


W
E ARE GOING with the river now, into the
bubbly, riding high on thirty-five hundred cubic 

feet of whitewater that will rush in a second around Death 
Rock and down the Devil's Staircase past the mortar holes 
where Miwok Indians ground acorns into meal, and 
around Otter Bar with its Gold Rush ruins into Razorback 
Rapids and under the limestone lair of the bandit Mur
rieta and over the trembling lip of Chicken Falls to 
Parrott's Ferry, end of the line. Beyond, the water goes 
slack and flat-out easy to a dam that stands sixty stories 
high. There are turbines in the dam to make electricity. 
After that, the water falls.away to the valley, where it helps 
to make almonds and grapes and sunflower seeds and 
alfalfa and beef. We shall be going presently into this 
valley, too, though not in a raft if we can help it. 

It occurs to me that dams were invented not only to hold 
back water but to divide the people. People seem always to 
be either for dams or against them; and after a dam is 
built, as most eventually get to be, then people are either 
for filling up the reservoir behind the dam, or for filling up 
the reservoir hardly at all. 

Such is the case here, on this river. People are divided 
over how much water should be stored behind the sixty
story dam. Some folks want the reservoir to be filled 
almost to the top of the dam, so that there might always be 
plenty of water for making food and electricity. These 
people want more of what Americans have grown accus
tomed to having, or wanting, over the years. W hat most 
Americans have grown accustomed to wanting is plenty of 
everything. Other folks figure enough is enough. They 
want to draw the line at Parrott's Ferry. They want to keep 
the level of the reservoir a bit more low-down than 
half-full, believing, as they do, that this should suffice for 
watts and calories downstream. The line to be drawn at 
Parrott's Ferry would be symbolic as well as actual, for 
some of these other folks are the ones who believe that less 
is more and that small is beautiful, though they do not 
often articulate such thoughts in the company of cowboys 
and public-works engineers. Some of these other folks 
keep such talk to their pads in the gabled city, or save it for 
purling times in rubber i:afts on the runaway river. 

Here we go. The rapid up ahead-that's Cadillac Char
lie. Why Cadillac Charlie? Don't ask me. This Mother 
Lode of California is salted and peppered with inexplic-
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able names. The rivei; for instance: Stanislaus. The last of 
the Polish kings. Right? Wrong, says the boatman. Stan
islaus is how the old grubstake missionaries used to mis
pronounce the Miwok name for a certain chief. 

In the recorded beginning, it was called the Appelam
miny. At least that's how Mountain Man Jedediah Smith 
addressed the river he followed east to the Sierra crest. 

Smith had come roundabout to California in search of 
beaver, had trapped awhile in the valley, and then, heading 
for a rendezvous at the Great Salt Lake, had tried to cross 
the wintered mountains by following the canyons of what 
we know today to be the Kings and American rivers. Each 
time deep snow in the passes turned the trapper back. So 
Smith hunkered down in the foothills and waited for 
spring, and then followed the Appelamminy to its source. 
And by that route he did manage to cross the High Sierra, 
first time ever by a white man. Overland wagons came this 
way to California, too, though from the other direction. 
For a time, then, the Appelamminy was the most forgiving 
way to go. 

One can see that it is a working river for certain. It is fast 
and frothy, chalky-green with the grit of mountains, and its 
canyon is cut deep into the eatth. It has worked hard for 
itself and for the people. It worked as a sluice for the 
Forty-niners, gave them the flow they needed to pan their 
gold. The Genoan Lorenzo Pendola came here in 1852, 
mined a little and successfully, purchased the ferry at 
Parrott's crossing, lost some money on the operation, 
bought a farm downstream. Pendolas plowed the rich 
riverbottom for a hundred years. Now their fields are 
growing fish behind the sixty-story dam. 

And sometimes, by gross miscalculation, people made 
the river work against their better interests. As when the 
Union Water Company brought the Stanislaus to the 
placer mines at Murphys, on the uphill side of Angels 
Camp. They needed the water sure enough, for it was high 
and dry at Murphys. The Union outfit cut a long canal 
down off the North Fork, and when the water arrived in 
town everyone cheered. But their joy was short-lived; 
there had been a miscalculation. Someone had figured the 
drainage wrong. Such that after the water arrived at 
Murphys there was only one place for it to go-into the 
mines. It took ten years to clean up that act. The way I 
figure it, people still haven't learned. 

A bitter fight in California pits Friends of the River against Friends of New Me/ones 
over custody of the water of the Stanislaus; at stake in a controversy that has turned 
environmentalist against environmentalist is the nwst popular whitewater run in the Far West 
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W hen the gold played out in the foothills, the miners 
took their picks and shovels to the valley and began to 
grow food. And the water companies followed them, for 
now water was the new gold of California. Soon there 
were dams and reservoirs along the full length of the High 
Sierra, on the Feather and the American and the Mo
kelumne and Tuolumne, on the Merced and the mighty 
San Joaquin, on the Kings, the Kaweah, and the Kern. 
Soon, just about the only river in California that hadn't

been dammed was the Smith, named for the trapper of 
Appelamminy fame. As for the Stanislaus, it had been 
dammed all right-in about a dozen places along its 120-
mile length. One of these places was Melones. 

The first dam at Melones was raised by the Oakdale and 
South San Joaquin irrigation districts, with substantial 
help from the Pacific Gas & Electric Company of San 
Francisco. The dam stood twenty stories high. It created 
a pool that, at full capacity, would hold 112,500 acre-feet 
of water-an acre-foot being some 320,000 gallons (or, as 
someone waggishly figured, the water-closet equivalent of 
60,000 toilets). The project was officially dedicated on 
Armistice Day 1926. Boosters cheered, for now there 
would be plenty of everything. At least until the next war. 
Yet the next war-which should never have happened 
inasmuch as the one before it was said to have been the 
war to end them all-had hardly started when people 
began to say that the dam at Melones was getting old and 
inadequate and needed to be replaced. And why not, since 
there was now this Central Valley Project with its powerful 

friends in the United States Army Corps of Engineers and 
the Bureau of Reclamation? So people began to speak bf a 
New Melones Dam. It would dwarf the old one-drown it, 
in fact. It would hold back the water-closet equivalent of 
more than 120 billion toilets. If everything went as 
planned, water rising behind the New Melones Dam 
would cover all traces of Parrott's Ferry and Chicken Falls 
and the bandit's cave and the Devil's Staircase. No more 
bouncing off Death Rock in rubber rafts. Now the traffic 
would be in submarines or scuba tanks. For this was going 
to be a dam to end them all. And who knows? New 
Melones just might do that. 

T
HEY CALL THEMSELVES Friends of the River,
and there are about three thousand of them scat

tered throughout California and the western states. They 
are mostly urban types, weaned in the suburbs, thirtyish to 
fortyish now in years, trending toward professional ca
reers. They pay annual dues of fifteen dollars each to help 
support a staff of twelve with offices in Sacramento, San 
Francisco, Los Angeles, and Washington, D.C. Additional 
funds are contributed by individual donors and commercial 
river-rafting entrepreneurs. Last yeai; Friends of the River 
raised $120,000 and spent about one-third of it jousting with 
those who are intent on making further mischief with a 
number of scenic streams, including the American and the 
Tuolumne. The remaining $80,000, more or less, was 
committed to the organization's major cause: saving a 
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nine-mile stretch of the Stanislaus canyon between Cadillac 
Charlie and Parrott's Ferry from drowning behind the New 
Melones Dam. 

It occurs to me that the word "friends" is growing in 
popularity as an institutional surname. There are Friends 
of the Earth and Friends of Animals and Friends of the 
Sea Otter and Friends of the Shawangunks, and now there 
are Friends of the River. Sometimes the names work as 
acronyms, sometimes they don't. FOE, for example, works 
splendidly, for Friends of the Earth is in fact among the 
most truculent enemies of resource exploitation. FOA and 
FOSO do nothing whatsoever to enhance the institutional 
image, but FOR (Friends of the River) is far better. FOR 
at least strikes a positive note. In the matter of the 
Stanislaus River, the opponents of FOR decided not long 
ago to band together under their own friendly banner. 
Briefly, they were known as Friends of the Dam. FOD, for 
short. Obviously that didn't work at all, for who in his or 
her right mind could possibly want to be friends with a 
dam? And then there was the possibility that the opposi
tion might take unfair advantage of the acronym's associ
ation with the word fodder, meaning coarse food for live
stock, or people readily available but of little value, as in 
cannon fodder. So the enemies of FOR decided instead to 
call themselves Friends of New Melones. PNM, for short, 
as in the sound one makes snoring with the mouth closed. 

The San Francisco office of Friends of the River is 
located in a converted Army warehouse at Fort Mason 
by-the-bay, now headquarters for the Golden Gate Na-
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Left: The wild Stanislaus and its canyon above New Me/ones 
Dam, "great hillside savannahs, all fresh and green in the 
soggy winter now, then tawny in drouth, the color of lions." 
Below: The dam, sixty stories high. "After that the water 
falls away to the valley, where it helps to make almonds 
and grapes and sunflower seeds and alfalfa and beef" 

tional Recreation Area. Fort Mason, during the second war 
to end all wars, was used as a staging area for men and 
materiel shipping out toward the thunder. Now, under 
management of the National Park Service, Fort Mason, 
with its surfeit of usable public structures, has become a 
staging area for actors and artists, dancers and musicians, 
potters and weavers, public-interest lawyers and pro-bona 
admen, and, last but not least, such environmental activists 
as one would expect to find hanging around the offices of 
Green peace and Friends of the River. There is also the Zen 
Buddhist vegetarian restaurant called Greens, where Gov
ernor Edmund Brown Jr., according to the gossip colum
nists, has partaken of sprouts and curd with his friend 
Linda Ronstadt. 

One bright winter morning before my trip down the 
river, I went to Fort Mason to call on Dick Roos-Collins, 
FOR's information director, and Don Briggs, a freelance 
photographer then in the process of producing a short film 
on the plight of the Stanislaus. Roos-Collins is the author 
of much of FOR's prodigious output of press releases, fact 
sheets, summaries, and analyses of the ongoing Stanislaus 
strife. He is a man who is steeped in statistics, who 
virtually wallows in the hard data of kilowatts and acre
feet. Just let Friends of New Melones try to run some new 
statistic up the flagpole, and up rises Roos-Collins to 
counter it with one of his own. "And on top of that," I was 
saying after we had adjourned the meeting to a table at 
Greens, "you've got to contend with the figures that are 
coming out of the Bureau of Reclamation." 



Dick Roos-Collins at Friends of the River headquarters: "He is a man who is steeped in statistics." 

"Sure do," he said. "Except it's not called that anymore. 
They got tired of hearing conservationists refer to it as the 
'Bureau of Wreck.' So now it's called the Water and Power 
Resources Service." 

"WPRS?" 

"That's right," said Roos-Collins, "and judging by the 
facts they've been putting out, I'd say the way to pro
nounce that is Whoppers." 

The facts. Sitting there at Greens I found myself mar
veling suddenly at how many facts one must deal with 
nowadays in confronting an issue as complex as that of the 
Stanislaus. I mean facts about rainfall and runoff, peaking 
periods, power rates, earned surpluses, load center capaci
ties, pumping requirements, transmission losses, reim
bursable costs, irrigation subsidies, delivery systems, crop 
patterns, flow thresholds, groundwater deficits, and diurnal 
temperature changes, to name just a few. F ighting the 
good fight was a lot easier in the old days. One could rise 
up to smite the enemy from the heart. The rhetoric of 
conservation rolled like poetry from the lips of the knick
ered bards. With scant concern for diurnal temperature 
changes, John Muir some eighty years ago could scold the 
San Francisco water hustlers for seeking to drown the 
upper Tuolumne behind a Retch Hetchy dam. "These 
sacred mountain temples," the great Muir said, "are the 
holiest ground that the heart of man has consecrated." Not 
that the heart was any more effective then than the mind. 
Matter of fact, Muir's heart-felt rhetoric could not have 
had much effect at all, inasmuch as the waters of his 

mountain temple were ultimately flumed to the spigots of 
the Tenderloin, there to be mixed with whiskey and other 
spirits. Ever since, some of Muir's disciples have grown 
increasingly uncomfortable with their soaring feelings, 
opting instead to fight the good fight with the sober fact. 

Perhaps it is simply a matter of, when in Rome, doing as 
the Romans do. Dambuilders apparently place little value 
in feelings. For example: Major General R. H. Groves of 
the Army Corps of Engineers (the agency that built the 
New Melones Dam and then turned it over to Whoppers) 
once issued a memorandum on "improper" terminology. 
The General opined that there was "a growing trend in the 
use of the verb 'to feel.' P lease avoid its use in any paper 
that you may prepare for my signature." And he contin
ued, "Any action that I take is supposed to be objective, 
emotionally sterile, and totally devoid of all feeling." In 
short, warned the General, "see that your work is purged 
of this offensive word." 

At Greens, I was delighted to discover that, for all his 
trafficking in facts, Dick Roos-Collins had not developed a 
Groves-like disdain for emotion. Nor had Don Briggs. In 
fact-or rather not in fact but in feeling-both had been 
drawn to the Stanislaus skirmish through a similar hearty 
attachment to runaway rivers. Roos-Collins' first river had 
been the one called Stones, back home in Tennessee. 
Stones River had been running away for thousands of 
years, maybe millions, when the Corps of Engineers 
brought it down with a dam. By and by, Roos-Collins 
came out here to California to be a working friend of all 
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rivers in general and of one in particular, the "Stan." 
Don Briggs' first river was the Colorado, in the wild 

bubbly of the Grand Canyon. Briggs was Jiving in Denver, 
then, working as supervisor of special studies and statistics 
for the Colorado Department of Highways. "So I've been 
there," he was saying at our table at Greens. "I know how 
statistics can be used." 

So did Mark Twain, I put in. I had been thinking of 
Twain because the Stanislaus flows through Calaveras 
jumping-frog country, and the grand roustabout writer had 
spent a good bit of time thereabouts, probably up to the 
bar of the landmark hotel at Murphys. I told Briggs that 
Twain in his autobiography had noted how figures were 
most beguiling when one kept the arranging of them to 
oneself; and that, expanding on this theme, he had bor
rowed Disraeli's line about there being three kinds of 
lies-"lies, damned lies, and statistics." 

Briggs nodded and said, "I know. I was the one in 
Highways who worked up the cost-benefit ratios. I was 
spending my weekends outdoors, hiking and rafting in the 
wilderness, and the other five days of the week I was at my 
desk, working to destroy it. I had to get out. I guided 
awhile on the Colorado, then came out here." 

So how was this Stanislaus issue going to be resolved? 
Would victory ultimately belong to the side with the more 
beguiling figures? 

"Not necessarily," said Roos-Collins. "A resolution of 
the issue will have to involve assumptions about values, 
too. In the long run, it might not be the numbers that 
count so much as the images." He turned to Briggs. "How 
do you see it?" 

Briggs for a while seemed to see only the bay beyond 
the window, where Sierran runoff meets the briny of the 
sea. Then he said, "How do you express the flow of a river 
and what that does for you? People go on a river trip 
and-for some-it totally changes their lives. How do you 
express that? How do you describe the way it can put you 
right into the middle of an instant? Without sounding 
corny, how do you describe a spiritual experience to 
someone who's never been down the river?" 

Now Briggs was staring at me. "Hang on," I said, ''I'll be 
going myself, end of the week." 

HANG ON, the boatman says sharply. And we do
that. The raft folds inward on itself as it 

plunges-one-two-three-through the waves of the Devil's 
Staircase, then straightens itself out nice and easy in an 
eddy at the base of a limestone cliff. Here is another 
staircase, one of pure white quartz rising out of the water 
to scale the cliff. A dandy exit for a soggy devil, for certain. 
We purl on, with the river. 

It is foothill country here between Cadillac Charlie and 
Parrott's Ferry. Our elevation above sea level is about one 
thousand feet, but we are dropping fast. The sides of the 
canyon are getting steeper. Rafting, one has a tendency to 
spend too much time watching the water. The boatman 
says: Look up at the canyon, too. Great hillside savannahs 
of wild oats and burr clover and filaree, all fresh and green 
in the soggy winter now, then tawny in drouth, the color of 
lions. Chaparral hillsides of toyon and chamise tumbling 
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down to riverine thickets of willow and alder and ash. 
South-facing slopes with blue oak in pure stands, with 
digger pine, with buckeye and redbud and blackberry and 
buttonbush. North-facing, valley oak and incense cedar. 
And here comes-hang on-Bailey Falls. 

It is a canyon in which, moving with the river, one does 
not encounter a great deal of wildlife, though ouzels 
appear to be ubiquitous. There are signs on the sandbars, 
mule deer mostly. The boatman says there are coyotes, 
foxes, bobcats, martens, minks, muskrats, and marmots, 
too. And merlins and kites and Swainson's hawks· and 
golden eagles. And beaver. Signs of beaver cuttings and 
beavertail skid paths along the banks of the river now. 
Keep a sharp lookout, the boatman says. Meaning, for 
beaver; the rocks, he already knows. No doubt old first
time-ever Jed Smith himself had a wary eye for beaver 
coming up this way eight-score years ago. Country was 
probably crawling with flat-tail critters then, all the side 
streams chockablock with sticks and gnawed trees, and the 
water rising in still, dark pools behind the dams. Kind of 
like recent damming times, though not quite. Not quite at 
all, with the proposed people-dam at New Melones grow
ing high and higher on paper over the years, and the 
projected pool behind it growing large and deeper, and the 
facts and figures multiplying themselves, and no one in the 
Corps or the Bureau or the local irrigation districts having 
the beaver savvy to know how and where to draw the line. 

The New Melones project started modestly enough, in 
1940, on a drawing board in the Sacramento district office 
of the Corps of Engineers. Then the dam was to have 
created a reservoir with a storage capacity of 450,000 
acre-feet, at a cost of $6.2 million. Three years later, the 
Bureau of Reclamation attempted to steal some thunder 
from its pork-barrel competitor by upping the proposed 
pool to I, 100,000 acre-feet. The Corps conceded that the 
Bureau's plan had merit, yet when Congress authorized 
the Flood Control Act of 1944, the New Melones funding 
clearly called for the smaller pool. Within two moriths, 
however, the Corps was listing New Melones in its reports 
as a I. I-million-acre-foot reservoir with an estimated first 
cost of some $22 million-more than three times the sum 
just authorized by Congress. And before too long the 
Corps had the cost up again, to $42 million. Then the 
Bureau of Reclamation began to press for its own vaulted 
concept of New Melones: a reservoir of 2.4 million acre
feet, water backed up to Cadillac Charlie, at a cost of $114 
million. All of which, in due course, was incorporated in 
the F lood Control Act of 1962. Work on the dam, however, 
didn't begin until June 1974, and it was another four and a 
half years before the dam was topped out. 

So how much did it all finally cost? 
Only three hundred and seventy-six million dollars, the 

boatman says (somewhere downstream from Bailey Falls). 
And that's not even counting-now hold on for this-the

cost of the interest after construction. 

MILTON KRAMER is the public relations con
sultant who has been retained by Friends of New 

Melones to fight the good fight as they see it, or possibly as 
Kramer sees it for them. His office is located in Thousand 



Milton Kramer, publicist for Friends of New Me/ones: "There's a lot of disgust for these people." 

Oaks near Los Angeles, but nowadays he is spending 
much of his time at FNM's headquarters on East Main 
Street in Stockton. Unlike FOR, FNM is not a member
ship organization. Its supporters are strictly ad hoc-farm
ers and ranchers with explicable interests in flood control 
and irrigation, for the most part, as well as various elected 
officials and civic leaders from Angels Camp, Sonora, 
Modesto, Manteca, Ripon, and Riverbank, all within the 
watershed counties of Calaveras, Tuolumne, Stanislaus, 
and San Joaquin, and all being places in which some 
people, inexplicably, still turn out waving the flag for 
Growth. 

The way Milton Kramer sees it-or saw it when I drove 
out across the Central Valley to spend some time with him 
last winter-the New Melones issue is quite simple. "It is a 
fight," he said with feeling, "between those who believe 
their personal pleasure and profit should come first, and 
those who are devoted to using this project as a model of 
environmental management of a water resource." As I 
dutifully took this down in my notebook under his watch
ful yet sorrowful eyes, I tried to imagine on the one hand 
Roos-Collins and Don Briggs as slick river-running he
donists laughing all the way to the bank; and on the other, 
Kramer and the Army's district engineer and possibly a 
mayor or two as selfless stewards of the natural environ
ment, each of them gussied up in a haircloth shirt like 
Saint Francis of Assisi. The juxtaposition of roles was 
intriguing. And when I looked up from my notebook, 
Kramer went mournfully on. "There's a lot of disgust for 
these people." (Meaning the other side, FOR.) "The feel
ing around here is that they represent the 'give-me-mine' 
generation. They're not even careful about the accuracy of 
their claims." 

Suddenly a scene flashed across my mind's eye. In it, 

Kramer was standing in the doorway of a large green
house, glowering across a low fence at the windowless wall 
of his neighbor's place. Kramer was holding something in 
his right hand. It appeared to be a brick. 

I suppose that extravagant claims-making is an occupa
tional disease of the business of_ arguing in public. FOR, as 
Kramer suggested, has indeed b�'ei:i infected from time to 
time with a polemical itch. 'In on.e .·recent tract, for ex
ample, a footnote baldly stat�'s that New Melones "was 
designed to destroy irreplace'lible historical and recrea
tional heritages," as though cultural vandalism, rather than 
water supply or flood control, was the primary goal of 
raising a dam on the Stanislaus. 

For their own part, Friends of New Melones have not 
been altogether in a state of grace and verity themselves. 
They keep throwing bricks at the recreational values of the 
whitewater stretch upstream from Parrott's Ferry. A paper 
issued by Kramer's office in Stockton, for example, con
cludes with the following lines: "Nor is the Stanislaus 'the 
most popular whitewater in the country.' The Bureau of 
Land Management states that the amount of rafting on 
most whitewater rivers in the United States is simply 
unknown. In the limited statistics gathered, BLM counts 
more visitor days on at least five other rivers." Now what 
exactly do we have here? Well, first we have PR Double
speak: The facts are simply unknown, folks; now, here are 
the facts. Second, we have the phantom quote: "the most 
popular whitewater in the country." Now who exactly 
claimed that for the Stanislaus? Was it Friends of the 
River? FNM doesn't say, but that is clearly the implication. 
(What Friends of the River do claim is that the Stan is "the 
second most popular whitewater in the country," number 
one being the Youghiogheny of Pennsylvania.) 

And finally we have the selective statistic: "BLM counts 
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more visitor days on at least five other rivers." Ahd 
perhaps it does, though a phone call to the BLM's district 
office at Folsom is likely to elicit a somewhat different 
interpretation of the facts. I put my call through to Folsom 
and spoke with a BLM man named Kevin Clarke. " Visitor 
days are misleading," he said. "The Colorado in the Grand 
Canyon drew about 12,000 rafters last year. But almost 
every one was on the river from ten to thirteen days. If you 
count actual numbers of people, the Stanislaus is right up 
there. Last year more than 33,000 took that trip, more 
than went down Middle Fork Salmon, Rogue, Tuolumne, 
South Fork American. Now, we've come up with some 
brand new data that seems to show that the Snake at 
Jackson Hole, Wyoming, may be pulling more people than 
the Stanislaus. But if you try to make it look like the 
Stanislaus isn't just about the most popular in the West, 
you're just lying with statistics." 

W
E HAVE COME NOW nearly six miles to the
river's confluence with its South Fork. The Fork 

itself has come fifty miles, down from the Emigranl Wil
derness, from Whitesides Meadow, down through Pine
crest and Lyons reservoirs and the little town of Straw
berry and the deserted mining camp at P ine Log 
(population: 1,500-once upon a time), past the cave called 
Crystal Palace, and then the waterfall to which mainstem 
rafters hike on hot summer days. But this is a winter's day 
and we do not need the waterfall. It is enough to be soaked 
to the skin and shivering in cloud-shadow on the 
Stanislaus. 

I am curious to know who might have been this way first 
time ever with a raft or kayak. Surely neither a Miwok nor 
a mountain man. Not a missionary or miner; no affinity 
for water. l ask the boatman, but he is uncertain. The 
record is unclear until 1960. That was the year the writer 
Peter Whitney ran the nine-mile stretch and proceeded io 
share his discovery with other California kayakers. Within 
two years a commercial operator, Wilderness Waterways, 
was offering guided trips in big fifteen-person rafts. River 
touring was becoming the rage among outings types in the 
Sierra Club. Then Sunset magazine discovered the Stan
islaus. It was a stream, said the magazine, "to make the 
spirits soar." 

As the spirits soared, so did the number of people 
floating the river-from twelve hundred in 1966 to twelve 
thousand just five years later. River trippers were queuing 
up at put-in places along the nearby Merced, Tuolumne, 
and American, too, but the Stan had more of them. Why? 
What was the special combination of qualities and cir
cumstances that seemed to make the Stan so different? 
Accessibility? Certainly, that was a part of it; but most of 
the other Sierra whitewater rivers were also accessible, 
three hours, more or less, from San Francisco Bay. Was it 
scenery and excitement? Surely that as well, for a I 971 
California Resources Agency report on waterways rated 
the scenery and excitement of the Stan "equal to" the same 
qualities on Idaho's fabled Middle Fork Salmon. Still, 
Tuolumne scenery was probably better yet. And for sheer 
excitement, the Stan couldn't begin to touch the Tuolumne 
with its rambunctious Class V "big drops" and a 
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stream bed gradient among the steepest in the world. So 
why all this fuss over the Stanislaus? Where was its 
differentness? 

Grasping for an answer, some aficionados of the Stan 
would say that perhaps the river's special character wasn't 
a differentness after all, but rather a kind of eclectic 
oneness with rafting rivers everywhere. It was a stream for 
all seasons, they would say. (It was a stream for all seasor,s 
unlike most other streams: in part because of summer and 
fall releases from upstream reservoirs to the Pacific Gas & 
Electric Company's powerhouse at Camp Nine, just 
around the bend from Cadillac Charlie.) It would be said 
that the Stan had a little of every something that makes a 
river attractive to outdoor folk, and in certain qualities not 
a little but a lot. You didn't have to be a river rat to get 
hooked on the Stan. You could get caught up instead in 
caving or rock hounding or botanizing or archeologizing 
or catching trout or just watching clouds and canyon pass 
by. The river tied it all together, and you could take your 
pick. Also-and maybe this was the important thing-also 
you could take the river without too much worry about its 
taking you. It was a forgiving river, someone would say. 
You didn't have to feel as if you were going over Niagara 
Falls in a barrel. For the most part, it was a Class IV run, 
meaning difficult rapids and dangerous rocks, but nothing 
that a reasonably experienced rafter or kayaker couldn't 
handle. With pros at the oars, it was a river forgiving 
enough to allow such groups as Environmental Traveling 
Companions of San Francisco (and Fort Mason, too) to 
take the mentally and physically handicapped on over
night trips. And unlike any other first-class whitewater 
stream, excepting sections of the American, the Stan 
wasn't too demanding of your time. lf you were in a hurry 
and the water was right, you could put in at Camp Nine at 
noon and, with no stops, take out at Parrott's Ferry at 
three. Not that time was all that precious, except to the 
river. So well-endowed in other respects, now the Stan
islaus was running out of its own time on the clock that the 
statisticians were ready to hang over New Melones. 

The opening shots in the F irst Battle of the Stanislaus, 
as one veteran would recall it, were probably fired in the 
Tuolumne County town of Sonora in 1971 by Gerald 
Mera! and David Kay, both from the Sierra Club's River 
Conservation Committee. Mera! at the time was chairman 
of that committee and staff scientist with the Environ
mental Defense Fund's regional office in Berkeley. Kay 
then was director of public affairs for one of the major 
outfitters on the Stan, the American River Touring Associ
ation. At Sonora, Mera! and Kay urged the county super
visors to demand a sweeping public reappraisal of the 
New Melones project. Not unexpectedly, the supervisors 
demurred. 

A year or so later, the Environmental Defense Fund, 
citing deficiencies in the final New Melones environmental 
impact statement, went into U.S. district court to seek an 
injunction blocking further planning for construction of 
the dam. The complaint managed to deep-freeze the dam 
until April 1974, at which time the U.S. Supreme Court 
refused to hear the Fund's final appeal of a lower court 
ruling. Thus ended the First Battle of the Stanislaus. Score 
one for friends of the dam. 
























