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Go West, young man! Or east or north or south.  Summer is coming. Pick a destination in the mountains far from the big city. A small town with a population of 500 with a river running through it. Where? Salida, Colorado. You know the town. Or maybe you never heard of it. It's just off Highway 50, smack dabble in the heart of Colorado - the centennial state.

Salida will be famous in a couple of years, the planned tourist epicenter for Christo and Jeanne-Claude's Over the River fabric art event in 2014. 

But for now, Salida is far removed from the movie star homes and tourist trap ski towns of Vail and Aspen. Gone are the Ute Indians, explorers, miners, and railroad men. But there are plenty of artists here. Painters, potters, men and women in aprons with blow torches. They're mostly immigrants from Santa Fe and Denver looking for cheaper leases.

Just a mile off the two-lane highway, park your car, motorcycle or SUV downtown, stroll the bars, antique shops and art galleries, then grab a box lunch and head to the river a few hundred feet away in the heart of the city. 

Yes, that river. The famous Arkansas River. The one that meanders through four states all the way to the mighty Mississippi. Water! Wet and wild, cold and clean. Starting in June, Spring run-off from the Rocky Mountains pours and trickles in. If you cross the river, you have a view of the Collegiate Peaks. 

Pull up a rock on either side of the river's footbridge and watch the fun unfold at the city's exciting slalom watercourse at Riverside Park. On any given weekend there is always a flotilla of kayaks playing in the water, competing for bragging rights in a pick-up slalom race. 

The Salida River Whitewater Park was designed along an abandoned railroad-switching yard. Rocks are placed strategically in the streambed to create high quality whitewater waves, eddy lines and currents. 

Kayakers paddle through a series of gates in timed heats through a narrow tongue of water, with and against the flow of the river. Cables are hung across the river, plastic rods painted green and white hanging down, serving as downstream slalom gates. If a kayaker misses a gate he receives a DNF (Did Not Finish) and if he touches a gate or negotiates it in the wrong direction, he loses points. 

Between the slalom races, other kayakers paddle through, rodeoing or freestyling with back surfs, front surfs, enders, and loops in the river's play holes. Some paddlers get stuck in swall holes below the three-foot waterfall. (There are no major Maytags here.) After a run, kayakers can easily carry their boats back upstream on a concrete walkway also designed by the town where many are obliged to try their luck again. 

Close your eyes and listen to the river rat lingo: “Man under. Bent paddle. Touched a gate. Wrong direction, pal. Nice roll. Missed the gate - that'll cost him. We got a dump. Nice flush out!”

You can join the whitewater junkie fun and rent a kayak at a shop a hundred yards west, if you dare. They also offer instructors. Kayaks have changed over the years. Stay with the duckies and you'll be fine. 

If you're an angler and you'd like to poke a fishing stick in the river for a brown trout, make sure you have a fishing license. There are plenty of shops in the area that sell them. I do recommend you call ahead for a motel rental. The area is a popular destination for aging couples on motorcycles.

If you want to learn more about the exciting world of kayaking, read my novel Chasing God's River. Most of the action takes place on the Arkansas.

