






From the early 1950s through 
1971, Wooldridge put his 

experience to use designing and 
building new river boats at his �l �l �f�i�l�~�i�C�;�i�i� 

Grants Pass shop. 

Wooldridge kept this rig ready 
for fishing or river running in 
the late 1940s and early 19 5Os: 
a wooden drift boat pulled by a 

of Northern California, known for its swift currents and dangerous 
rapids. Without making portage, Wooldridge threaded his way up 
the Klamath from Happy Camp to the Highway 99 bridge.13 On 
the Klamath, he used a newly fashioned sixteen-foot aluminum 
sled, propelled by a fifty-horse Mercury with jet drive, a shallow­
water propulsion device invented by California engineer Dick 
Stallman and first tested by Wooldridge and Stallman on the 
Rogue the year before.l4 

Five years later, Wooldridge headed to the last frontier for a 

classic 1947 Chevrolet "Woody." �[�l�k�~�;�;�;�;�;�;�;�;�;�; �;�;�;�;�;�;�;�;�;�; �;�;�;�;�;�;�;�;�;�;�:�;�;�;�;�~�~�~ �~�;�;�;�;�;�;�;�;�;�; �~�~�~�~�~�~�~�~�~� 

journey on Alaska's 
Yukon River and its 
branches: the 
Porcupine, Tanana, 
and Chena rivers. 
Then in 1975, at the 
age of seventy-nine, 
Wooldridge took on 
another "impossible" 
stretch of river: the 
Hell Gate Gorge on 
British Columbia's 
Fraser River. For the 
run, Wooldridge's 
sons, Bruce, Mike, 
and Mark, built their 
father a twenty-one 
foot aluminum sled 

With Wooldridge at the helm and Bob Pritchard and Charlie 
Foster as backup on the oars, Wooldridge and his crew became the 
first to ascend the Rogue from Gold Beach to Grants Pass. As the 
three prepared to depart on May 7, 1947, friends and supporters 
gathered, fearing the men might not return safely.9 The attendant 
publicity provided a welcome boost to Wooldridge's river-guiding 
business, augmented by a helicopter hired by the Oregon journal 
to cover the event. As if the drama of the upriver trek were not 
enough, authorities were on the hunt at the time for one Jack 
Mahoney, for the murder of his neighbor, Bob Fox. State police 
officers stopped Wooldridge's party while he was running up the 
river, a delay that might have saved his life because Mahoney had 
plans to ambush him.lO Fortunately for Wooldridge, Mahoney 
heard the Oregon journal helicopter overhead, and suspecting it 
was the state police, decided to flee, later taking his own life before 
he could be apprehended.ll 

Wooldridge and his crew made the trip in his twenty-foot 
"Red-sled," a specially modified, flat-bottomed wooden river boat, 
in fifteen hours and fifteen minutes actual running time. Upon the 
party's triumphant entry into Grants Pass, an enthusiastic 
welcoming crowd heralded their safe return and the trip was 
widely reported in newspapers and magazines.12 

The heroic trip excited Wooldridge about future river-running 
adventures, and the next year he did it again, this time on Idaho's 
Salmon River of No Return. Like the Rogue before it, the Salmon 
River-the "River of No Return'', too, fell to Wooldridge as he 
navigated it upriver in 1948. The locals said the Salmon River was 
"impossible to go up"-just the sort of challenge Wooldridge liked. 
Although he had neither seen nor floated the river before his 
historic trip, Wooldridge made the 180-mile voyage in twenty-two 
hours running time from Riggins to Salmon City. For the 
expedition, Evinrude had sent Wooldridge a new thirty-three 
horse outboard, which he mounted on his newly designed semi-V 
keel, twenty-two foot sled. Wooldridge's friend, Ruell Hawkins, 
accompanied him on oars and photographer Tom Staley 
completed the crew. 

Following his triumph over the Salmon River, Wooldridge took 
on other rivers. In July of 1964, he challenged the Klamath River 
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powered by two eighty-five horse motors and outfitted with 
outboard jets.lS Although the Fraser's fierce waters came rushing 
down at nearly twenty miles per hour, Wooldridge managed to 
navigate Hell Gate Gorge, his boat at times four feet out of the 
water as he powered his way up over rapids and salmon ladders.16 
But his trip did not end there. Instead, he veered up the merging 
Thompson and muscled his boat through a number of dangerous 
rapids until he reached Spencer Bridge. 

Although he had seen a lot of wild water in his career, the 
British Columbia streams made a lasting impression on 
Wooldridge. "I really believe the Thompson was the hardest to 
run," he later recalled. "I think that trip was the most fun."17 

Fun to Wooldridge meant conquering a challenging stretch of 
water, but prior to his numerous upriver historical adventures, he 
gained valuable experience and made a living guiding on the 
Rogue. 

Soon after his historic 1915 voyage, Wooldridge married Eva 
Owens, and decided to try his hand at earning a living based on 
his knowledge of the river. The risk paid off, and his small guiding 
business blossomed. In fact, he was the first to establish a guide 
business on the Rogue, which he held a monopoly on for more 
than twenty-five years.18 As the guide host, Wooldridge provided 
the cooking, company, fishing advice, and the stories which he was 
famous for. In 1917, he made his first guiding trip from Grants 
Pass to Gold Beach; his passengers were Bruce Cornwall, a real­
estate agent from San Francisco, and his son. Wooldridge also 
guided a scenic trip from Robertson Bridge to Black Bar. Among 
his first passengers were some nurses from Josephine Memorial 
Hospital. Wooldridge's second wife, Sadie Black, was an incredible 
contributor to his operation, running the 150-mile shutde route 
every other day, transporting boats and guests from Gold Beach.19 

Word ofWooldridge and his business spread like wildfire in 
newspapers and magazines. An early guest was Zane Grey, the 
Western writer and avid sportsman, who drew attention to the 
Rogue River and the man who knew it best-Wooldridge. In 1925, 
Grey made the first in a series of float trips down the Rogue with 
Wooldridge. Later he spread the news of the Rogue in his book, 
Tales of Fresh Water Fishing. During his early guiding years, 
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Game for any sort of river-retated adventure, includingjishing and 
hunting, Wooldridge and his party took this bear on a Rogue boat 

trip in 1953. That's Wooldridge's 1ackass Motor Lift" at the stern. 

S O UTH ERN ORE GO N H E RIT A G E TOD A Y 

Wooldridge took two boatloads of writers and 
cameramen from Pathe News and Look magazine 
down the river. Pathe made a newsreel of the trip, 
which appeared in theaters nationwide, and 
brought more recognition to Wooldridge's 
business. Fred Wagner, a writer for the San 
Francisco Bulletin, was also among the early guests 
who spread news of the "Rogue River Man." 

Wooldridge's reputation drew movie stars from 
Hollywood, along with other famous names, 
including Ginger Rogers and husband Jack Briggs, 
Herbert Hoover, Clark Gable, former heavyweight 
boxing champion Jim Jefferies, Army Air Corps 
commander Carl Spaatz and others. Wooldridge 
said Rogers was one of his favorite clients: "I think 
one of the best guests we ever had on a trip was 
Ginger Rogers. She was a really good guy."20 Mter 
her trip, Rogers wrote about it in Hollywood Scene 
magazine, and returned to the Rogue on numerous 
occasions, eventually buying a ranch on the river 
near Shady Cove. 

A promotional film made from footage shot on 
an upriver trip on the Rogue made Wooldridge 
sort of a "movie star" himself In April1951, 
Wooldridge ascended the Rogue for the third time 
with his trusty friend, Bob Pritchett, at the oars. 
For this trip, the Kiekhaefer Corporation, which 
manufactured Mercury outboards, sent its writer, 
Jack Camp, and cameraman, Dick Matt, to catch 
the action on film. Mercury used the pictures for 
advertisements in boating magazines that year. A 
movie titled "The River Beyond" made from the 
Technicolor footage aired on national television. 
Glen and Sadie Wooldridge received a free 
vacation to New York City compliments of 
Kiekhaefer for the movie's premiere. 
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Wooldridge runs up the 
Rogue with a boatload of 
building materials destined 
for his cabin at Long Gulch, 
circa 1960. 

Wooldridge puts an outboard motor through its paces on the Rogue 
near Grants Pass circa 1949. Outboard manufacturers sought his 
opinion and suggestions for improving their products. 
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"He is easily one of the most interesting 
personalities Oregon ever produced." 

Throughout the guide years, Wooldridge and his 
friends sporadically blasted boulders and bedrock 
along the Rogue, making unnavigable sections of 
the river more navigable.21 The Forest Service 
provided much of the dynamite for these blasting 
projects, which helped make the river floatable by 
boat both upriver and downriver. By demolishing 
sections of rock from the river, the dynamite 
projects made unnecessary the tiresome task of 
portaging and lining the boats around boulders and 
over falls, thereby saving time and allowing for 
unrestricted travel, and making the river less 
hazardous for future river runners. "The blasting 
along the river was done over a wide number of 
years," Wooldridge recalled. "We didn't just go 
down the line blasting . ... We might blast some 
upriver, then next time .. . downriver."22 

Wooldridge and his comrades blasted as far up 

~·~~~~l!~~!~~~~~~~~§~~c;a~n~yonandas 
far down as Shasta short 

distance above Agness. Some of the_ 
more important sec ions blasted out of 
the Rogue included Two-Mile Riffie; 
Tacoma, between it and Blossom Bar; 
Blossom Bar; China Bar; John's Riffie; 
Kelsey Falls; Jenny Creek; Upper Black 
Bar; Wildcat; Tyee (north side); Grave 
Creek Falls; and Wooldridge Riffie. 

Wooldridge was not only a pioneer 
river runner, but also a pioneer in the 
field of boat instrumentation and 
design who developed boat accessories 
and specialized river sleds. 
Wooldridge's invention of greatest 
impact was the "Jackass motor lift," 
which enabled the helmsman of the 
boat to raise and lower the prop in 
order to avoid rocks, shallows, or 
gravel bars. Purchased by the 
Army, U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service, state fish and wildlife 
agencies, law enforcement 
agencies, and fishermen, the 
"Jackass Lift" was a huge success 
because of its practical 
capabilities.23 Orders came 
from as far away as the 
marshes of Venezuela to the 
Everglades ofFlorida. 

In the off-season, Wooldridge and 
friend Glenn Ballou spent the winter 

months designing and building specialized sleds for 
the running season.24 Two hull designs emerged 
from Wooldridge's garage that remain classic 
models today: the Rogue River dory and the 
Wooldridge sled. Another small but important 
development was adapting aluminum oars for drift 
boats; these oars were considerably more durable 
than wooden oars, yet were lighter in weight. 
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Wooldridge, with brochure, describes a Rogue River adventure to a rapt 
audience at the Los Angeles Boat Show. 

Wooldridge put one of his sleds, and his boating expertise, to 
the test when he participated in a dramatic winter rescue in 1955. 
On a stormy Christmas Eve, Fred Cale, owner of the Grants Pass 
Airport, failed to return from a routine flight to drop off supplies 
for Black Bar Lodge in the Rogue Canyon. And to make matters 
worse, Southern Oregon and Northern California were suffering 
from some ·of the worst flooding in recorded history. That night, a 
Forest Service plane surveyed the river gorge and spotted a fire, 
but because of the time and elements, the plane was unable to 
land. The next day, Red Keller and Bill Brockman reached the 
wreckage of Cale's plane and transported the severely burned pilot 
to the lodge. · 

Cale's evacuation had to be done by boat, and no other man was 
more equipped for the dangerous task on the flooded Rogue than 
Wooldridge. "We knew we had to get him out of there quick and 
with no communications, we had no choice but to take him by 
boat right on down to Marial," Wooldridge recalled.25 

Wooldridge proved his mastery at the helm by outmaneuvering 
dangerous debris, chunks of houses, and trees to reach Black Bar 
Lodge. From there he transported the three men down the river to 
Marial, where Cale could be airlifted to a hospital. The 
"Christmas Day Rescue" was one of Wooldridge's most 
remarkable achievements; he defeated the odds on a flood­
engorged Rogue and helped save a friend's life. 

After nearly sixty-five years of whitewater experience, 
Wooldridge began to slip stubbornly into retirement, due to his 
declining health. In 1977, Wooldridge suffered the loss of his wife, 
friend, and business companion. Characteristic of his nature, 
Wooldridge made the most of the final years of his life by floating 
the Salmon-this time as a passenger-remarrying (a neighbor, 
Mary Miller) and continuing his hobbies of boat building and 
fishing.26 Wooldridge died in Grants Pass on February 19, 1986, 
at the age of 90; he etched his unshakable imprint on the hearts 
and minds of the people who knew him. 

The word "can't" never crossed Wooldridge's determined mind, 
and what he set out to accomplish he finished: from his historic 
float down the Rogue in 1915, to ascending it in 1947, to 
reclaiming a friend from its grasp. Wooldridge conquered nearly 
every major whitewater river in the Pacific Northwest. Veteran 
outdoor writer Don Holm summed up an illustrious life: "He is 
easily one of the most interesting personalities Oregon ever 
produced."27 

Zane McCourtney, of Culver, is a history mqjor at Southern Oregon 
University. 
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Four generations ofWooldridges gathered for this photograph in 
1980. From left are: Glen Sr., son Bob, grandson and namesake 
Glen and great-grandson Grant. The latter three play key roles 
in the current Wooldridge Boat operation in Seattle. 
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by Donn L. Todt & Nan Hannon 

n early autumn of 1826, the intrepid Scottish plant explorer David Douglas 
entered Southern Oregon's Umpqua Valley in search of a large pine. His quest 
began along the Columbia River, where he had seen the enormous cone and the 

large seeds that Native Americans carried for food. On September 26, after leaving his 
camp near present-day Roseburg, Douglas met an Indian who stood his ground with 
bow and arrow at the ready. Douglas put down his rifle and motioned for the man to 
put down his weapon as well. Douglas, following custom, lit tobacco for him and 
sketched out the cone of the tree he sought. The Indian pointed south. 

By mid-day, Douglas had found his pines. They were as large and graceful as he had 
hoped. However, the cones grew far out of reach, so Douglas, an expert marksman, shot 
a few samples down. The shots attracted the attention of eight Indians with weapons. 

Mter a tense confrontation, the Indians agreed to accept tobacco for sugar pine 
cones. The Indians set off for the cones, and Douglas, fearing for his life, grabbed the 
cones he had shot down and a few foliage samples and fled in the opposite direction. 

That night, Douglas, resting on his elbows in tall grass, wrote his notes by the light 
of a pitchwood torch. He kept his rifle close by. Though enthused by the majestic 
sugar pines, which he later described as the "prince of pines," he had that day in 1826 
seen something even rarer: the hunter-gatherers of Southern Oregon in full command 
of their traditional culture and embedded in a living landscape that had supported 
them for thousands of years.l 

The Native Americans of southwestern Oregon and Northern California found 
sugar pines (Pinus lambertiana) useful in a variety of ways. The Takelma used sugar 
pine planks in house constmction. All local tribes relished the big pine seeds, rich in 
fats and carbohydrates. Often they mounted special expeditions to gather them. Men 
climbed the tall trees and used hooked sticks to knock the cones to the ground where 
the women gathered them. Peeling back the outer bark of a sugar pine revealed sweet, 

edible inner bark. A granular "sugar" could be scraped from the burned surface of a 
pine, giving the tree its common name. Naturalist John Muir declared this sugar 
"the best of sweets--better than maple sugar." 

The large, clear-wooded sugar pines furnished boards and roof shakes for early 
pioneer houses in Southern Oregon, including the Hanley home owned by the 
Southern Oregon Historical Society. Early loggers often made these pines their 
first choice for cutting. One large expanse of old pines stood on the Pokegama 
Plateau, southeast of the present-day community of Pinehurst. In 1901, the 
Pokegama Sugar Pine Lumber Company boasted of cutting eight million feet of 
sugar pine.2 Many of these trees were railroad-logged, hauled to the south 
escarpment of the plateau, dropped down the steep log chute into the Klamath 
River and rafted downstream. By the 1950s, most of the large stands of sugar pine 

in Southern Oregon and Northern California had been cut. Today, it's hard to find a 
mature sugar pine on the Pokegama Plateau. Even young trees are rare. 

Today, sugar pines are threatened less by the saw than by changed environmental 
conditions. When Douglas entered Southern Oregon, lightning-caused fires and ftres 
intentionally set by Native Americans combined to favor old-growth sugar pines, 

while eliminating their competitors. In present-day forests, sugar pines 
stressed by competition from other trees succumb to bark beetles, 
especially in dry years. 

To admire large sugar pines, travel Highway 62 between Prospect 
and Union Creek, and you will see David Douglas's "prince of pines.":lill: 

Ethnobotanist Donn L. Todt and anthropologist Nan Hannon garden in Ashland 
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Leave a Legacy of Southern Oregon is a community-wide program 
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Hanley Farm to the Society in 1982, thereby leaving a historic legacy for 
Southern Oregon residents and visitors who can now experience the farm's 
rich history. 
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We invite YOU to become a member! 

- Jom now. Our goalrs 2,000 members by June 30, 2001. 
Member support is more important than ever due to the 14.5% 
budget cut by the couny this past June. 
Your membership will support: preservation of Southern Oregon's 

rich heritage; Society exhibits and educational events; outreach to 
schools; workshops for adults and children; living history programs; 
and tours and demonstrations at historic Hanley Farm. 

Members receive Southern Oregon Heritage Today, the Society's 
monthly magazine with newsletter, providing a view into the past 
and keeping you up-to-date on services provided by the Society. 

For membership information, call Susan Smith at 773-6536. 

MEMBERSHIP CATEGORIES 

Friend . .. . . . ... . . . .. . .. $20 Curator or Business .$120-$200 
Family ..... . ........... $30 Director .......... $250-$500 
Patron ............. . $60-$90 Lifetime . .. .......... $1,000 
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Elizabeth 
Nessly 
married 

William Cortez Myer 
on April3, 1849, in Ohio, 
where the couple remained 
until the spring of 1853, when they heard 
the call of Oregon. 

Elizabeth Myer readied herself for the 
trip. Included in the precious cargo most 
certainly were several unfinished quilt tops 
carefully stowed for the new frontier, along 
with a cutting from her mother's cherished 
apple tree.l On the trail, Elizabeth 
watched over Frances, her six-month-old 
daughter, helped drive the seventy to 
eighty head of cattle, and performed the 
many chores necessary to maintain the 

t:~":!t 
SOUTHERN ~~~~ HISTORICAL 

OREGON 1111 SOCIETY -
l 06 N. Central Ave. · 
Medford, Ore gon 9750 !·5926 

Elizabeth Myer 
A LITTLE BIT OF HOME 
b y Jan ette Merriman 

family during the long and difficult trip. 
The family arrived in the Rogue Valley in 
September 1853. Elizabeth and William 
settled on a homestead just outside the 
new community of Ashland Mills, where 
they farmed, raised livestock and breq 
horses.2 

Seven years later, Elizabeth wrote to her 
sister: "I have been taking times easy this 
winter." The extra time gave Elizabeth a 
chance to pull out one of those quilt tops 
that survived the westward journey and 
complete the work Elizabeth continued: 
"I quilted my Flowering Almond quilt this 
winter, you will say I have had it on hand a 
long time, so I have but I never had time 
to quilt since I have got room. I quilted it 
all myself, no one else put a stitch in it. It 
goes very slow for one to quilt alone but I 
am glad it's done . ... I have three to quilt 
and then I am going to quit the quilt 
business, as I have enough to do me a 
while, that is as long as I live and Frances 
may piece as many as she pleases, when she 
is old enough."3 

The many hours of quilting gave 
Elizabeth a chance to reminisce about her 
family and friends far from Oregon and 
dream for a moment of the apples in her 
mother's yard. In a letter written two 
weeks before her sudden death in 1887, 
Elizabeth told her sister of the prosperity 
of their own orchard, from which they 
packed and sold 150 or more boxes of 

apples and pears.4 Those carefully packed 
quilts and the apple tree cutting offered a 
little bit of home to warm the soul of this 
pioneer woman in her new surroundings 
on the frontier. I 

Janette C. M erriman is the owner of ]CM 
M useum Services, dedicated to the preservation, of 
historical heirlooms. : 

E NDNOTES: 

1. Collection of family papers, Laura Jones, 
Ashland, OR. 

2. Greta Brunschwyler, "W.C. Myer: Horse 
Trader and Publicist," Southem Oregon 
Heritage, Vol. 3, No.2, 1997, p. 11. 

3. Copy ofletter to Judith Nessly McCoy from 
Elizabeth Nessly M yer, 24 March 1860, 
family papers, Laura Jones. 

4. Original letter to Judith Nessly McCoy from 
Elizabeth Nessly Myers, 28 October 1887, 
family papers, Laura Jones. 

Elizabeth quilted this flowering 
almond design in 1853; the qutlt now 
belongs to her great-granddaughter, 
Laura Jones of Ashland. 
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