Whitewater legend Val Shaull has
navigated the Northwest’s most
treacherous rapids. Now he’s facing the
toughest challenge of his career—
a 9-year-old girl named Jodie.

By Chris Lydgate | Photograph by Scott Spiker

It was a perfect day for a float, bright and clear, and
the June sky blazed a turquoise blue. Val Shaull was paddling his favorite craft, a purple Sotar inflatable kayak, on one of
his favorite stretches of water—the White Salmon River in Washington’s Klickitat County. He had already blasted through several
monstrous rapids—rapids that would have sent a jolt of fear down
the spine of most rafters. Shaull wasn’t worried. He had floated
this run more times than he could count. He knew these rapids by
heart, knew their names and quirks, knew how to read their moods
and thread a line through their unforgiving waters. As he rounded
a bend in the river, a dull roar and a sinister veil of spray warned
that he was approaching the climax of this run—Husum Falls.
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River guide Val Shaull
in front of Husum
Falls, one of the most
notorious rapids in
the Northwest
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Shaull navigates the
relatively tranquil waters
of the Columbia River
outside Portland.
Below: Shaull’s second
tour of Vietnam, here just
before his 21st birthday

P H O T O G R A P h T op b y s am dr e v o ,
b ottom c o u rt e s y v al s ha u ll

‘Don’t take me now,’ Shaull
thought. ‘Jodie needs me.’

Husum is one of the most notorious
rapids in the Pacific Northwest—a drop where the White
Salmon, drunk with snowmelt from Mount Adams, staggers
through a narrow canyon and tumbles over a 12-foot cliff into
a savage inferno of foam and rage. Husum is rated a Class V
rapid—the triple-black-diamond of river running, strictly for
experts. Digging the blades of his paddle deep into the boil,
Shaull launched himself over the edge. For a snapshot moment
he was frozen in time and space, deaf to the concussive boom
in his ears, numb to the cold slap of water in his face, oblivious
to everything but the vortex rushing up to swallow him whole.
Then the sky turned liquid, and he plunged into the abyss. Turbulent waves tossed his kayak around like it was a beach ball,
spilling him into the icy grip of the river. His life vest popped
him up to the surface, just as it was designed to do, but then an
ominous current dragged him back toward the seething torrent
like a tractor beam.
Shaull had found himself in dire straits many times before.
He served two tours in Vietnam and spent 26 years as a Portland
firefighter. What’s more, as one of Oregon’s most experienced river

guides, he had run just about every local stretch of whitewater
you can squeeze a raft through—and several you can’t. He was
on the crew that paddled through Benham Falls on the Deschutes
River near Bend, a feat before and since considered tantamount
to suicide. He had guided hundreds, if not thousands, of thrillseekers down this very same stretch of the White Salmon, through
this very rapid.
Over the decades, in fact, Shaull had earned a reputation as
an expert in the art of whitewater rescue. (“Anybody who’s been
around the whitewater community for any length of time knows
who he is,” says Doug Zeal, a veteran salesman at Andy & Bax,
Portland’s unofficial rafting headquarters. “If I were going to float
some big water, I can’t think of anyone I’d rather have along.”) He
had fished dozens of people out of Husum over the years. His first
emotion was not fear, but a twinge of embarrassment at having
overturned on a rapid he knew so well.
The longer he churned inside Husum, however, the more Shaull
began to realize what a precarious situation he was in. He was
stuck in what paddlers call a “recirculator”—a vertical whirlpool
that whips a rafter around like a front-loader stuck on spin. He
couldn’t tell up from down, left from right. He wanted to dive
to the bottom of the maelstrom, where the current would push
him downstream and out of danger, but he couldn’t get a clear
breath; each time he tried to fill his lungs, he gulped a mouthful
of foam. The only way out was down, and the only way down was
up, and the only way up was out . . . Don’t take me now, Shaull
thought as the relentless paradox spun him around and around.
Jodie needs me.
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The first time he saw Jodie was in the cramped
living room of a tin-roofed house that stank of cigarettes and
desperation. In October 1997 Shaull and his wife, Linda, had
flown from Oregon to Electra, Texas, a dusty, two-bit oil town
near the Oklahoma border, to get a look at their first and only
baby granddaughter.
What they saw broke their hearts. Jodie had been born with
her fingers crossed, her arms curled inward and her wrists bent
like hairpins. Her face seemed to have been sculpted out of Silly
Putty—the eyes were pushed apart, with an extra fold at the
lids. The bridge of her nose was squashed flat, and the groove
of her upper lip rubbed away. She had a hole in her heart and
the muscle tone of a marionette. At eight weeks, she weighed
seven pounds—a pound less than she had weighed at birth.
“She didn’t move; she didn’t cry,” recalls Linda Shaull. “She
was just hanging on.”
The outlook wasn’t particularly promising. Jodie’s mother,
Sherri Thurman, had no job, no car and no telephone. By her own
admission, she had a history of drinking “quite a bit,” although
she asserts that she had stopped drinking heavily. She smoked
in the house a few feet from Jodie’s crib. “I probably didn’t lead
the best life,” says Sherri, who is now 34.
Holding Jodie for the first time, Val Shaull wondered whether
she would survive. God, he thought, either make her good and
strong or take her now before she grows up. And as he looked at
her misshapen face, he felt a surge of pride—pride and guilt. His

who was raising Billy as his own.
Shaull maintained no connection with his son. He didn’t send
Christmas or birthday cards. “I would like to have had more time
with him growing up,” he says now. “If I were to do it over . . . but
there’s no do-overs in life.”
After his wartime service, Shaull returned to Gresham and
settled into civilian life. He knew how to drive a bulldozer, thanks
to Vietnam, and got a job clearing timber roads in Clackamas. But
he didn’t find his true calling until he joined the Portland Fire
Bureau in 1975. For a Vietnam vet, the fire department was an
ideal job. “Instead of fighting a war you’re fighting fire,” he says.
“You’re helping people out, or trying to—that appealed to me.”
There was another reason too. When Shaull was 3 years old, his
15-year-old sister drowned after a sneaker wave swept her into
the ocean off the Washington coast. “I used to think about her
and what would have happened if she hadn’t drowned,” he says.
“I thought, Maybe I could save someone.”
Meanwhile, Shaull got married and raised a daughter. Drank
too much. Divorced. Sobered up. Married his current wife, Linda,
and raised another daughter. With each passing year, the thought
of his son became more remote, like it belonged in a dream.
The wake-up call came in 1983. Billy, then 16 and living in
Prineville, had learned from his mother that Shaull was his biological father and wanted to meet him face-to-face. Shaull did
what came naturally: He took the teenager on a weeklong raft trip
down the Middle Fork of the Salmon River in Idaho. Father and
continued on page 148
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holding jodie, shaull
wondered whether she
would survive.

thoughts drifted back to 1967, when he was a 19-year-old grunt
stuck in the jungles of Vietnam, clearing roads in an Army Cat
with snipers’ bullets whizzing past his head.
That summer he received a letter from a young woman back
home. They had seen a lot of each other a few days before he’d
shipped out with the 70th Combat Engineers. Inside the envelope
was a Father’s Day card. “At first I thought it was a joke,” he says.
Anything but: She was pregnant, and Shaull was responsible.
He wrote back and offered to marry her. “That’s what you did
in those days,” he says. “If you got the girl pregnant, that’s how
it was.” But she didn’t respond. By the time he came back from
Vietnam for good, his son, Billy, was more than a year old. The
young woman had moved to California and married another guy,

Clockwise from left: Shaull
and granddaughter Jodie
at the Gresham Farmers
Market; Shaull on a tour
of Husum Falls with All
Adventure Rafting; Shaull’s
Medal of Valor, awarded to
him by the Portland Fire
Department; Shaull (at
front left) on the cover of
River Runner magazine, now
Paddler magazine
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EMOTIONAL RESCUE
continued from page 117

son warmed to each other, but it was in
some ways an awkward reunion. “It kind
of messed with my life a little bit,” says
Billy, who is now 38 and drives a forklift
in Prineville, “to realize the man I’d been
calling Dad wasn’t really my dad.”
They discovered that they shared
several characteristics, like the ability
to stay calm in tense situations. Shaull
noticed something else he and Billy had
in common—a taste for alcohol. “I told
him, ‘You’ve got to watch out for it,’” says
Shaull, then newly sober (he hasn’t taken
a drink since 1983). “But I guess I wasn’t
around enough to be a support system for
him, to help him through it.”
Billy pinballed through life. He dropped
out of high school and got married at 18.
Then he moved to Arizona, divorced and
married his cousin’s ex-wife. He moved to
Oklahoma, split up with his second wife

of growing up on a farm back when SE
Powell Blvd was a country lane. His
shoulders are broad, his knuckles scarred,
his nose blunt, his teeth crooked. His blue
eyes light up whenever he uncorks his
dry wit. (Sample from a Vietnam veterans
chat group: “I thought about becoming an
officer, but I was ineligible: My parents
were married.”)
Shaull’s first taste of whitewater came
in 1976, when a buddy from the firehouse invited him on a float down a playful section of the Clackamas River from
McIver Park to the little town of Carver.
Moments after they paddled into the current, the raft was sucked sideways into
a ferocious drop and nearly overturned.
Shouldn’t we be going straight? Shaull
thought. It turned out his pal didn’t have
any idea what he was doing either. “I
got the bug,” he says. “It’s almost like
an addiction.”
Firefighting and whitewater rafting
tend to attract similar kinds of people.

‘firefighting is a challenge,’ says
Shaull. ‘there’s a sort of rush
in going into a place most people
are trying to run away from.’
and moved to Texas, along the way racking up a string of drunk-driving charges.
“I think there was potential that kind of
got lost,” Shaull says.
Shaull wouldn’t hear from his son for
months or even years at a time. In 1997,
however, he heard that Billy had married
again and moved back to Prineville. He
also heard that Billy had gotten a different woman pregnant in Texas—a woman
who had just given birth to a baby girl.

Whitewater is a place where the
laws of physics go haywire, where the
river flows upstream, where air and
water intermingle, where life and death
run side-by-side. If that sounds scary, it
should. The sport is about confronting
your primal fear—and charging straight
into it. To be a big-water rafter, you need
a strong back, a sharp eye, a steady hand
and an appetite for danger.
Nursing a coffee mug at his home, a
suburban ranch house tucked away in a
sleepy Gresham cul-de-sac, Shaull at first
seems an unlikely daredevil. A boyish 58,
he has a quiet, folksy manner—a legacy
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“It’s a challenge,” says Shaull. “There’s
a sort of rush in going into a place most
people are trying to run away from.” In
both cases, the adversary’s general characteristics are predictable, but its behavior at any particular instant is utterly
random. Preparation and teamwork are
essential for survival. Bold resolve—even
when information is sketchy—is a better
bet than indecisive drift.
Over the next few years, Shaull ventured into ever bigger rivers. He ran the
Deschutes, the Upper Clackamas, the
Rogue. In 1979 he obtained a license and
began moonlighting as a river guide in
between shifts at the firehouse. “Being a
river guide is sort of like being a hooker,”
he grins. “First you do it for fun, then
you do it for friends, then you do it for
money.”
He teamed up with another legendary
local paddler, Doc Loomis, and ran the
kind of rivers that rafters talk about in reverent tones—the Illinois, the Cal-Salmon,
the Crooked. Shaull’s cool head and his
keen instinct for “reading the water”—
that is, understanding the dynamics of a
rapid—gave him the confidence to tackle

drops that made other rafters blanch.
Together, Shaull and Loomis pioneered
several “first descents”—runs through
sections that had hitherto been considered too difficult for rafts.
That confidence also allowed him to
rescue dozens of other paddlers who got
into trouble. Loomis recalls an incident
that took place during a guided trip
with Shaull 10 years ago on the Upper
White Salmon, after one of their passengers had fallen out of the raft. Shaull
scouted downstream and discovered
the paddler clinging to a boulder just
upstream of a vicious undercut rock.
“He was hanging on by his fingernails,”
says Loomis. “Val threw him a rope and
belayed him out.”
“Class V+ rivers are positively exhilarating when things go well,” says author
Jeff Bennett. “When things go bad, you
want a guy like Val in your group.”
The starkest demonstration of Shaull’s
willingness to risk his own life for the
sake of others came when he was a firefighter, and it took place not on the water
but underground. In 1991, responding
to an emergency call, he leaped into a
collapsed 14-foot sewer trench to rescue
a hysterical worker who was trapped at
the bottom. While Shaull scooped dirt
away from the man’s body, the walls
sloughed off again, burying the victim
up to his chest—and Shaull up to his
thighs. Shaull managed to free himself,
and despite the threat of another cave-in
labored for the next several hours to dig
the worker loose. It turned out that the
man’s ankle had been wedged under the
haft of a shovel.
Shaull won the Fire Chief’s Gold Medal
of Valor that day, “for working under
extremely hazardous conditions with disregard for his own personal safety . . . his
actions were in the highest tradition of
the fire service.” There was a high-profile
awards ceremony attended by his closest
family and friends—all except Billy.
Shaull had shown no hesitation when
he jumped into the trench to rescue a
stranger. But holding Jodie for the first
time, he vacillated. Could she be helped?
What kind of life could she look forward
to? He and Linda were baby boomers on
the edge of retirement. They had spent
their whole lives working hard, raising
kids, making mistakes and living with the
consequences. They were looking forward
to rafting trips in South America and
expeditions to Australia. Wasn’t it someone else’s turn to do the right thing?
That night, as they were lying in bed
in a fleabag Texas motel, his wife turned
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to him. “Honey,” Linda said, “if we don’t
get her out of this town, this baby ain’t
gonna live.”
She’s right, Val thought as he stared at
the ceiling. And suddenly it occurred to
him that perhaps there were do-overs in
life, that maybe there was a chance that
he could do for Jodie what he had never
done for his own son. Maybe I can redo
all the things I should have done. Maybe
I can teach her the difference between
right and wrong. Maybe I can help her
through the pitfalls of life.
That night, Shaull and his wife made a
pact. They were going to rescue Jodie.

Sherri and Jodie moved to Oregon
on Thanksgiving 1997. The Shaulls
bought them a mobile home on SE
Palmquist Rd in Gresham. They enrolled
Jodie in the Oregon Health Plan and
hooked her up with a team of experts at
Doernbecher Children’s Hospital, while
Sherri got a job at a convenience store.
The doctors couldn’t agree on exactly
what was wrong. At various times, Jodie
was diagnosed with Alagille’s syndrome
(a rare liver disorder), cranio-frontal-nasal
dysplasia and fetal alcohol syndrome.
(Sherri denies drinking alcohol after she
knew she was pregnant, but concedes
that alcohol probably contributed to her
daughter’s problems.)
But whatever Jodie’s ultimate diagnosis, treating her required a maddening
array of medical specialties: cardiology
for the hole in her heart; neurosurgery for
her misshapen spine; genetic therapy for
her facial flattening; orthopedics for her
crooked spine, her bent elbows and arachnodactyly (spider fingers); otolaryngology
for her ear infections; ophthalmology for
her blocked tear ducts; dentistry for her
fragile teeth. “The nurses at Doernbecher
didn’t think she was going to make it,”
Shaull says.
Jodie wouldn’t give up. Each time she
came back from the hospital, her grandparents felt a surge of pride at her progress. But day by day, an unusual shift
took place in the family dynamic. With
Sherri increasingly busy at work, Jodie
began to spend more and more time with
Val and Linda. By the time Jodie turned
5, she was staying with the Shaulls
more often than with her mother. Since
Christmas, in fact, Jodie has spent the
night at her mother’s house fewer than
a dozen times.
The Shaulls always hoped Billy would
one day play a role in Jodie’s life. For
eight years that hope went unfulfilled,
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something Billy chalks up to “stupidity
and stubbornness” on his part. In June,
however, a few days after being interviewed for this article, Billy drove from
Prineville to Portland and met his daughter for the first time.
With Jodie’s father and mother both
disengaged from her day-to-day life, Val
and Linda Shaull are in effect raising her.
“This is Jodie’s house now,” says Linda,
looking around their comfortable home,
decorated with paddles, quilts and firefighters’ helmets. “She lives with us.”
Val Shaull retired from the Portland
Fire Bureau in 2001, but says he feels
“busier now than when I was working.” He rises at 6, fixes Jodie breakfast,
gives her medication and drives her to
school at Hogan Cedars. After school, he
and his wife help Jodie with her homework—sometimes she takes a whole
week to complete a single assignment.
The 9-year-old reads within a year of her
age level but struggles with arithmetic.
She is vague about the relative value of a
nickel and a dime. At night, Linda reads
to her until she falls asleep. If she wakes
up, she’ll cry out for Linda to crawl in
bed with her.
“Sometimes I think it’d be easier for
her to go to her mom’s,” Val says. “But
then we worry about her. Plus, she’s a lot
of fun to be around.”
On this evening, Jodie is giving a visitor a whirlwind tour: She shows off her
immaculate bedroom, populated by a
full complement of teddy bears. Clutching a panda named Lei Lei, she dashes
about the house and garage, proudly
brandishing the guitar that Santa brought
her for Christmas. Her flattened face
breaks into a toothy grin as she hops on
the purple bike she loves to ride along
the Springwater Corridor Trail with her
grandfather.
By 8 o’clock, Val Shaull is rubbing his
eyes and Linda Shaull is trying to relax in
the recliner. They are winding down, but
Jodie is just getting started. She wants to
watch a movie. She wants to play a game.
She wants to bore a hole in a block of
wood with Grandpa’s power drill.
“I wouldn’t trade her for a million dollars,” Val exclaims with a sigh. “But I
wouldn’t give you two cents for one just
like her.”
Jodie bounds down the driveway to
check the mailbox, yelling, “Let’s go!
Let’s go! Let’s go!”
And even though he’d rather recount
another rafting adventure, Shaull leaps
up from the couch and chases after her
on his final run of the day.
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