  I f  the  water  cont inued to  r ise ,  i t  would  k i l l  h im.  



This  would  be  no s tunt .  D ubois  was  wi l l ing  to  d ie  i f  he  could  de lay  f i l l ing  the  
r eser vo ir  a l l  the way  to  Camp Nine—wher e we had star ted  our  tr ip—long enough 
for  Amer ica  to come to  i t s  senses .  

As  the  r eser vo ir  would  r i se  towar d  the  expans ion  bo l t  cha in ing  D ubois  to  a mul t i -
ton  boulder  (Mark  would  possess  the  key  to  un lock  the  chain  around h is  ank le ) ,  
Ca l i for n ia ’s  Gover nor  Jer r y  Br own would  te l l  a  pr ess  conference  the  S tanis laus  was 
a  ‘pr i ce less  asset  to the  people  of  Ca l i for n ia  and the  people  of  th i s  nat ion. ’  Br own 
a lso  would  ask  S ecr etar y  of  the Inter ior  Cece l  Andr us  to dec lar e  the  S tanis laus  a  
Feder a l  Wi ld  &  S cenic  R iver .”  (Ghig l ie r i ,  Boatman,  Chapter  1 )  

Af ter  10  days ,  D ubo is  ended h is  pro test  and m any o rganizat io ns wo uld  a l so  ca l l  fo r  
the  protect io n  o f  the  Stan is laus .  S t i l l ,  the u l t im ate  dec is io n  was le f t  to  Co ngress ,  
which  in  1980  v oted to  de lete  the  Stan f rom  the  pro po sed Wi ld  &  Scenic  l i s t .  The  
f ight  was  o ver .  

 

By  1982 ,  a  ser ies  o f  E l  N iño  s to rm s  sea led  the  fate  o f  the Stanis laus  and the  
be lo ved s t retch  o f  r iver  fo r  so  m any  was  go ne,  bur ied  beneath  New Melo nes  
Reserv o i r .  



“ I t  was  m enta l ly  t raum at ic ,”  reca l led Geo rge .  “ The  other  b ig  lo ss  I  had in  my  l i fe  
up  to  that  po int  was  the  loss  o f  G len Canyo n.  That  showed m e that  beaut i fu l  
p laces  have  to  be  shared o r  there’s  no co nst i tuency that  can  be  m o bi l i zed  to  f ight  
fo r  them .”  

T he Great  Sac r i f ic e  

Fo r  Geo rge ,  the lo ss  o f  the Stanis laus  becam e the  ga lv aniz ing  fo rce to  he lp  pro tect  
the  nearby Tuo lum ne R iv er ,  which  was  be ing  co ns idered fo r  a  ser ies  o f  three  
po tent ia l  hydroe lect r i c  dam s.  But  he  wasn’t  a lo ne .  

The  sacr i f ice  o f  the  Stanis laus  R iver  canyon had insp i red  a  co mm unity  o f  act iv i s t s  
and fo rced the  co untry  to  lo ok  at  whether  o r  no t  the  st i l l -yo ung Wi ld  &  Scenic  
R iv er  System co uld  l i v e  up  to  i t s  intent io n,  acco rd ing  to  Jo hn Am o dio ,  who was  
D i recto r  o f  the  Tuo lum ne R iv er  Trust  at  the  t im e. 

 

“ We knew that  th i s  wo uld  be  the  next  bat t legro und and o ut  o f  the  Stanis laus  cam e 
a  m uch larger  understanding  f ro m the publ ic  abo ut  the  v a lue  o f  r iv ers  and an  
info rmed and engaged co nst i tuency ,”  recal l s  Amo dio .  “ They  gr iev ed the  lo ss  o f  the  



Stanis laus ,  but  i t  fo r t i f ied  them  with  the menta l i ty  and co mm itment  o f  ‘nev er  
aga in . ’ ”  

In  1984 ,  83  m i les  o f  the  Tuo lum ne R iver  were  des ignated Wi ld  &  Scenic  and m any  
m o re  m i les  o f  r iver  wo uld  fo l lo w nat io nwide  in  the  years  to  com e.  The  lo ss  o f  the  
Stanis laus  no t  o nly  s igna led  the  end o f  the m ega-dam  era ,  but  m o re  im po rtant ly ,  
i t  he lped insp i re  the  gro wing  env i ro nm enta l  mo vement .  

And fo r  Geo rge,  “ never  aga in”  wo uld  gu ide  h is  l i fe ’ s  wo rk .  He  m ade i t  h i s  m iss io n  
to  expose  as  many  peo ple  as  he  co uld  to  wi ld  r iv ers  so  that  they wo uld  be  
pro tected fo r  future  generat io ns .  

2018  wi l l  ma rk  th e  50th An niversa ry  o f  the  Wi ld  & Scen ic  Rivers  Act.  Lea rn  mo re  
a nd  f ind  o ut  h ow  w e’re  ce leb ra t ing  at  5 ,000  Mi les  o f  Wi ld .     
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