Local Man Takes a Trip 50 Years in The Making
By Allen Rich

For most people, spending half of a month in a canoe meandering 396 miles down Red River from north of Bonham, Texas all the way to Fulton, Arkansas would be enough of an adventure to last them a lifetime. If you are “Wildwood” Dean Price, on the other hand, you would just call it a warm-up. And the alligators, well, they were just another interesting facet of a trip that Dean and his father, Joe L. Price, had planned many years ago. It took a half century to finally pull it off, but no one is going to have to wait fifty years for the next trip.

“Next year,” Price says, “my son Clinton and I plan on putting our boat in the water at the Lake Texoma Dam on the first of June and taking a 1,000 mile trip down Red River to the mouth of Black River in Louisiana.

The “boat” is almost as unique as the excursions it is expected to make. Actually, the boat is two Grumman canoes connected by bolted cross braces, covered by an awning sewn by Zelma Dodson and powered by a 5.5 horsepower Go-Devil motor. Like everything else in the Red River adventure, the motor is deserving of a story itself. The owner of the company that makes this particular motor, Warren Coco, designed the Go-Devil to be the most efficient shallow water propulsion system on the market. Built to run over stumps and through thick vegetation and mud, Coco’s creation was destined to quickly become a favorite among the duck hunters around Baton Rouge, Louisiana, and now the company produces over 1,800 engines each year. Known as the “four wheel drive of marine motors,” Mr. Coco’s product is now marketed worldwide, and their website shows a boat on the Amazon River that resembles the craft that “Wildwood” and Dean Price used on Red River. The original concept for the engine came from Southeast Asia. A Louisiana soldier picked up the idea of a shallow-running boat motor while stationed in Vietnam. He watched the Vietnamese traverse shallow, log-infested water by using a motor with a propeller mounted on a six-foot shaft that trailed behind the boat. A swivel allowed the shaft and ensuing propeller to ride over sand bars and obstacles in the water. Price says the motor worked like a charm on Red River during low-water conditions, and he knows a thing or two about design himself. In addition to being an adventurer and a skilled writer, Wildwood Dean’s bent-wood furniture designs have appeared in Texas Monthly, and even earned him a segment on the Texas Country Reporter.

The 2002 river saga began when Kenneth Caplinger dropped off the father-and-son team at Mayfield McCraw’s ranch north of Bonham. It wasn’t long before a man on the river’s edge waved for them to pull over to the shore. “The man’s name was Mr. Sample, and he runs a big cow-calf and hay operation just east of the Riverby Ranch on the Oklahoma side of Red River,” Price says, recalling the first memorable encounter of the trip. “Anyway, he saw the American flag we had flying on our boat and found out where we were from. It turned out that his wife is kin to Quinn Titsworth, and it also turned out that Mr. Sample was quite a talker. Mostly, Clinton and I just listened, and the man always seemed to have one interesting story after another. He reminded me of the time that, back in 1957, Roy Rogers bought into a Denison boat company and was going to make a long promotional trip down Red River in a large boat. For some reason, Rogers’ trip ended abruptly after a very short trip downstream. Mr. Sample said he sat on the river bank for two days just waiting to see Roy Rogers come by before he finally gave up.”

Dean says that the most scenic stretch of Red River was the part that traverses Fannin County and Lamar County, but the most impressive area overall was actually a side trip up the Kiamichi River.

“We took the Kiamichi River all the way up to the Hugo Reservoir and it was extremely beautiful,” he said. “There were rock cliffs, springs that made their way over waterfalls down to the river and caves along the cliffs. As the river runs, it was 35 miles up the Kiamichi River to Hugo, Oklahoma.”

It was during the Oklahoma segment that Clinton also came across an old anchor that turned out to be a lucky and very useful find. Although they never used it on the boat, the anchor helped secure the tent during a severe windstorm. The force of the gusts buckled one of the tent poles, but a taut rope tied to the anchor held the tent in place. The pair of campers were awakened one morning at 3:00 a.m. by a wall of thunder that came rolling down the river, followed by a torrential downpour. Three inches of rain fell in an hour, and finally forced Dean out into the storm to survey the mounting damage. The limb their boat was tied to was now underwater and a waist-high bluff that had served as a table the night before was precariously close to collapsing into the rapidly rising water. Dean secured the boat, grabbed their gear off of the dissolving bluff, then raced back to the tent. Better to be wet and have a boat, he told himself, than dry and on foot come daybreak. 

After spending three days on the Kiamichi, it was time to move on down the river to the next place that was just too good to pass by. That place turned out to be Hemmingway Creek, a tributary close to Clarksville that turned out to be as interesting as its name. Although this side trip wasn’t nearly as long as the earlier one, it was a pleasant journey up the creek until a small waterfall sent the two men back downstream to Red River.

The usual configuration on the boat had Dean manning the motor while Clint navigated from the bow. A good pair of binoculars helped him spot the main current on a tricky stretch of river between Highway 271 and Highway 259. There the river would divide and wander in narrow channels around countless sandbars, with some of the channels turning into dead ends while some led out of the maze. Dean credits his son’s attentiveness with their relatively easy passage through this phase of the journey.

For the biggest part of the journey, good planning resulted in an enjoyable father and son outing on a river that is North Texas’ equivalent to the mighty Mississippi. All the way down Red River the pair were told over and over, “You know, I’ve always wanted to take a long trip on Big Red, but I just never managed to pull it off.” Dean could smile knowingly; that was the same conversation he had with his father many years ago.

If you want to read about the entire journey, be sure to catch “Wildwood” Dean Price’s weekly column in North Texas e-News entitled “Backyard Discoveries.” We will let him tell you about the alligators! 
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