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The great adventurer who helped make whitewater rafting a beloved national pastime comes to

vivid life in this rollicking biography. Georgie White Clark—adventurer, raconteur, eccentric—

first came to know the canyons of the Colorado River by swimming portions of them with a

single companion. She subsequently hiked and rafted portions of the canyons, increasingly

sharing her love of the Colorado River with friends and acquaintances. At first establishing a

part-time guide service as a way to support her own river trips, Clark went on to become

perhaps the canyons’ best-known river guide, introducing their rapids to many others, both on

the river, via her large-capacity rubber rafts, and across the nation, via magazine articles and

movies. Georgie Clark saw the river and her sport change with the building of Glen Canyon

Dam, enormous increases in the popularity of river running, and increased National Park

Service regulation of rafting and river guides. Adjusting, though not always easily, to the

changes, she helped transform an elite adventure sport into a major tourist activity.

Westwood's excellent biography suggests Georgie's life, both precious and rare because she

lived as she chose, will continue somehow in the canyon she loved so much -- The Salt Lake

Tribune, March 8, 1998[Thanks to] Mr. Westwood...for allowing us to see Georgie the way she

really was -- The Boatman's Quarterly, Summer 1997 --This text refers to an alternate

kindle_edition edition.From the Back CoverGeorgie White Clark - adventurer, raconteur,

eccentric - came to know the canyons of the Colorado River by swimming portions of them with

a single companion. As she subsequently hiked and rafted throughout the region, she

increasingly shared her trips and love of the river with friends and acquaintances. Georgie, a

conservationist and nature lover, saw the Colorado River and her sport change with the

building of Glen Canyon Dam, enormous increases in the popularity of river running, and new

National Park Service regulation of rafting and river guides. Adjusting, though not always

easily, to the changes, she helped transform an adventurous sport available to only a few into a

major tourist activity. She was eighty years old when, at the helm, she guided her last boatload

of passengers down the Colorado. --This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.About

the AuthorRichard Westwood grew up near the Colorado River in southern Utah and is author

of Rough-water Man: Elwyn Blake's Colorado River Expeditions. --This text refers to an

alternate kindle_edition edition.Read more
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laughing in motor wellForewordRoy WebbThe first time I met Georgie was in 1986 on my first

Grand Canyon trip. I had heard of her, of course, having been a student of river history for a

couple of years by then, but I didn’t know her to see her. Not knowing what to do, and not

wanting to get in the way as the crew rigged our boat, I walked down the ramp to where a huge

pontoon raft was moored. I walked around it, marveling at the intricate lacework of ropes. Then

I noticed, standing in the water on the other side, a little, wiry, gnome-like figure in a shapeless

hat and leopard tights. She looked at me sharply and asked me my business. Just looking



around, I told her; by now, even a first-trip canyon swamper could guess who she was. I said I

was a historian interested in the river, and she warmed instantly. I spent the rest of the morning

listening to yarn after yarn and finally had to tear myself away when my boat was ready to

leave.After that first meeting I saw her almost every trip, either rigging her boat at Lee’s Ferry

(a three-day event that other boatmen would gather to watch) or holding court on the end of

her boat while her passengers hiked the popular trail at Deer Creek Falls. I was even lucky

enough to catch her a couple of times with an empty spot in the motor well of her boat—

usually crowded with other boatmen who wanted to meet her—where she would offer me one

of her trademark Coors and give me cause to reflect that of such moments was a river

historian’s life made. The apotheosis of my experiences with Georgie, though, had to be at her

eightieth birthday party at Hatchland—the Hatch River Expeditions warehouse near Lee’s Ferry

—in 1990. It was a night to be remembered; more fun, I reflected later, than anyone should

have while a Republican is in the White House. The river community came together (a rare

enough event in what is perforce a trade practiced by individuals and iconoclasts) and finally

honored her as one of their own. There were those who worshiped her, those who abhorred her

—all joined to celebrate her success, or at least to admit that she had endured in what they

knew was a difficult but rewarding life.Georgie obviously made an impression on me; how

much more so, then, did she impress those who came to know her well, for good or ill. For it

would be disingenuous to say that being well known meant that she was equally well liked.

Georgie was one of those Colorado River characters who, like her predecessor John Wesley

Powell and her contemporary Otis “Dock” Marston, aroused great passions in the hearts of

those who knew her. Thousands, from one-time passengers to long-term boatmen, loved her

and are warmed by their memories of her. Many others, some guests, but more river

professionals, felt equally strongly that her contribution was not positive—that she was

indifferent to environmental concerns and passengers’ safety. Suffice it to say all who met her

can hardly fail to remember her, and mostly for doing what she was best at, being utterly and

indubitably Georgie, the “Woman of the River.”And if the impression she made on her fellow

river rats was indelible, so too is her place in the history of the Colorado River, for Georgie not

only made history, she changed it. Before her, women went down the river solely as

passengers and even, in those less enlightened times, were made to walk around rapids since

they were “the weaker sex.” Georgie would have none of that; she wanted to run her own boat,

and the opinions of the men on the river be damned. At the time she made her famous swim

down the Grand Canyon with Harry Aleson, wooden boats patterned after Norm Nevills’s

cataract boats were the standard river craft in the Grand Canyon. They were stable and

manueverable and all-around good boats but could only carry three passengers at most.

Georgie, like many others just after World War II, took advantage of cheap surplus boats and

created—after a number of experiments, some more successful than others—her big boat, a

mammoth contraption that could carry up to forty passengers at a time and plow through

virtually any rapid. During the winters, Georgie began touring the country promoting her share-

the-expense river trips, which were the forerunner to modern mass tourism in the Grand

Canyon. By 1950 less than one hundred people had run the Colorado River through the Grand

Canyon; by the end of that decade, in no small part due to Georgie’s efforts, that number had

jumped into the thousands, and it continued to climb until the Park Service put a ceiling on the

number of people who could run the canyon every year. Those who were able to share in her

excitement at running the wild rapids flocked to her trips in droves; those who abhorred the

idea of thousands of tourists in “their” canyon called her “that woman” or other, less printable

names.Happily, it’s the real Georgie, wrinkles and bright blue eyes and all, who comes through



in Dick Westwood’s thorough and balanced account of her interesting life. I know his research

is thorough, having been on the other end of the phone when he was looking for something.

His description of Georgie’s early life (always a clouded subject), the development of her boats,

and the complicated genealogies of Colorado River outfitters are first-rate and completely

original. Westwood is not only thorough, but insightful; he goes below the surface of people in

boats on the water to reach the dynamics that underlie the whole Grand Canyon/Colorado

River community. Even more importantly for a book like this, his account is balanced—writing

about rivers is in Dick Westwood’s blood. He comes from a river family; his maternal

grandfather, H. E. Blake, Sr., was a pioneer motor-boater on the Green and Colorado rivers.

Dick’s uncle H. E. Blake, Jr., was a boatman for the U.S. Geological Survey and others

throughout the 1920s, and he was the subject of Dick’s earlier book, Rough-Water Man: Ehvyn

Blake’s Colorado River Expeditions. So Dick grew up with tales of the Green and the Colorado

told at the kitchen table, and he didn’t confine his knowledge of the river to listening to oft-told

yarns. He has been around the Colorado most of his life, from boyhood explorations of the river

marshes near Moab to high adventure on a raft in the middle of Hance Rapid in the Grand

Canyon. Dick Westwood knows the rhythms of the river life, knows there are good moments

and those not so good, and knows that any trip through life, like any river trip, contains some of

both. Who better than someone of such broad background and sure knowledge of the river to

write about such an important figure in Colorado and other western river history?Vividly I

remember one damp morning on the calm but achingly beautiful Conquistador Isle, midway

down the Grand Canyon. Georgie was camped just upstream in her big boat, and as we got

ready to go she passed by. Riverside rumor had it that there was a Park Service patrol trip on

the river that she didn’t care if she didn’t see, and all the boatmen were laughing about how

she avoided seeing them. We pulled out shortly afterward and followed her boat for several

miles, watching her vanish and reappear in the morning mist. At the time it seemed that she

was the mist, already fading from history at that moment. But it has struck me since that she

had more in common with Conquistador Isle and the canyon itself than the ephemeral vapors.

For better or for worse, Georgie‘s image and memory are forever wed to the Grand Canyon

and the rivers of the West. As long as people in boats are running those marvelous rivers,

Georgie will be right there too. And that’s just the way she would want it.AcknowledgmentsI

have had the generous help and cooperation of many people in getting this book together.

Karen Underhill and the staff at Cline Library, Northern Arizona University, got me started and

helped along the way by guiding me through the Georgie Clark collection and putting me in

touch with Rosalyn J. (Roz) Jirge. This book would have been incomplete without the input and

help from Roz. She not only told me of her own experiences, but collected others’ diaries, did

interviews, transcribed tapes of my interviews, and supplied me with names and addresses of

passengers and boatmen that were invaluable in my research. She also read and commented

on more than one version of the manuscript. William P. Frank, associate curator of Western

Manuscripts at the Huntington Library, was extremely helpful in guiding me through the

Marston collection. Deborah Whiteford generously shared her interviews with Georgie, as well

as her research file.My daughter Beth Davies went through the Harry Aleson collection at the

Utah State Historical Society and sent me copies of Georgie’s letters to Aleson and other

references to Georgie. I owe thanks to the Grand Canyon River Guides Association for inviting

me to their meetings and outings, where I mingled with and interviewed many people who

knew Georgie, and where I learned more about the Grand Canyon and the river community. My

thanks also to the Colorado Plateau River Guides. Orville Miller, long-time boatman and friend

of Georgie, invited me to reunions at his home in Sacramento for friends of Georgie. Not only



was I able to do interviews while there, but I felt the love and devotion that many people had for

Georgie.My niece, Shannon Cruthers of Denver, searched the records there, which revealed

that most of Georgie’s early life was spent in that area. Roy Webb and others filled me in on

Georgie’s eightieth birthday party at the Hatch warehouse at Marble Canyon. I am especially

grateful to Dr. William Phillips, retired professor of history at Arizona State University, for

reading different versions of the manuscript and guiding me in the proper form of a work of this

nature. He also allowed me to go with him and his family group on a float trip through Grand

Canyon.Without the sixty or more people who agreed to interviews and supplied copies of their

logs and diaries, this book would not have been possible. I wish to thank all of them. I am

grateful to Beky Quintero for reading and copyediting the final version of the manuscript.I owe a

special debt of thanks to two readers for Utah State University Press for their valuable

comments and recommendations to have the book published. Thomas Zajkowski of the

University of Utah made maps, and the University of Nevada Press allowed use of other

maps.Last but not least, I want to thank editor John Alley for the yeoman work he did in

comparing the long and short manuscripts to get the final version together. I apologize to those

I have failed to mention. Any mistakes in this work are mine alone.From Rough-Water Man:

Elwyn Blake’s Colorado River Expeditions, by Richard E. Westwood. Copyright © 1992 by

University of Nevada Press. Used with permission.Georgie White and Harry Aleson ready for

their 1945 swim of the Colorado River. Harry Aleson Collection, C-187. Used by permission,

Utah State Historical Society, all rights reserved.Georgie White and Harry Aleson demonstrate

wrist lock that held them together during their Colorado River swim of 1945. Harry Aleson

Collection, C-187. Used by permission, Utah State Historical Society, all rights reserved.1

Swimming Rapids in Grand Canyon, 1944-1945Georgie White and Harry Aleson stared at the

raging, silt-laden Colorado River. The awesome beauty of Grand Canyon would be lost on the

pair for the next four days as they fought the swirling brown water. It was June of 1945, just a

month after V.E. Day, and the two had decided to swim the lower reaches of the Grand Canyon

from Diamond Creek1 to Lake Mead.From Boulder City, Nevada, they had taken a bus to

Peach Springs, Arizona, on U.S. 66, where they stripped down to swimsuits, tennis shoes, and

shirts. Each wore a life preserver and a backpack which held a malt can containing a light

jacket, sugar candy, powdered coffee, dehydrated soup, and their cameras and film. They had

asked the sheriff in Peach Springs to ship the rest of their clothes back to Boulder City. After a

hot twenty-mile hike down to the Colorado River, they were faced with a rampaging, debris-

filled stream at the height of spring runoff. The swift current carried along trees and other

driftwood the rains had washed down from side canyons. Lashing waves crashed against the

shore rocks with an ominous roar.2 And, as happens with all floods of this kind, the air was

filled with the pungent odor of rotting vegetation.The pair had planned to swim awhile and

climb out whenever they were tired, but with the current so strong this would be risky, Their

swim began at about Mile 221.3 Harry waded in first; the current grabbed him, knocked off his

hat, and soon swept him out of sight around a bend. There was nothing for Georgie to do but

follow. She jumped in and immediately felt quite helpless as she was carried along by the

powerful current. Until then she did not know the great power of the water. She soon realized

that she was at the mercy of the river.From Rough-Water Man: Eiwyn Blake’s Colorado River

Expeditions, by Richard E. Westwood. Copyright © 1992 by University of Nevada Press. Used

with permission.Eventually Georgie was swept into an eddy near the edge of the river where

she was able to swim to shore and climb out. Along the way she thought she had seen Harry in

an eddy she had passed. As she sat gasping for breath she stared at the river, hoping to catch

sight of him. Soon after, she heard a shout from downstream. Apparently Harry had passed by



while she was climbing out of the river. Harry had spotted her and gotten to shore as soon as

he could.They knew that from then on they should stay together if at all possible. As the pair

sat resting, they devised a hand and wrist lock that proved to work very well. One would grip

the other’s right wrist with his or her left hand while the other hung onto the left wrist with the

right hand. They then reentered the river, and it sped them downstream at a terrific pace.

Georgie recalled, “For the next six hours we careened through the rapids, fought giant waves

and bounced around like two bobbing corks. It was like riding a roller coaster made of

water.”4The wrist grip worked well and the two swimmers stayed locked together. They tried

repeatedly to get to shore to rest, but the powerful current kept them moving. Near dark they

were swept into a giant whirlpool that swirled them viciously around. Georgie later said, “In that

water, passing at 125,000 cubic feet a second, those giant whirlpools had a life of their own.”5

The wrist lock which had worked so well all afternoon now worked against them. The eye of the

whirlpool sucked them down like a flushed toilet, one feet first and the other head first. When

they were able to come up for a breath of air, the order was reversed. As Georgie remembers

it, “The first time I plunged into the hole, time stood still, and my lungs began to burn. When I

thought I couldn’t hold my breath any longer, I burst out, gulped for air, and went under

again.”6Georgie and Harry were on top just long enough to gasp some air before being sucked

down again. The third time down, Georgie thought it was the end. She held her nose with her

free hand, trying to stave off the inevitable, and then suddenly they were on top again and

close enough to shore to grab onto a rock ledge. They hung on desperately until they could

gain enough strength to climb out.They wanted to build a fire, but there wasn’t a single piece of

driftwood on the narrow ledge where they were stranded. So they both had to settle for instant

coffee made from cold, muddy river water. The rest of their supper was made up of a few

pieces of candy. Huddled together on the narrow rock ledge, they tried to get some rest. They

kept on their cold, wet life preservers lest they should fall into the river during the night. There

would be little sleep for either of them.At dawn they drank more cold coffee and ate a few more

pieces of candy. When they got a good look at the river they were amazed and delighted to see

that the whirlpool had disappeared during the night. Adjusting their packs, they resumed their

wrist lock and jumped in. The pair encountered little trouble the rest of the way but were half-

starved by the end of the second day, having eaten only a little candy, soup, and coffee.A few

years earlier Harry had established a tent camp in Quartermaster Canyon, which he christened

“My Home, Arizona.”7 Harry had come up by boat a short time earlier and cached food there,

so he and Georgie planned to stop and have a solid meal. By then they would be in the calmer

waters of Lake Mead and anticipated no problems getting ashore. As they approached

Quartermaster Canyon they worked their way toward shore, but as hard as they swam, the

current still carried them almost a mile downstream before they were able to land. Exhausted,

they then had to scramble back over the rocks to reach Harry’s camp. Georgie said, “It was

worth the effort, however, and to this day I’ll never forget how good that meal tasted.”After

eating and resting they continued to swim the waters of Lake Mead. On the third day they

encountered a huge log jam created by the large amount of driftwood coming down the river.

The logs would not hold them up and there was no way to swim between them, so they had to

walk around. Headwinds also slowed their progress, but the two were able to swim most of the

time. Their swim ended on the lake at Pierce Ferry,8 about five miles from the Grand Wash

Cliffs. From there they hiked out to the highway where they could flag down a Greyhound

bus.In those days bus drivers would stop for anyone who waved them down. Harry and

Georgie were wearing only bathing suits, shirts, and tennis shoes. Harry had not shaved for

several days, and Georgie had not even brought a comb for her hair. Passengers on the bus



must have done some tall wondering about the two of them. But soon the pair was back in

Boulder City where they could recover the rest of their clothes.Harry AlesonFate had brought

these two adventurers together a year earlier. Harry was a man of medium build and thinning

hair. Born Harry Leroy Asleson on March 9, 1899, in Waterloo, Iowa, he later changed his

name to Aleson. While serving in World War I he had been gassed. This left him with chronic

stomach problems, for which he received a small pension. During the Great Depression he

worked at a number of jobs, including some with various geophysical firms searching for oil in

the Southwest. This brought him into contact with the Colorado River and Grand Canyon, and

“he soon gave up any desires for a life apart from the river.”9 It also cost him his marriage. He

and his wife, Thursa Arnold, whom he married in 1928, were separated in 1940.From his tent

camp in Quartermaster Canyon, Aleson made explorations of the Grand Canyon and the lower

Colorado River system. This made him a popular river guide and somewhat of an authority on

that section of the river.In 1945 Aleson changed his winter headquarters to the Johnston Hotel

in Richfield, Utah, where he earned part of his room and board by working as night clerk. From

there he organized the dozens of San Juan River/Glen Canyon trips that were his main source

of income during the summer.10 He took pictures of the canyon lands during his explorations

and gave illustrated lectures about them.Georgie’s Early LifeGeorgie was a slim, athletic

woman of medium height with piercing turquoise-blue eyes. She claimed to have been born

and reared in Chicago, where she learned to swim in the cold water of Lake Michigan.11 She

was, in fact, born in Oklahoma and spent most of her childhood in Denver, Colorado. Her birth

certificate shows that she was born Bessie DeRoss at Guymon, Oklahoma, November 13,

1910, to George W. DeRoss and (Mary) Tamor Fisher.12 The 1920 census for Denver,

Colorado, lists a George DeRoss, 45; wife Tamor DeRoss, 42; daughter Marie, 16; son Paul,

12; and a daughter Georgia, 9. Tomboy Bessie had apparently taken on her father’s given

name at an early age. The Denver city directories show nothing of them for the year 1921, but

it lists the DeRoss family living there from 1922 through 1926. In 1927 there is no DeRoss

mentioned in the Denver directory, but they were again listed as living there in 1928, 1929, and

1930.Georgie’s father, a tenant farmer and miner of French descent, worked at various sites in

Oklahoma, Colorado, and New Mexico. He was away for long periods of time and sent little

money home to his family. His wife, Tamor, worked as a laundress to support herself and the

children. Georgie’s parents had married December 4, 1898, at Stroud, Oklahoma (Tamor’s

home). They were divorced March 23, 1933, in Fremont County, Colorado. His grounds for

divorce were that she deserted him.According to Georgie, the family was quite poor but her

mother had an upbeat philosophy. She told her children when you are at the bottom, everything

has to be up. She admonished them never to cry because they would only be crying their own

lives away.She also taught them privacy, something Georgie would cherish for the rest of her

life. They all lived in one big room, but Tamor made partitions of canvas so they each could

have a territory to call their own. Within these spaces were a pad for a bed and enough

hangers for their clothes. No one was allowed to intrude into the others’ spaces. Tamor would

not stand for any arguing, and when someone did, she would say, “If you can’t be pleasant to

one another, why, just go to your pad!”13Georgie was a life-long vegetarian. This came about,

she said, simply because she did not like meat. While she was growing up, the family only had

meat once or twice a week. Even then, she would give her portion to her brother or sister and

just eat the vegetables. She mostly ate cabbage, rice, tomatoes, and potatoes. Tomatoes,

canned or raw, were her lifetime favorite food, closely followed by avocadoes.While still in high

school, Georgie met a handsome, all-American, six-foot, blond young man named Harold

Clark. She married him in Denver on January 22, 1928. Her mother had hoped that she would



finish school before getting married, but she understood Georgie had strong sex needs and

could not, in that day and time, fulfill them outside of marriage. A daughter, Sommona Rose,

was born to them in Denver on March 21, 1929.14Georgie and Paul had been indifferent

students, while their older sister, Marie, excelled in her studies. Marie obtained a teaching

certificate and taught school in the Denver area for several years. Georgie worked at various

jobs including cigarette girl in a night club and toiling in a rubber factory. She also learned how

to operate a comptometer.15As the Depression deepened, jobs became harder to find, so in

about 1931 she and Harold left Sommona Rose with Georgie’s mother and went to Florida to

look for work. Finding no jobs there, they took a bus to New York City. In New York Georgie

found work as a comptometer operator for Radio City; Harold was unable to find a job of any

kind. Their favorite haunt was Central Park, where they became fascinated with bicyclists

practicing for six-day bicycle races. Georgie easily made friends with the cyclists and they

taught her how to ride.On August 2, 1936, Georgie, always restless, set out with Harold for

California on two racing bikes given to them by their new friends. The racing bikes had hard,

narrow seats and Georgie said after the first day out she rode mostly standing up. After a few

hundred miles their leg muscles became toughened, and it was easier going. They did not own

a sleeping bag, so at night they would go a short distance away from the road and sleep on the

ground. Occasionally they would work for a farmer for food and then sleep in his haystack.

Most people outside of the big cities were friendly, so Georgie and Harold never felt threatened.

Those were the days of the Depression and many displaced people were traveling

West.Georgie said the two of them left New York with just one week’s salary from her job to get

by on, so they did not have enough for the luxury of a bath. She knew most rooming houses

had a bathroom in the hallway; when she spotted one she would walk in, find an open

bathroom, take a bath, and change clothes. She never could get Harold to do it.From Chicago

on they traveled via Route 66. It was the first paved cross-country highway, stretching over two

thousand miles from Chicago to Santa Monica, California, and it was the easiest way

west.When they arrived at Fontana, California, the two only had one dollar left. Upon seeing a

sign, “Grape Pickers Wanted,” they applied, claiming to be experienced pickers. They managed

by watching how others did the job. After earning four dollars in two days, they headed for Los

Angeles, and by the time they arrived, they were almost broke again. Georgie had a large

diamond Harold’s mother had given her as a wedding present. She found a pawn shop and

hocked it so they would have something to live on until they found work.Georgie claims she got

a job within a week with a horse-racing bookie. But sensing the place might soon be raided,

she quit that job after a few weeks, just before it was shut down by the police! She seemed

always able to find work, even when jobs were scarce. In Los Angeles, she found employment

as a comptometer operator once again.Soon after Georgie and Harold settled in Los Angeles,

her mother, sister, brother, and daughter joined them. Georgie recalled:Over the next few years

I grew restless and moved from Los Angeles to Chicago and back several times. About this

time Harold and I went our separate ways. Husbands have always come second with me.

Harold just didn’t want to move around like I did, so we agreed to part. Later I filed for and

obtained a divorce.16The above stories certainly have some truth in them, but they are as yet

undocumented. According to the divorce papers, Harold walked out on Georgie more than a

year before the divorce, stating that he was tired of married life. Georgie was living in Chicago

when she filed for divorce from Harold Clark in March 1941. At the divorce proceedings she

claimed she and Harold had lived in Chicago for nine years, which, if true, meant she had been

living there since at least 1932. (When they first moved to Chicago, Georgie’s mother,

daughter, and sister apparently went along. Her brother followed a couple of years later.)During



those early years in Los Angeles, according to Georgie, she joined the Sierra Club and did a

lot of hiking, rock climbing, and skiing. Outdoor sports were not so popular then, and when she

and her small group of enthusiasts would go cross-country skiing they would have practically

all of the Sierra Nevada Mountains to themselves. One of the people she often hiked with was

Elgin Pierce, who would later accompany her on her first rafting trip through Grand Canyon.

She also organized a bicycle club called “Hollywood Wheelmen,” and members would often

pedal to San Diego or other coastal towns on weekends.On February 6, 1942, she married

James Ray White in Los Angeles. Whitey, as he was called, drove an oil tanker for Wade

Transport. He was born in South Dakota in 1895 or 1896. At the time of his marriage, he stated

his age as thirty-five. This was later amended by affidavit to correct his age at marriage to forty-

six. His father was born in Russia and his mother in Norway. Some friends tried to warn

Georgie that he was an alcoholic, but she naively thought he was a social drinker. At the time

of their marriage, Georgie did not use the name Bessie, identifying herself instead as Georgie

Helen Clark; she listed her birthplace as Chicago, Illinois. The reason for this deception is

unknown. Sommona lived with Georgie from then on, and together they hiked the mountains

around Los Angeles. They also did a lot of bicycling together.Georgie Clark and James

(Whitey) White at their marriage in 1938. Cline Library, Northern Arizona University, Georgie

Clark Collection, #91.13.2.Georgie’s daughter, Sommona Rose Clark. Courtesy of Don Briggs,

by permission of Paul DeRoss, Jr.Georgie and daughter, Sommona Rose. Courtesy of Don

Briggs, by permission of Paul DeRoss, Jr.At the outbreak of World War II, Georgie took a job at

Douglas Aircraft Corporation in the security department. Like all others who worked in a

defense plant, she was forced to produce a birth certificate. She was listed as Bessie C. Clark

on her I.D. card, but outside the defense plant she still used the name Georgie.Her work there

triggered an interest in aviation. She learned that the Army Air Force Ferry Command was

looking for qualified woman pilots to deliver planes from the factory to destinations within the

United States and decided to try for a position in that organization. To qualify for this training

she needed a minimum of thirty-five hours of flying time.Being fiercely independent, Georgie

quit her job at Douglas Aircraft Corporation, took all of her savings out of the bank, and moved

with Sommona Rose to Quartzsite, Arizona, where flying lessons were the cheapest. Whitey

had his trucking job, and so he remained in Los Angeles.Georgie’s savings did not leave

enough to pay rent after tuition and food, so she and Sommona unrolled their sleeping bags in

a culvert near the airport. This posed no problem as they were used to roughing it on their

hikes in the mountains. Sommona Rose was a big hit with the pilots, and between lessons with

the students they gave her free airplane rides and some lessons. Georgie said Sommona

learned to fly quicker than she did.17After completing her course of training at Quartzsite,

Georgie applied for ferry-pilot training. Her acceptance letter to the 318th AAF Flying Training

Detachment at Sweetwater, Texas, is dated February 12, 1944. On it her name is listed as

Georgie H. White. After her five hundred hours of training were completed, the war went on, but

the Ferry Command was deactivated. Georgie wound up back in Los Angeles and resumed

living with Whitey.By this time Sommona was an attractive young lady of fifteen with a flair for

art. A teacher had taken an interest in her and thought she would be eligible for a scholarship

at a nearby college. Georgie thought Sommona was headed for a career as a commercial

artist. Mother and daughter adored each other and spent most of their spare time together.On

June 23, 1944, shortly after returning from Sweetwater, Georgie and Sommona set out to

pedal to Santa Barbara, a hundred miles north of L.A. They could not get anyone else to go

with them, so they took off alone. Along the way Sommona Rose was struck by a drunk driver

and killed. Georgie got the license number of the car and the driver was apprehended. She



decided, however, not to press charges as this “would not bring back [her daughter].” Georgie

was devastated. This was the most traumatic thing that had happened in her life. Whitey was

afraid she would lose her mind.Exploring with Harry AlesonWhile Georgie was battling the

depression from this tragedy, friends took her to a lecture by fellow Sierra Club member and

explorer Harry Aleson. She was fascinated by his pictures of the canyon country and asked

him to take her along on his next trip. Harry had been advertising for hikers to go with him on a

trip that would begin several miles inside Grand Canyon. From there they would climb up the

North Rim and hike across the Arizona Strip to St. George, Utah.Georgie and Gerhard Bakker,

a biologist from Los Angeles City College, were the only people to sign up for the forthcoming

trip. An article in the Boulder City News, dated August 19, 1944, headlined: “Shivwits Hike Next

Week, Biologist Mountaineer in Trio, Aleson Is Guide for Trip.” The article read:A biologist and a

woman mountaineer will be guided across the Shivwits Plateau during the remainder of August

by Harry Aleson, Grand Canyon explorer and boatman. Mrs. Georgie White, member of the

Sierra Club and Los Angeles mountaineer, and Gerhard Bakker, biology instructor of Los

Angeles City College are the hikers Aleson will take on the long climb from the bottom of

Grand Canyon to the top of Mount Dellenbaugh and thence to St. George, Utah.They planned

to take along still and movie cameras with both color and black-and-white film, and to “observe

and study the terrain and animal life on the trip.”On August 20, 1944, the trio took a power boat

across Lake Mead, past the Grand Wash Cliffs, to Quartermaster Canyon at Mile 235 where

Harry maintained his tent camp. From there the party crossed over to the mouth of Burnt

Springs Canyon where they began their climb out to the rim. The food they carried was mostly

dehydrated, and their diet had been carefully worked out for the right amount of proteins,

starches, fruits, and so forth. They took along blankets and two gallons of water each,

expecting to replenish the water supply at water holes along the way. To begin with, each pack

weighed about twenty-five pounds.They hiked up Burnt Springs Canyon to where Twin Springs

Canyon joined it. At that point it looked like Twin Springs Canyon would be the best route to the

top, but as they neared the crest they found their way blocked by dry waterfalls 150 feet high in

one branch of the canyon and 250 feet high in the other. Since Twin Springs Canyon proved to

be impassable, they were forced to return to Burnt Springs Canyon. Georgie remembers:By

the time we reached the top of Twin Springs Canyon the two men were almost ready to

collapse. I don’t mean to imply that I don’t get tired, but somehow, since Sommona occupied

my mind completely at this point, I just didn’t seem to feel anything at all. We now worked our

way back to Burnt Canyon, then painfully followed that canyon to the top. The last several

thousand feet I wasn’t really sure Harry and Gerhard were going to make it. Besides being

tired, their feet were killing them. They had worn narrow leather boots that rubbed them badly.

Every night after that they would take off their boots and together count their blisters. For

desert hiking, that trip taught me, it is best to wear a type of boot or shoe with good ankle

support but a canvas top.18Upon reaching the canyon rim they headed due east toward Mount

Dellenbaugh. While hiking through the heavy timber on the Shivwits Plateau they lost all sense

of direction. No landmarks were visible and everything looked the same. One day they

discovered they had traveled in a complete circle. After that they kept a close watch on the sun.

Finding a brass survey marker helped them get back on course. They followed an old

prospector’s road into Oak Grove Springs, the third water they had found in five days. They

also found a small cabin with a truck and other signs indicating the cabin was occupied. In due

time Tom Cotton, his wife, and Reid Sorenson arrived from off the range. They had come from

St. George in the spring to take care of water for range cattle at the Mathes Ranch and would

return to town in late fall. The hikers were invited to stay for dinner. After dinner they had an



evening’s visit, slept over, and were treated to breakfast the next morning.19Because of their

blistered feet, the hikers chose not to take the extra day to hike to the top of Mount

Dellenbaugh. Still, on the way across the plateau they had fine views of Mount Trumbull, Mount

Logan, Mount Emma, Diamond Butte, Vermillion Cliffs, Hurricane Cliffs, the Virgin Mountains,

and other sights.On the cross-country hike one evening, while making a weed mattress pad for

his bed at twilight, Gerhard Bakker captured a good-sized rattlesnake. He put the living snake

in a muslin bag, ready to tote it out to California. For five days he carried the rattler in his

backpack along with his other paraphernalia, occasionally moistening the cloth with his

precious water.Georgie said of this, “During the day’s hiking the snake became accustomed to

our movements and kept quiet. At night, however, that snake became supersensitive and every

time I turned over it rattled. What an eerie noise that was.”20 Georgie was very sensitive to

animals, including snakes, and wanted Gerhard to leave it there in its own environment, but he

refused. In later years on the river, where she had control of the situation, she made absolutely

sure that her passengers and boatmen left the animals, birds, reptiles, and even insects

alone.On the seventh day of hiking the group met Royal Blake and his two sons. Blake was a

government hunter and trapper from St. George. They accepted a ride from him in the late

afternoon, and the next morning rode into St. George. Georgie was not too pleased with the

trapper. She recorded:On the seventh day, somewhere out on the desert, we met a hunter and

trapper from Utah who offered us a ride to St. George. I didn’t want anything to do with either

him or his boys because I knew he was out there shooting wild horses. Harry and Gerhard,

however, talked me into accepting the ride. I hated it. On the way back the boys spotted a

beaver, stopped the truck, got out, and clubbed it to death. I know at that time a lot of people

believed in killing animals. But I didn’t. As far as I was concerned, that hunter and his family

were just not nice people, and I was relieved to leave them in St. George.21The trio reached

St. George on August 30 and returned to Boulder City the next day. Gerhard Bakker left

immediately for Los Angeles, but Georgie had not yet had enough of the canyon and river. It

was balm to her grieving spirit, so she went across Lake Mead with Harry to recover the

motorboat they had left at Quartermaster Canyon. On the way back the two stopped for the

night at God’s Pocket on the north shore of Lake Mead. Harry began tying up the boat, and

while moving a small log, he felt a hot sting in the ring finger of his left hand. In the bright

moonlight he saw what he took to be a scorpion scurrying away. Within half a minute the pain

traveled up his arm to the glands in his arm pits. He doped the wound with iodine and made a

tourniquet for the finger.They immediately launched the boat and headed for Boulder. On the

run down the river and across Lake Mead Georgie ran the boat while Harry gave directions.

Harry’s feet began to hurt, his arms twitched, and his ears began to tingle. His legs became

almost paralyzed, it was difficult to speak, and he thought for a while he would pass out. Still he

was able to give Georgie directions from points silhouetted against the shoreline.After the

seventh hour the pains began to moderate. At dawn they landed the boat and, after a short

nap, had breakfast. They then crossed the rest of the lake on clear water and arrived in

Boulder City at about noon on Monday.22Harry spent forty-eight feverish hours recovering from

the sting, and Georgie reluctantly returned to Los Angeles. Her lifelong love affair with the

Grand Canyon and the Colorado River had begun.Georgie’s relations with Whitey deteriorated

as she spent more and more time with Harry. By 1945 Harry had moved from Los Angeles to

Richfield, Utah. Georgie was involved in a candy-making operation at that time, working ten to

twelve hours per day. The candy was manufactured by her sister, Marie, and packed by

Georgie.23 Georgie sent candy to Harry from time to time and wrote frequent letters to him.

Film was hard to come by in those war years and Georgie bought film for Harry whenever she



could locate what he needed.In the spring of 1945, Georgie was in some kind of trouble. On

April 6 she wrote Harry and told of working long hours packing candy for Easter. In the letter

she mentions:I am in a mess & afraid to jump for fear I land in the fire. I knew the final

separation would be bad, but dumbbell me, I walked right into this, will tell you later. In my

wildest dreams this never came to my mind. I sure learn the hard way. Marie and Paul sure

stand by. I’m very lucky to have them & so many good friends, at least when I look like the

black sheep.24It is not clear what this “mess” was about. On April 24 Georgie wrote, “Had my

trial on trouble I mention—dismissed case but it cost me money and time. Have started

divorce.” In the same letter she says, “I can get off in June [for the Grand Canyon swim].”25 On

May 1 she wrote, “Divorce is started.... Dog & cat are fine. Keeping them in garage till I get

runway in. Went skiing last weekend—well burnt and peeling now. Hope to fly with C.A.P. this

weekend.” And in the same letter, “This sun really gives me spring fever & makes me think of

you & Colo. River.” Again on May 11 she mentioned that divorce papers had been served.In an

undated letter of about the same time Georgie writes, “The sun & warmth today makes me

think of you and the Colo. River and that cold bath by (Your Home),” and, “... divorce started but

I haven’t appeared in court yet.” Then, “Seems odd having a house to myself.” She also

mentions spending two days a week with the Civil Air Patrol. She closes by saying, “You desert

rat, come to town & I’ll tame you. Must close now and work, work, work. Your friend Geo.” On

June 20 Georgie sent Aleson one roll of 16 mm colored film and wrote that she could be away

until after July fourth. She said she had to put out a carton of cigarettes to get it. There is no

more mention of a divorce in subsequent letters, so apparently she and Whitey patched up

their differences.2 Rafting the Rapids, 1946-1947For the first few months after her swim with

Harry Aleson in 1945, no one could have talked Georgie into swimming that river again. She

and Harry still went hiking in and around the Grand Canyon, checking out old mines and other

interesting places. Georgie wrote:I knew there were a lot of questions about my relationship

with Harry. After all, I was married and spending weeks and months out on the desert with

another man. The truth was that after seeing Harry’s pictures I became determined to explore

the desert and the canyon country for myself. I couldn’t hike alone (at least I didn’t think I could

at the time) and Harry was the only person who would go with me.After awhile I came to

admire his determination and drive, but I was never romantically attracted to him, nor was our

relationship physical. Harry simply needed someone to hike with him and be on hand in case of

an emergency—so did I.1As time passed Georgie and Harry began to look back and glorify the

swim down the Colorado River of the year before. They had a tendency to forget the pain and

remember only the good parts. By winter they had decided to tackle the river from farther up

and to try a different method. They spent the winter months planning another expedition.In

1867, two years before Major John Wesley Powell’s epic voyage,2 a prospector named James

White (no relation to Georgie’s husband) emerged from Grand Canyon on a log raft. He was

emaciated, half starved, and claimed to have floated all the way through the Grand

Canyon.3Georgie and Harry thought it would be exciting to float a portion of the river on a

wood raft as James White had done. They wanted to prove that James White had made a

longer raft ride than many believed he had done. They also wanted to find out whether a river

party could come out safely on a driftwood raft in case of a boat loss or wreck.By 1946 the war

was over and defense plants were cutting back sharply. Georgie tried to keep her options open

whenever there was a possibility of an adventure with Harry. In March she wrote him: “Have

been working at this and that, trying not to get tied down too much . . .” and “Have passed a lot

of things by in the business line because it would mean keeping my nose to the

grindstone....”4Harry was guiding regular trips through Glen Canyon by this time. Georgie could



not afford to go on any of these trips as a paying passenger, but apparently went along on at

least one as a helper. Harry wrote to her in late March saying, “Glad you can make all 3 trips....

You’ll earn your river trip by working on the long hike and raft trip.”5In a later letter Georgie

expresses hurt from some of his criticism. She writes:I did try to do my share of things on trip

but at times your remarks made me wonder if I was more in the road than of good use. I really

enjoyed the trip but your new ways puzzled me a great deal. Please remember on the raft trip, I

have the nerve but no skill at all so I depend on you. I have a lot of faith in you. I do want to

learn all things but feel badly when you make me feel silly & helpless if I don’t do things (right)

the first time. Remember 35 yrs is an old goat to be teaching things to. Just working in an office

all my life didn’t help any.6Back into Grand CanyonOn June 18, 1946, Georgie met Harry in St.

George, Utah. Harry had a wide range of publicity contacts through his lectures, and a Mr.

Sheridan of Life Magazine telephoned him from Los Angeles about the upcoming trip.

Sheridan told Harry that he might send a plane to make pictures of their log raft drift. During

the day Harry had long-distance calls from Ruth Lusch of the Las Vegas Chamber of

Commerce, from a reporter at the Baltimore Sun, and from a reporter at the Las Vegas Review-

Journal. In the evening he called Elton Garrett at the Boulder City News. Then he worked on

maps and bearings for the flight plan of an airplane that would check on them and wrote a

letter to go with it.On the afternoon of June 19, Georgie and Harry loaded their equipment into

Royal Blake’s pickup truck and headed south to rancher Slim Waring’s cabin. After lunch Blake

returned to St. George. Georgie and Harry climbed to the top of 6,750-foot-high Mount

Dellenbaugh, where Harry took some movies. Upon returning they found Waring and his wife

at home, then enjoyed dinner with them and spent the night in comfortable beds.The next day

they loaded their gear onto a pack mule and were led about four miles on horseback by Waring

to a break in the canyon northeast of Castle Peak. At that place Waring pointed out a possible

route down into the canyon and left them to proceed on foot. They struggled through thick

brush with their heavy backpacks until they came to a faint trail down the canyon. Travel was

difficult and they rationed the water from their two-quart canteens to one swallow per half hour.

By evening they were very tired and their water was gone; they made a dry camp. Georgie

slept on her sheet in the wash while Harry pitched his sheet on a big boulder. They used Navy

life preservers as pillows.The next morning they headed out early looking for water. By nine

o’clock they were quite weakened from thirst, so they cut off the top of a barrel cactus and

chewed on the pulp. It tasted terrible! Still, they took some with them and chewed on it as they

hiked along. Soon they came to a sharp drop in the cliffs. After finding a route down, they

noticed a number of wasps flying about, a signal that moisture was nearby. After digging holes

by hand in the wet earth, a little brackish water began to seep in. When this had settled

somewhat, they were able to get a few swallows of water. Then Harry dug a deeper hole while

dozens of wasps buzzed around his face. While the water was settling they lowered their

backpacks on lines down a second steep ledge.7By noon they were able to make a lime juice/

sugar water mixture from the brackish water. Sipping it slowly and experiencing no ill effects,

they made cupful after cupful with lime and then with instant coffee. To restore their strength

they alternately slept and drank most of the afternoon. Then they filled their canteens, packed

up and were on their way again.Within the next hour they came upon six potholes, all filled with

water! Some even had tadpoles swimming in them. While Harry went on ahead through a

narrow corkscrew passage and over a short limestone ledge, Georgie stayed behind and

bathed in one of the pools. Then Harry returned to the pools and took a bath. The two then

proceeded down the ledges. They each kept a mouthful of water between rest stops to force

nose breathing in order to relieve their dry throats. At dusk they made a dry camp in a canyon



they believed to be Parashant Wash. Harry searched ahead for water but found none.They

breakfasted next morning on cold instant coffee, conserving the water in their canteens for the

descent ahead. The two would hike about twenty-five minutes, then rest ten. At a rest stop after

several hours of hiking, Georgie could hear a faint sound but was not sure whether it was the

wind on the high canyon walls or the roar of rapids. They were now deep in rugged Parashant

Wash, which enters the Colorado River 198.5 miles below Lee’s Ferry, Arizona. At the next rest

stop she was sure she heard running water. They arrived at the river at about 9 A.M. As far

down as they could see, two miles by Harry’s estimate, was a continuous rapid.Harry recorded,

“What a glorious experience to see so much water in this parched desert area! After cooling

down, we wade into the delicious running water. We make colored motion pictures of it.”8 In the

next seven days they were to see plenty of the “delicious” waters. They alternately rested in the

shade and swam until they were thoroughly refreshed. Then they began to gather driftwood

logs for their raft.According to Harry, at the mouth of Parashant Wash they found an old camp

with ashes from a campfire. Under a ledge he discovered a box with three sticks of dynamite

wrapped separately in three sacks. They also found an ancient Indian mescal pit. As they sat in

the shade drinking cool water, a hot wind came up, blowing sand all around. The wind, blowing

upstream, whipped spray from the tops of the waves, making the waves look formidable. A

handful of water tossed in the air landed thirty-five feet away. While reading in the shade of a

mesquite tree, Georgie was struck in the back of the head by a small stone that had been

blown off a nearby ledge. Toward evening the wind subsided and they supped on Klein’s dry

soup. Harry commented that salt was very much appreciated. Just before dark a plane passed

high overhead.Harry says he was awakened at dawn the next morning by the odor of smoke.

Georgie had a fire going and was cooking brown rice that had soaked overnight. For breakfast

they had the rice with sugar, candy, and instant coffee. Harry took apart the dynamite box for

the nails and boards and carved out three paddles from the boards. Among his equipment

Harry listed a heavy hatchet, a combination folding hatchet and knife with belt, two U.S. Navy

life preservers, two U.S. Air Corps life preservers, swim fins, various items of clothing, first aid

materials, backpacks, and three magazines.The two filled their backpacks for travel on the

river, then built a test raft using cottonwood and juniper logs tied together with a light line. In a

drift pile they found a three-inch by twelve-inch plank that was seven feet long which they used

for a crosspiece. On it they placed one pack with a hatchet inside and set it adrift. Harry took

pictures of it as it circled in a backwater. They tried four times over a period of two hours to get

it into the main current, but to no avail. Finally they abandoned it, deciding it was too flimsy to

ride through the rapids anyway.Carrying their gear along the right bank past the worst of

Parashant Rapid, they entered the river on an airfloat, a one-man rubber raft they had carried

for emergencies, steering it with sweeps Harry had made from the dynamite box ends and a

couple of driftwood sticks. The three-by-six-foot raft was barely able to keep them afloat in calm

water; it capsized in rough water at the foot of the rapid at Mile 200, but they were able to hang

onto it. They came out of the river and walked along the bank to calmer water, reentered for a

short way, then portaged along the bank past some more rough water.Georgie, however, gives

an entirely different version of this experience. She claims they used the same wrist lock as the

year before and swam down the river in their life jackets.9 She does not mention the raft at all

nor how they transported all their gear.The pair camped on the right bank at Mile 204 at the

mouth of a canyon. Water had seeped into their food cans, so they spread everything out to

dry. They kept watching for the log raft to come by but did not see it. Next morning, June 25,

they drifted on down the river, portaging around seven rough rapids, looking for logs suitable

for building another raft. On Thursday morning they reached Kolb Rapid 205.5 miles below



Lee’s Ferry. They feared it would be almost impossible to ride, so they climbed about one half

mile up the left bank to get around it. Drifting on down, alternately floating and portaging, they

came to the mouth of Indian Canyon at Mile 206.4 and camped on the right bank. Along the

way they saw only one log suitable for building a raft.On Wednesday, June 26, after floating a

few miles, they found logs to make another raft, marked it with two ax cuts, and set it adrift.

After several tries to force it out into the current, this raft also remained in the eddy. That day

they saw the Desert Skyways plane carrying Ted Swift, Ben Thompson, and William Belknap,

Jr., flying high above. They made twenty-five-foot letters “OK” in the sand and waved sheets.

The plane continued on without circling. Georgie and Harry reentered the river and drifted on

through rapids for a mile or two before reaching Three Springs Canyon. It took hard work to get

out of the river before being swept past its mouth. The swim fins came in handy here. They

made camp on a small sand bar on the left side. Next morning they portaged past the big rapid

below camp and reentered the river. There were still no logs in sight for a third raft.Harry took

some pictures, and then they drifted through another riffle and pulled in at the mouth of a

canyon they took to be Trail Canyon at Mile 219. After a short rest they ate a five-ounce can of

green beans and some coffee—all that remained of their food except for bouillon cubes. At

dusk they were able to struggle to the left shore at the very head of Granite Springs Rapid.

Leaving their packs on the bank, they immediately began groping their way in the dark down

through the boulders two thirds of a mile to a food cache left there by Harry in February of

1944. They took tomato juice, grapefruit juice, citrus marmalade, soy beans, and peanut butter

and fumbled their way back up to camp. When light came the peanut butter turned out to be

mustard.On their portage past the rapid they picked up enough canned food from the cache to

last them to the next cache eighteen miles downstream. They reentered the river at the same

place they had begun their forty-two-mile life preserver swim a year earlier. At this time they

were two full days behind schedule.The pair’s rubber raft almost capsized just above Diamond

Creek Rapids, Mile 225.7. They were surprised to find they could balance the small craft on

six- to eight-foot waves. That night they camped on a silt bar.While Georgie and Harry were

resting in the shade of a mesquite tree at Diamond Creek to escape the blazing heat, several

airplanes flew over. Harry signaled to the planes with mirrors and a bed sheet but was not

spotted. At sundown they made a tough portage along the left bank, past the worst part of

Diamond Creek Rapid. Then they went back on the river and ran several small rapids and one

large one. Occasionally they would pull over to the bank and empty a half-barrel of water from

their tiny raft. They camped that night at the mouth of Travertine Creek.On Saturday morning,

June 29, they took time to take motion pictures of the beautiful waterfalls a short way up the

canyon. On the river again, they soon reached the brink of 232 Mile Rapid with its short, steep

drop and big waves. Aleson recounts:We feel like we slide down 10 to 15 feet in a short

second. The big waves fall back over us and flip the float upside-down. From the heavy waves I

see Georgie hanging on the airfloat, and in the backwater. In 3 seconds we were 50 feet apart.

As quickly we were out of sight. The roar drowns any effort to yell. In the next 3 miles are 9 to

12 rapids. On this day they are vicious, far worse than 48,000 sc. ft. 1945. Repeatedly, I am

pulled under in waves and whirlpools. I took water in throat, my nostrils. I gasp for air, choke,

cough out water—came near drowning 10 to 20 times in those terrible three miles. Between

rapids I lay on the water gasping in agony, hoping and praying I may hold my breath long

enough to live through the coming rapids. To swim out I know is out of the question. There was

no panic or fear, but gratefulness for getting thru. As the next rapids came in sight, a backwater

took me near the wall, and with great effort, I struggle to the rocky black granite wall.10A heavy

metal clasp had been torn from the case carrying Harry’s precious motion picture camera and



film, and it now hung by one shoulder strap. Feebly he opened the metal can and found water

in it and in the camera. The tape-sealed film can appeared to be all right. Harry wondered how

Georgie had fared, anxiously looking up and down the river for her. Finally he sighted her as

she came down the current riding the airfloat. Having only a single paddle, she was unable to

land where Harry was and was swept on past. Eventually she was able to land in a backwater

below. Carrying his gear, Aleson climbed painfully along the granite wall, reaching her about

two hours later.They drifted on down, reaching another food cache, and uneventfully floated

twenty-two miles to Quartermaster Canyon. It was hot and Aleson was “done in.” Too late to

make the trip out of the canyon before nightfall, they rested until the next day. On Sunday

morning they met the Park Service boat above Emery (Columbine) Falls. It was piloted by Ray

Poyser, who had made two trips up the river about eleven miles above Pierce Ferry the day

before. Aboard were Ben Thompson, assistant National Park Service superintendent; Domal

Jollev, chief ranger; Philip Van Cleeve; William Belknap, Jr.; and ten other passengers.Harry

Aleson and Georgie White being picked up by the park cruiser on the upper end of Lake Mead,

June 30, 1946. Photo by Bill Belknap, Cline Library, Northern Arizona University, Georgie Clark

Collection, #91.13.5.For the first time in more than a week Georgie and Harry were emerging

from the confining mile-high walls of the lower Grand Canyon. “Never again!” said Harry, as he

boarded the National Park Service boat. “Never again and I hope no man ever attempts to

come down the Colorado River on a raft.”Despite Harry’s vow of “never again,” they both would

do it often in the future. Georgie would do it for the rest of her life.Georgie returned to her home

in Los Angeles that Sunday night. In one of her many letters to Harry, Georgie wrote, “I think of

you and the Colo. River often.” In January 1947 she wrote, “I hate office work but it pays off the

best.”11 She was doing “temp work” for an oil company to keep her options open. In April she

wrote: “If I never had another trip I would still be grateful, your best friend, want to see you, and

hear from you. I could never forget our trips on the rapids, few people have the companionship

and thrill those trips were.”12Rafting Cataract CanyonBy 1946 war surplus stores were opening

all over the country. Georgie and Harry shopped the stores in Los Angeles, where Georgie

bought a ten-man raft and Harry bought a seven-man craft. There was no doubt in either of

their minds they would tackle the river again. It was just a matter of how and when. On August

4, 1947, Georgie wrote Harry:When the rapids are mentioned I forget everything else, they

cast a spell on me, let’s ride them all—don’t you think a large rubber boat can make it, or won’t

the passengers be willing.... Seems a long time since I have been on [the] river, it certainly

grows on one & is always different.13By October it was time for Aleson to end the season of

hauling paying tourists, so he and Georgie picked this time to launch a raft trip through

Cataract Canyon. Georgie wrote that she was still doing part-time office work, but planned to

quit and start a candy-packaging business. She said that Whitey could take care of it while she

was away. This was the first time she mentioned Whitey since writing about a divorce. In

September she wrote that she had started her business. In her letter she said, “Be sure and

write all time—am glad to hear from the only free person I know of.”14Georgie took a bus from

Los Angeles to Richfield, Utah, where she met Harry. From there the two took another bus to

Green River, Utah. According to Georgie the cold blast of a winter wind hit her when she got off

the bus, and it seemed to go right through her lightweight jacket. She was soon shivering and

her teeth chattering. Harry noticed this—he was cold too. “Maybe we shouldn’t try it, Georgie,”

he said. “We could go back.”“No way,” she told him. “I’ve come this far. I’m going the rest of the

way.”15 So they launched their boat and headed down the river, and came upon spectacular

views as they drifted through Labyrinth and Stillwater Canyons.From Rough-Water Man: Elwyn

Blake’s Colorado River Expeditions, by Richard E. Westwood. Copyright © 1992 by University



of Nevada Press. Used with permission.Aleson kept a journal of the trip.16 It varies somewhat

from Georgie’s memories and gives more details. One morning they stopped at Keg Springs to

examine a register there. Harry added “ALESON & G. WHITE 10-26-47” to the register of

“ALESON & BADGER 7-17-47,” “ALESON & B. LOPER 7-18,” and “ALESON 7-19.”They

stopped at Hell Roaring Canyon to take pictures of the D. Julien 1836 inscription. A good

camping spot was found a mile and a half below. It was level, grassy, and near sheltering

boulders. From Green River they had brought two and a half gallons of water for cooking and

drinking and had refilled the canteen at the stream in Trin-Alcove. This water was now gone, so

fruit juices took the place of drinking water. That night they settled river water to fill the

canteen.They passed around the Great Bend where an old Indian fort or watchtower stands.

From their view it appeared to be almost impossible to climb the sheer ledge on which the fort

stood, though many had done it. They stopped at Cliff House Canyon, hiked up it half a mile to

the ruins then on for another mile to where they were blocked by a dry waterfall.On October 30

they reached the confluence of the Green and Colorado Rivers. They landed for camp number

eight on the left bank of the Colorado, a quarter-mile below the junction. After dinner they

watched the changing tapestry of moonlight coming down the opposite wall.On October 31 the

pair was off into Cataract Canyon.17 At 11 A.M. they went over a small riffle and half an hour

later landed at the lower end of Spanish Bottom for lunch. They then hiked out to the Land of

Standing Rocks to take photographs. After returning to the boat they made a short run to the

head of Rapid No. 1 (Brown Betty) where they made camp. The weather was fine.Georgie and

Harry looked over No. 1 carefully. Then Harry hiked down to see No. 2 and No. 3, all nice

rapids. They decided that Harry would run No. 1 in the morning while Georgie shot movies.

Next morning he made a good run and tied up below to wait for her. They lined (towed the raft

along the edge of) the upper two hundred feet of No. 2 to give Georgie some experience in that

procedure.During the next six days they would come to more than fifty rapids. At eighteen of

these they lined the boat on the more difficult sections, and on four the cargo was portaged.

Harry did not record any upsets. In the narrow, deep gorge where the sun seldom reached

them and they were frequently doused with icy spray, they often stopped to build a fire, warm

up, and dry their clothes.By November 4 their food was running low. From three-quarters of a

mile upstream, Harry recognized the mouth of Dark Canyon, where food had been cached,

and soon they could hear the rapids. He could see the A-shaped pile of driftwood he had built

on the left bank in July 1945. They landed at Dark Canyon Rapid to make camp number

fourteen. For dinner they enjoyed hot cakes, sugar, coffee, tea, and the end of their candy.

Harry noted, however, “Hervig’s cache of food all gone. We had counted on food here.”The next

morning they broke camp and began portaging equipment around Dark Canyon Rapid. The

boat was lined down the left bank to just below the mouth of Dark Canyon Creek. They then

reloaded the raft and were off down the river. They rode the balance of the rapid, and went on

six miles and through six more rapids to Mille Crag Bend. There they saw a pole on the beach

with a tin can on top. In it was a note from Arth Chaffin and Ralph Badger, who had come up

from Hite on November 4, stayed overnight, and gone back the next day, leaving greetings for

Harry and Georgie.They arrived at Hite and hiked down to Arth Chaffin’s ranch. Aaron Porter

hauled the boat and equipment up to the ranch for them. They dined that night with Pearl and

Mart Guymon and Linda Lou Watring.Georgie described Hite as “a desolate place at the end

of a narrow dirt road many miles from the highway.” It was actually a beautiful green oasis in

the desert, with famous melons and fruit trees that brought pickers all the way from Hanksville.

Porter and his wife agreed to take Georgie and Harry out to Richfield, so the next morning they

piled in the couple’s old pickup truck and headed along the winding dirt road that led up North



Wash. On a hill, after going about fourteen miles, the truck stalled. The battery was dead and

the generator was not working. After talking it over, they all agreed that the Porters would camp

overnight while Georgie and Harry hiked back to Hite Ranch for a spare battery. By the time

they got to the ranch they were stumbling in the darkness.On November 8 Mart Guymon and

young Porter, with a cart and team, brought them back to the stalled pickup. From there on the

trip was uneventful. They reached Torrey by midnight with a halfdead battery and, with a new

battery installed in the truck, made it across the Wasatch Mountains in a blizzard, arriving at

Richfield by noon. From here Georgie headed back to the warmth of Los Angeles.This year

(1997) is the fiftieth anniversary of that river trip by Georgie White and Harry Aleson. According

to John Weisheit, who has researched it extensively, it was also “the first military surplus

inflatable boat to be used on a river trip on the Green and Colorado rivers.”18 Many others

would follow.3 From Passenger to Boatman, 1948-1952In February 1948 Georgie wrote to

Harry: “I am open to any and almost all trips. That is what I live for and one summer to the next

certainly seems long. Does it to you?”1Down the Escalante RiverOver the next few months

Georgie and Harry made plans to go down the Escalante River. They arrived at the small town

of Escalante in southern Utah on May 24 and bought provisions for the trip. Both the town and

river are named for Fray Silvestre Vélez de Escalante of the Domínguez-Escalante expedition

of 1776. Oddly, Escalante neither saw nor came close to the river bearing his name. Major

Powell also floated past its mouth on both his 1869 and 1871 explorations of the Colorado

River unaware that it was a major tributary. A year later in 1872 the Thompson-Dellenbaugh

survey party at first took it for the Dirty Devil, then realizing their error, took credit for its

discovery. It proved to be the last river to be discovered in the contiguous United States.2 Even

at this time in 1948, very few Anglos had traveled down the Escalante.By mid-afternoon

Georgie and Harry had their raft inflated, afloat, and loaded in a narrow, shallow pool at the

junction of Calf Creek and the Escalante River. They shoved off downstream, but before they

had gone fifty feet, they were aground.3They spent the rest of the day dragging and lifting the

boat over rocks, sandbars, and riffles. Whenever it was possible to float, they would sit on

opposite ends of the boat and guide it by pedaling with one foot over the side. The stream was

lined with box elder and scrub oak. The pair estimated they had traveled four miles in four

hours.By mid-morning the next day they reached the mouth of Boulder Creek, about ten miles

below Escalante. Aleson wrote, “At that time I was more certain that we would get through.

There must have been ten times as much water in Boulder Creek as in the Escalante

River.”4That afternoon they discovered a two-room Anasazi ruin on a high ledge where the

canyon opened to form a half-mile-long valley. Throughout this area of the Southwest, the

Anasazi had chosen some fairly lofty and scenic locations for their villages. Either from

drought, enemies, or other unknown causes, the Anasazi culture disappeared around A.D.

1300. Georgie and Harry continued down the river, but travel became more difficult. It was a

battle to get the raft over the rocky, shallow places and there were many fast chutes of white

water. When portaging around these, they had to boost the boat bodily over rocks six to ten

feet high. At one place the channel was only about two feet wide. To get the six-foot-wide boat

through they unloaded it, stood it on edge, and slipped it through vertically on its beams; they

had to portage their equipment many times.On the fourth day they passed through miles of

fast, narrow channels. In one place they crashed against a four-foot-high boulder. The gunwale

went under, and the boat began to fill. They both jumped out and put the Philco portable radio

and a box of valuables onto a nearby rock.
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Bruce Cline, “Trips, travails, and triumphsÿý. You may be as surprised by this book as I was - I

bought it thinking that I OUGHT to read it to learn more about a river-running legend, but I

didn't expect to enjoy it all that much. I was wrong. Author Richard Westwood engagingly tells

the story of Georgie White Clark and how she came to be one of the most celebrated pioneers

of Western United State river-running, especially on the Colorado River through the Grand

Canyon. In surprising detail (including the names of many of her passengers and boatmen) this

book describes the trips, travails, and triumphs of Georgie's long career here in the United

State and elsewhere. The book gives brief details of Georgie's early years, but focuses on her

river-running years starting in 1945 when she and Harry Aleson swam from Diamond Creek to

Lake Mead, through 1992 when she died.To the author's credit he does not dodge the

controversies that have marred Georgie's legend. Westwood frankly acknowledges and, in

some instances, documents the validity of some of the criticisms leveled at Georgie over the

years. He states what he knows or what his considerable research revealed, and leaves the

conclusions up to the reader.Through this book you will get an unvarnished portrait of a unique

individual, someone who left her imprint on a sport that largely didn't exist when she started

and was a multi-million dollar industry when she died. You'll learn about an incredibly complex



person: alternately engaging or aloof, compassionate or driven -- but always a pioneer. This

very readable book includes over 50 photographs and maps that bring to life much of what is

written, and give the reader a glimpse of Georgie's world.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “Amazing woman. Wonderful story about a special woman”

Wendy Hansen, “Having recently been down the Colorado River I thoroughly enjoyed this book

and it had a lot of relevance .... Having recently been down the Colorado River I thoroughly

enjoyed this book and it had a lot of relevance having heard the stories of Georgie Clark. Great

read.”

Vivian Robinson, “Five Stars. David read said this was great book. Vivian Robinson”

Jeff Strang, “Life and Times of a River Rat. A biography of one of the pioneers of commercial

river rafting on the Colorado River through the Grand Canyon. Georgie--adventurer, raconteur,

eccentric--started by swimming the rapids in the river, and continued running large commercial

trips into her 80's in the 1990's.”

The book by Randy Smith has a rating of  5 out of 4.3. 15 people have provided feedback.
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