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fter 10 days of some of the most
merciless toil ever carried on in
the namc of cither sport or adventure, we
had given up our attempt to become the
first party to travel by boat down Mexi-
co’s Urique River. We had scaled the
towering walls of the Barranca de Cobre
(Copper Canyon) that guard the still
unconquered stream. Defeated and dis-
appoinicd but glad to be among peoplc
again, we were wandering the little Mexi-
can town of Creel while waiting for a
train, when we were informed with won-
derful Mexican understatement that
“‘somebody” was looking for us.
The word *“‘somebody” meant that
Mexican planes were crisscrossing the

Mary Ellen O'Reilly (above) was one of a group of 15 American explorers trapped a fortnight

i{ ago in the wild canyons of the Urique River in western Mexico. Assisted by her father, Sports

| LADY ON A RIVER OF ROCK

canyons in scarch of us, that Air Rescuc

units from Kansas and Texas, as well as

U.S. Army helicopters out of Fort Bliss.

. ® Texas. had swarmed to Chihuahua City
Chihuahua

to join the hunt. It meant that the 302nd
Airborne Division had been alerted and

Creels « paratroopers were ready to fly down and

: jump into the canyon. It meant that fo:
% three days newspapers. radio and televi-

™ sion back home had been spreading th

BARRANCA news that a party of 15 Americans, in-

cluding two young women, were feare:
DE COBRE lost and starving in the wilds of th
Barranca de Cobre.

Chet Huntley, a newscaster who live
across the river from my home in Penn
sylvania, described the canyon as one o

50- 100 the *'mostawesomechasmsin theworld.’
E..._—_—-ﬁslﬁ That may well be true. The Urique flow
les

through gorges that in places are muc!
. : ! , ; deeper than the Grand Canyon. The pa:
i . of the Barranca I saw was a mighty gulc

SITE OF ADVENTURE was Barranca de Cobre sector of Urique River, a into which some race of supergiants ay
i frightening gorge cut through the dry mountain country near Chihuahua. peared to have heaved thousands of hug
continiu
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RIVER OF ROCK continued

. rocks to thwart any boating party krying  would never have gotten onto the river
torun the river. or gotten out again.

P "*+ TheBarranca seemed particularly awe- The Urique gave us our first rebufT be-
%, some when we looked up at those|boul-  fore we had even embarked. We rode in
~  ders, some as big as a three-story House,  trucks to the river, only to find that we
‘% andrealized that the only way topragress  had to spend almost the entire day rop-

v was to drag our 400-pound Neoprene ing our boats and gear down 150 feet of
- boats and all our gear up and over fhem, steep hillside. It was late and we were
- Itbecame somewhat worse thanawgsome  tired, but for morale purposes we decid-
¥ asour food supply dwindled and wk had  ed to move down the river to a good
£ .. 10 ncgotiate those rock piles on s impy  camping spot. We were on the river at
B rations, Hannibal may have gotten ele- last, and spirits were high as we ate our
.. phants over the Alps, but I bet he did it canned chili and rice pudding. We had
“"on a full stomach. gone only two miles, but we’d show the
: * We knew the trip would be no-picnic,  old Urique the next day. That two miles
#F  but we felt there was no cause to orry  was just about as much as we made on
A" since we were in the hands of veterapriv-  any one day during the whole trip. Some
ermen—John Cross, his son John Jr. -days we did not make more than a quar-
and Larry Davis. I had run Cataract ter mile.
Canyon on the Colorado and other west- Our glorious start the next morning
ern rivers with them, and I knew hey  was stopped short by a waterfall, where
. In  theriver slid down a 45°slope. While the
one men put four oars under cach boat and
ted carried the boats down onc ata time, Jan
air  and [ carried the rest of the gear for the
therc appeared to be long stretches of quarter mile of the portage, making 10
open channel. In reality, that portioh of trips to get it all down. At the time, we
the Urique swept down steep inclines, thought it was pretty hard work. But
gh  compared to what was ahead, this por-
rock piles in a manner that made it ut- tage was child’s play. Around the very
next bend was another waterfall, This
ard-  one plunged 25 feet straight down into
om  a bluish-green pool. We had to rope ev-
ol- erything down, including the boats and
ime  ourselves. I began to wonder whether
ho  this wasa boat trip or a mountain-climb-
an ingexpedition.
rho It was long after dark when we crawled
gep  into our sleeping bags, the Urique roar-
erops from freezing. Their shapes dgnd ing by in moonlight almost as brilliant
% sizes were as varied as their ages, rang-  as the Mexican sun. That continual roar
g from Janice, 19-year-old blon e,  thrilled us at first, but later as we toiled
i brown-eyed daughter of John Cross § I, over the big rocks or lay curled up on
the lanky Verne Thurber, who tdok patches of sand between them, the sound
.deep personal pride in his abllity [to  took on a note of challenge.
tand the hardships at 70. Not once did The third day we began cutting down
6 complain. our rations. We had realized that we
I'was a picture of confidence and grin-  would be long overdue in reaching the
hing excitement when I walked into [El  food Mendoza was to have waiting for
pCapitan Motel, our gathering place |lin  us at El Divisadero, a point where the
¥Chihuahua City, and met Antonio Joan- Urique runs through canyons 7,000 to
pis and Eduardo J. Mendoza, our Mexi- 8,000 feet deep. Jan and | did most of the
€an agents. Joannis took one look at me cooking, and most of what we cooked
and said, **You are going down the rilv- was pancakes. We ate them twice a day,
" No. No. No. You are just going to  including sandwiches made from pan-
Bkl them goodby.” When I insisted, be  cakes and canned meat. Once we made
k pointed to Mendoza, saying, *‘He lives{n =~ 15 pancake sandwiches from one can
gihe barrancas and he wouldn’t go doy of Spam. 1 never again want to eat any-
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this case, however, the river had kep
- secret from the planes that had sco

The members of our party could h
ly have been more heterogeneous. F
9to 70 in age, they included a herpe
‘ogy professor who somehow found t
B to pickle a few snakes, a mailman

'hnd never had such rough walking,

a notable
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#gacious Mexicans wouldn’t think ¢f
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thing shaped like a pancake, much less
cook one,

Verne, our 70-year-old retired mail-
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RIVER OF ROCK continue

man, was always cheerfg! and did his
share of the work. He told us halfway
through the trip that partjof his stomach
had been removed, and that what he had
left couldn’t hold much 4t a time. John
Sr. decreed that Verne, but only Verne,
could eat between meals| an extra pan-
cake during the morning, Verne protest-
ed, but we made him eat jt.

The day after we went gn short rations,
the going got ¢ven rougher. Morning
found us gazing out overja weird jumble
of rocks that reached up|the sides of the
canyon in mighty taluseg. We could not
go around and we could pot go through.
We had to go over. We named it El
Tapon de Piedras Grandgs (The Plug of
Big Rocks). John Jr. scojited ahead and
informed us that this fofmation extend-
ed for about two miles. Hor the first time
we felt really discouraged.

We were no longer members of a float
trip but a crew of fanatics bent on car-
rying 82 pieces of gear and four heavy
boats over an cndless pile of massive

r.. g:‘r '\

TRAPPED BETWEEN BOULDERS, three of the river runners battle o squeeze their boat,
marked with nume of expédition head, through a narrow channe! in Barranca de Cobre.

rocks. At times we formed a human
chain, passing those 82 picces of gear
from hand to hand, Once I jumped into
the river to save some life preservers, a
curious reversal of procedure. At the end
of the first day in the plug we had made
hardly more than a quarter of a mile, and
our food was getting lower.

James Dean and Larry Davis, two of
our boatmen, were given a day’s grub
and sent ahead to get food at a mine by
the river where Mendoza was waiting by
prearrangement. We expected them to
get back the same day but, as we learned
afterward, they did not even reach the
mine for four days. During those four
days they had to take to the river and
swim 20 times because of cliffs rising
sheer from the water. Jim sprained two
of his toes. He was in shorts and his legs
were scraiched and full of the fly bites
that plagued us all. Their last meal was a
picce of candy and some chewing gum.
On the fourth day Jim was too weak to
continue, but they agreed to stay togeth-

erand waititout. They were dozingon the
sand when they heard the shouts of two
Mexican miners sent by Mendoza. Jim i
was carried out of the canyon on a mule
and taken to the hospital in Chihuahua. ¥
1t was his description of our plight that ‘}
started the big search. T3

Meantime, we were still battling the
rocks, but now in an even madder fashe,,
ion. At a place we named El Portal del :
Diablo (Devil's Gate) we deflated theq
rafts and rolled them into bundies like
big logs. With some of the men pushing
and some pulling, we moved them over:}
boulders 30 feet high, just like ants §
wrestling with their outsized burdens. - ¢

Attempts to catch fish with hooks and
lines from our survival Kits failed comw *
pletely. We ate some cactus apples, but ; ji g
I got one of the spines in my tongue and ‘;, 3
another in the roof of my mouth. Pan"
cakes became more and more repulsive, ¥

Seven of our group were Mormons,
Each evening just before we ate out
meager meal they held a sort of service, ¢
Verne would begin by reciting a parable :
designed to bolster our spirits. Usually /%
it was about somebody who was worse
off than we were but came out all right ;
in the end. I must confess that some of 23
us were more concerned over the waiting g
food than the outcome of the parable; %
When Verne finished, someone said gracc
and then we would eat.

Some nights 1'd wake up and watch.
the brilliant moonlight on the towering
cliffs. Lying there, 1'd wish for some way:
to outwit those rocks and get down o
the open water and subtropical lushness
said to exist downstream, The Mexicans§¥
all had been so wonderful to us that,Jg;
give up would be letting them downy
My grandfather, Edward 8. O’Reilly,
been a great friend of the Mexicans and:
had fought in the revolutions to liberay
Mexico. He had almost died of thirst
couple of times while crossing the de
of Chihuahua. He was regarded as f.

‘iw

through the canyons of the Sierra Ma
One day a plane flew over us, bug#
an angle from which we knew we col

Some of us got out mirrors (o fl
Spyeading a big tarp on the ground,,"!
wrote comida (food) on it in big ]¢ll
The plane did not come back. ‘ '> 4

By now, Larry and Jim had been goall
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{' . four days, and we had no way of know-
! ing they were just being found by the
f%iMexicans. At a conference that night we
} .+decided to abandon two of the boats ahd
g . 48 much gear as we could spare.
~“Next morning we sent John Jr. and
Ernie Moore ahcad to scout the canyon,
“but told them to be back by I p.m.
" While they were gone we began stashing
{ . gear in a cave—extra, clothing, cooking
*Uequipment, water cans, everything we
+ . thought we could do without, We curried
¥ up the pretty rock samples we had col-
s “lected. 1 left behind my only skirt. Pro-
i -fessor Wilmer W, Tanner, who had been
¥ sent along by Brigham Young Univer-
sity, left some of his precious pickled
fsnakes and frogs.
John Jr. and Ernie were gone 15 min-
. utes beyond the hour set for their return,
* ‘an anxious 15 minutes for all of us.
The prospect that they might disappear
like Larry and Jim was almost too much.
When they did get back they reported
nothing but more rocks below. We were
standing there, trying to decide whether
to go on or give up, when four human
figures wearing the breechclouts and
blouses of the Tarahumara Indians ap-
peared on a cliff above us.

ST e

Magic of Mendoza

As the Indians started down, we all
dashed back to camp to meet them,
zooping over big rocks without hesitat-
ing. After an exchange of friendly ges-
tures, we got nowhere in conversation
until we mentioned the magic name of
Mendoza. Then they grinned and nod-
ded vigorously. John Sr. gave them fish-
hooks and some other trade items he had
brought along, and three of the men gave
them their machetes. Two hours later,
two Mexican miners showed up with
food in the packs that Jim and Larry
had taken out. They told us what had
happened to them.

The next day we put the Indians to
work helping take our gear out of the
caveagain, and soon we were on our slow
way. Jan and I and the Indians formed
a chain to move the gear. This delighted
the small, darkskinned men, especially
when we were in position to toss small

_items. When I would throw something
“to them they would catch it deftly and
laugh as they tossed it on. To them it
became a sort of game. When there was
nothing to do, each Indian would climb
i onto a big rock, roost there in a squat-
‘ting position and gaze out across the
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vastness of the canyon, All our elaborate
gear seemed silly when I realized that
they had come down to look for us
cafrying absolutely nothing.

Finally Mendoza came down to our
camp grinning and waving. Larry was
rid?nt behind him, After exchanging
greetings, we were told that more rocks
were below and that we would have to
climb out of the canyon with the Indians
toting our gear. We took one last look
at those endless rocks and agreed to the
climb. At that point the canyon sloped
up| steeply, but between two towering
cliffs there was a dip in the rimrock mark-
ing a pass. It seemed a long way off, but
we| wanted no more of the river.

If it had not been for the Indians, we
prabably could not have made it, They
alone knew of the trail that snaked up
thet cliff. Without them, we would have
had to pick our own way up the tower-
ing rock walls. Strung out along the trait
in gingle file, we began our retreat from
the Barranca de Cobre, the line of weary
boaters lengthening as the going got
stegper. Most of us suffered from blis-
ter¢d feet.

ach one of us carried a canteen, but
nothing else. For five miles we climbed
thalt trail, which seemed designed only
for|goats. At one point as we toiled up-
ward the Indians passed us, each carry-
ingla 60-pound pack of our gear. Sud-
denly I realized that it was their third
trip of the day. These Indians get their
endurance from running immense dis-
tanges across the deserts, Sometimes they
have races from village to village, and
thejentire audience runs along to watch.
As|l climbed the last stretch of the trail
my|feelings could best be expressed as,
“Viva Mexico! Viva the Mexicans and
vivg those wonderful Indians.”

Hy the time we got over the rimrock
some of us were near exhaustion and we
wetle all eager to rest our feet. It was after
dark when we made camp in the high
country. Jan and I absolutely refused to
codk dinner. John Jr, and Larry cooked
it, and we all turned in. During the night
I wpke up shivering in the cold, thin air.
Myl air mattress had gone flat, so | built
myself a small fire and sat beside it,
thinking of our adventure, When the
othgrs woke up they stayed in their sleep-
ing|bags, joking now about our bizarre
triph. Then and there we formed the Over-
land Boaters Association, an organiza-
tion that does not need water for boating
trips. END
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“QUR NEW PROJECTOR

SURE IS NEAT—
AND GUESS WHAT?
DAD LETS ME RUN IT!”

THE HONEYWELL 650
SLIDE PROJECTOR—~FOR
ALL THE FAMILY
TO USE AND ENJOY

Billy’s Superslides of his Cub Scout
hike ... Mom’s 35mm flower garden
pictures . . . Dad’s 2}4 reflex slides of
the last family vacation . . . three dif-
ferent cameras, three different slide
sizes. But one projector—the new
Honeywell 650~shows them all auto-
matically with gentle precision. The
exclusive magnetic-action slide mech-
anism gently floats your slides into
position, protecting them from unnec-
essary mechanical wear, And, the 650’s
unique shifting optical system lets you
show all popular slide sizes with maxi-
mum brilliance and clarity. Com-
pletely automatic and with fully re-
mote control (including focusing), the
Honeywell 650 is easy for the whole
family to use and has the kind of con-
venience features which make slide
shows more fun than ever.

See this outstanding family pro-
jector at your authorized Honeywell
Photographic Products Dealer’s soon.
It costs approximately $190; your
dealer will price it according to your
choice of trays and remote control ex-
tension cord. Write for descriptive
brochure to: Jim Friend, Mail Station
209, Honeywell, Denver 10, Colorado. In
Canada write Honeywell, Toronto 17.
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