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Where does your water live?
The stranger stood on a rock in the middle of  the 

river.
It was a rock that projected a few inches above the 

creek’s surface, in a tributary of  the Colorado River 
that is called Barton Creek. Not having been in that 
region before, we approached him to ask which riv-
erbank trail led to the path up to the top of  the lime-
stone bluff.

After answering our question, he casually asked 
where we were from, and told us how best to cross 
the creek on the remaining visible boulders without 
getting wet. “Where does this water come from?”, I 
asked him. At that question, he rather suddenly be-
came more animated as he answered, and a growing 
excitement began infusing his replies.

Revealing some under-
standable regional pride, 
he began to describe the 
springs upstream, the re-
cent three days of  heavy 
rains southwest of  Barton 
creek, and how this com-
bination of  springs and 
run-off  was producing 
unusually high water 
for November. Before we 
parted, he considerate-
ly warned us to beware 
of  the recently formed 

slippery algae on the rocks, noting that the nitrates 
washing into the creek from the recent rains typically 
cause this sudden overgrowth of  algae.

This young gentleman was clearly pleased to discov-
er that we non-locals were even interested in how this 
creek and the nearby river originated, flowed, and ul-
timately ended up in the ocean. It was as if  a visiting 
tourist at Montrose’s Water Sports Park would ask 
about what area the Uncompahgre River comes from, 
where it goes from here, how it affects our valley and 
where it ultimately meets the ocean.

The answers to the four questions raised in that 
last sentence, as many of  you readers know, are: 1.) 
the north aspect of  the San Juan Mountains, 2.) joins 
the Gunnison River at Delta, Colorado and then joins 
the Colorado River at Grand Junction, 3.) provides 
some of  the irrigation for important crops in this val-
ley, and lastly 4.) ends up as a trickle into the Pacific 
Ocean via the Gulf  of  California, forty miles from the 
border of  Arizona with California and Mexico.

Which Colorado River is which?

I have now mentioned the Colorado River twice in 
this column. That second mention of  it obviously re-
fers to our state’s Colorado River whose headwaters 
are in northern Colorado.  The first and earlier men-
tion actually refers to the entirely different and dis-
tinct Colorado River which begins in Texas and ends 
in Texas. It’s 862 mile length runs from near Lubbock, 
through the wooded “Hill Country” near the state cap-
ital of  Austin, and into the Gulf  of  Mexico.

Last weekend I had had occasion to be in that area 
which was entirely new to me, and felt fortunate for 
that brief  education by the nameless local man as we 
stood on adjacent rocks within Barton Creek.

On the other side of  Red Mountain Pass from our 

beloved Uncompahgre Valley sits Silverton, Colorado, 
a favorite destination of  many Montrose residents. 
Surprisingly, just ten miles southeast of  Silverton is 
Stony Pass, atop the Continental Divide.

The headwaters of  the Rio Grande River be-
gin there, in a beautiful basin above timberline. 
Backpacking there along the Continental Divide Trail 
gives a person the rare chance to jump across the Rio 
Grande River, well before it gets so large as to become 
impossible.

Some regions in Colorado are shockingly beauti-
ful but infrequently visited by natives and residents 
of  this state. One such region is the San Luis Valley, 
through which the Rio Grande flows after leaving the 
area of  Silverton. That spectacular broad valley holds 
a rich history of  Spanish land grant tracts of  land 
and is as rich in history as it is in wildlife and beauty.

Where, then, does the Rio Grande live and find its 
way to join the ocean? Leaving south from Colorado 
for the uniquely appealing Taos and draining the 
west side of  the Sangre de Cristo mountains, it pass-
es through Albuquerque and, of  course, first forms 
the border between Texas and Mexico’s Chihuahua.

If  you have visited Big Bend National Park in 
Texas, you are one up on me, and must know the 
amazing landscapes of  which so many hikers and 
campers speak very highly. By the time the Rio 

Grande’s freshwater meets the saltwater of  the Gulf  
of  Mexico south of  the famous Padre Island, it is 
hard to imagine its small, humble beginnings out-
side of  Silverton.

Here’s hoping that those mountains soon begin to 
fill with snow for this season’s skiers and for next 
spring’s farmers, ranchers, and the wildlife that 
shares our special corner of  the West. 

John T. Unger is a Diplomate of  the American 
Chiropractic Board of  Sports Physicians, with over 
twenty-five years of  practice in Montrose.  He is still 
enchanted by the views of  the headwaters of  the Rio 
Grande. Ideas for future columns are welcomed at 
sportsdocunger.com.

IF YOU GO: Usually accessible by 4WD between 
June and September, Stony Pass on the Continental 
Divide is ten miles southeast of  Silverton via 
Cunningham Gulch. Alternatively, hiking the 
Colorado Trail from Spring Creek Pass (south of  
Lake City) rewards the prepared backpacker with 
world-famous views in the two days it entails.

John T. Unger is a Diplomate of  the American 
Chiropractic Board of  Sports Physicians, with over 
twenty-five years of  practice in Montrose. He continues 
learning of  and hiking San Juan areas new to him. 
Ideas for future columns are welcomed at sportsdo-
cunger.com.

Outdoors
By John T. Unger

John Unger stands in a cold rain at the headwaters of the Rio Grande River near Silverton. (Submitted Photo/Heidi 
Unger)

Calling 9-1-1: Part 2

Tips  
from the Posse 

By Mark Rackay

In our last column, we were 
following a scenario involving a 
lost hunter who had made con-
tact with 9-1-1 seeking help. We 
had followed the call or text all 
the way to where it is now, on the 
screen of  a 9-1-1 dispatcher.

If  there were a list of  the 
world’s toughest jobs, a 9-1-1 dis-
patcher would rank near the top. 
The emergency dispatcher is 
highly trained for their position 
and takes many continuing edu-
cation classes throughout their 
career. They will handle multi-
ple calls at once, involving sev-
eral agencies such as fire, police, 
law enforcement, animal control 
and search and rescue. Every 
type of  life threatening emer-
gency will cross their station and 
they will handle it calmly and 
professionally. 

When our lost hunter’s call 
is answered by dispatch, he is 
asked a series of  questions. What 
was the last place you were that 
you recognized, where is your 
camp or where did you park your 
car may be questions asked by 
the dispatcher in an attempt to 
narrow down the location of  the 
lost hunter. 

Susan Byrne, Director for 

Montrose Regional Dispatch 
Center said, “ Location, location, 
location, that is what is most im-
portant in an emergency call. We 
will also ask about their current 
physical condition; do they have 
any injuries or medical issues at 
this time. Any information about 
the vehicle or camp they started 
from will help. We try to deter-
mine if  they have extra clothing 
or supplies to provide for them-
selves until help arrives.”

Having a location of  a vehicle 
or camp gives the rescue people 
a starting place when looking 
for the lost person. If  available, a 
ping, giving a GPS coordinate for 

the lost hunter’s cell phone will 
also be provided to search and 
rescue.

“Dispatch will immediately 
notify the on duty shift supervi-
sor for the Sheriff’s Office,” said 
Byrnes. “We provide the call 
back number and all the other 
pertinent information to the 
shift supervisor. The caller is told 
that the deputies will be in con-
tact as soon as possible or if  we 
are in direct contact with the lost 
hunter, we will keep them on the 
line, or to preserve their battery, 
we will advise them to call back 
periodically or to text 9-1-1.”

I then visited with Lt. Ben 
Halsey of  the Montrose County 
Sheriff’s Office, in the next step 
of  following the call. Halsey said, 
“ We will send a deputy up to 
the hunter’s campsite or vehicle 
location to see what addition-
al information can be gathered 
and have a starting point for a 
search.”

“ We will take into consider-
ation things such as medical 
issues, condition of  the hunt-
er and how well prepared he is 
to withstand the night in the 
woods,” continued Halsey.  “ If  
he is in imminent danger for 

health reasons or unprepared 
for the elements, the posse would 
be called out immediately,” said 
Halsey.

“ The Posse is not called out at 
night unless the situation is life 
threatening for a lost hunter. It is 
very difficult to search effective-
ly in the dark.  We would place a 
call out for them to be prepared 
to start a search first thing in the 
morning,” stated Halsey.

The Montrose County Sheriff’s 
Posse is then notified by the 
Sheriff’s Office via emergency 
text message to their cell phones 
and pagers. The posse will then 
respond to their Rescue Facility 
to assemble and ready their 
equipment. All the information 
gathered by the 9-1-1 dispatcher 
and the deputy will be provided 
to the posse members.

The posse will then travel as a 
team to the hunter’s camp or ve-
hicle for the starting point of  the 
search. The team is usually on 
scene within an hour, depending 
on location. From there, the pos-
se is involved in an active search 
to find our lost hunter, and will 
provide all resources as neces-
sary to fulfill the mission.

The 9-1-1 dispatch is still active 

in the call. They will monitor 
the situation for all agencies in-
volved. If  the hunter is found 
and needs medical attention, 
dispatch will coordinate those ef-
forts as well. 

One lesson to learn from all 
this is to be certain to make the 
call to 9-1-1 yourself, if  you are 
the person needing help. Often 
times, the victim will call a third 
party and have them make the 
contacts with emergency servic-
es. This eliminates all the possi-
bility of  9-1-1 being able to obtain 
GPS coordinates and a potential 
location of  the victim.

Hopefully, you will never be 
a lost hunter, but it is reassur-
ing to know that an emergency 
service is there for you. We are 
fortunate here in Montrose to 
have an E 9-1-1 system that is also 
capable of  receiving 9-1-1 texts, 
and a fantastic staff  to operate 
it. Until next time, see you on 
the trail.

Mark Rackay is a freelance 
writer who serves as a Director 
for the Montrose County 
Sheriff’s Posse.  For informa-
tion about the Posse call 970-
252-4033 (leave a message) or 
email info@mcspi.org


