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ABOVE: Zion 
Adventure Company 

offers a variety of 
outdoor excursions.

Brian Passey / Hurricane 
Valley Neighborhoods

RIGHT: The cliffs of 
Zion National Park 

tower over Zion 
Adventure Company 

near the park’s 
Springdale entrance.

BY BRIAN PASSEY
bpassey@thespectrum.com

SPRINGDALE — For Zion 
Adventure Company co-
founder Jonathan Zambella, 
downsizing led to his dream 
job.

In 1995, he was working 
as a banker in Pennsylva-
nia but lost his job due to 
downsizing, giving him the 
“opportunity to be unem-
ployed.” Zambella, an avid 
rock climber, knew he didn’t 
want to stay in the financial 
sector.

“I said, ‘I don’t want a job. 
I want to create my own 
job,’” says Zambella from a 
loft overlooking the floor 
of his Springdale-based 
business.

Enjoying his severance 
package, Zambella spent 
some time leading out-
door adventure trips with a 
climbing buddy, Rick Prat-
zel, for Lehigh University 
in Bethlehem, Penn. They 
also made a trip out west to 
climb at Red Rock Canyon 
National Conservation Area 
near Las Vegas.

While climbing at Red 
Rock Canyon, Pratzel men-
tioned to Zambella that he 
had hiked the Narrows in 
Zion National Park with 
his son. After 10 days of 
climbing six of the climb-
ers decided to take a break 
and drove to Zion in the 
middle of the night, arriving 
after dark to camp at the 
Watchman Campground. It 
was Zambella’s first visit to 
the park.

The next morning, Valen-
tine’s Day 1996, he looked 
out the flap of his tent and 
saw West Temple looming 
high above him — his first 
glimpse of Zion.

They began the day with 
one of the park’s most popu-
lar hikes.

“When we got to the top 
of Angel’s Landing I was in 
awe,” Zambella remembers. 
“I looked at my friends and 
said, ‘I want to live here.’”

It was then that Prat-
zel first mentioned a busi-
ness idea to Zambella that 
would eventually become 
Zion Adventure Company. 
Hiking was still the top pri-
ority of the day so they con-
tinued on to the Temple of 
Sinawava, where Zambella 
first experienced the cold 
waters of the Virgin River 
for himself.

He says Pratzel told him 
about his trip up the Nar-
rows and how they wanted 
to go farther but the water 
was too cold without a dry 
suit.

“At the time there wasn’t 
an outfitter in Springdale 
at all,” Zambella says. “You 
couldn’t even find a Nalgene 
bottle.”

That’s when the busi-
ness idea truly began to 
blossom. Pratzel suggested 
opening an outfitter shop 
in the park’s gateway town 
to prepare tourist for hiking 
the Narrows. Zambella liked 
the idea but said he also 
wanted to offer guiding 
services, especially for the 
rapidly emerging sport of 
canyoneering.

They soon returned home 
to Pennsylvania but imme-
diately made plans to return 
to Springdale and build their 
fledgling business. During 
the second trip out West 
they looked for buildings to 
rent and hiked the Narrows 
in dry suits.

They loved it.

Soon they hooked up with 
New Jersey-based Hender-
son Aquatics to make dry 
suits for the Narrows adven-
tures. Then they met with 
Five Ten, a California climb-
ing company, which agreed 
to build an aquatic climb-
ing shoe perfect for the Nar-
rows. Finally they began to 
manufacture their own neo-
prene socks.

They met their last 
major obstacle as Flanigan’s 
Inn owner Larry McKown 
agreed to rent out the old 
liquor store to the startup 
outfitters in what Zambella 
calls a “great deal.”

“To this day I’m grateful 
to Larry for being so kind to 
us,” he says.

Even with McKown’s 
support, it wasn’t easy for 
Zambella and Pratzel. Zam-
bella says it wasn’t easy 
to start a business at that 
time in Springdale. Yet they 
“persevered.”

Then on Sept. 1, 1996, 
Zion Adventure Company 
opened its doors to the 
public.

Building a business
For the first few years, 

Zambella says he often 
worked 16-hour days, six or 
seven days a week.

Initially the business 
only offered gear rentals. 
By the second year they 
began guiding tours in the 
nearby public lands. Moun-
tain biking and river tubing 
tours soon followed.

Then there is the bright 
yellow, 1974 Mercedes-Benz 
Unimog, the company’s 
open-air, four-wheel drive 
shuttle they use for overland 
tours on nearby back roads. 
Zambella says the vehicle, 

Business caters to those wishing 
to explore Zion National Park

Creating adventure
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which was originally designed 
as a European military per-
sonnel carrier, deserves a 
story of its own.

During the first couple 
of years, Zambella and two 
friends ran the business 
themselves while Pratzel 
remained more of a silent 
partner in Pennsylvania. 
They didn’t begin hiring their 
first employees until 1998.

Pratzel and Zambella 
added a third partner, 
Michele Vanhise, as a sign of 
their thanks to her after she 
worked for the company for 
a few years to help launch 
the business. Zambella says 
they could not have done it 
without Vanhise because she 
worked for nothing during 
that time except room and 
board.

He says the company did 
not have a major financial 
investment in the beginning. 
They just built it up little by 
little, investing early profits 
in improving and expanding 
the business. Behind it all is 
a business model based on 
helping others.

ABOVE: Springdale’s Zion Adventure 
Company provides gear rentals and guided 
recreation tours throughout a 50-mile 
radius. ON THE COVER: Maria Wijnker, 

right, a shuttle driver and tube outfitter for 
Zion Adventure Company, demonstrates 
techniques for floating the Virgin River 
outside the Springdale-based business.

Photos by Brian Passey / Hurricane Valley Neighborhoods

Jonathan Zambella, co-founder of Zion Adventure 
Company, stands among the recreation gear available for 
sale and rent at his Springdale-based business.

Zion Adventure Company uses this 1974 Mercedes-Benz 
Unimog for overland tours of local backroads, like the 
Smithsonian Butte and Grafton areas.

Water bottles line the walls of Zion Adventure Company in Springdale.

“That’s the basis of what 
we do,” Zambella says. “We 
want to learn and we want 
to grow.”

Zion Adventure Company 
now has 24 people on staff, 

including eight year-round 
employees. Summer and fall 
are both extremely busy sea-
sons for the business, Zam-
bella says. Springtime is 
moderately busy and winter 

is slow, just as it is for most 
businesses in Springdale.

Yet Zambella says the 
tourist season is becoming 

● See ADVENTURE on page 12
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war-ravaged family.
To earn his keep he 

performed all the house-
keeping chores for resi-
dents of at least one tent 
of G.I.s, airing sleeping 
bags, filling water basins 
and personal canteens, 
cleaning and polishing 
boots, emptying the ever-
present cigarette butt 
cans, running errands, 
arranging for laundry 
duties with villagers and 
guarding the property 
of that handful of gum-
chewing visitors from a 
foreign land he quickly 
adopted as “big brothers.”

All of this for a carton 
or two of cigarettes — the 

universal currency — or 
Korean whan paper money 
of questionable and varying 
worth.

The most sought-after 
“boys” were also accom-
plished “scroungers” 
— expert in locating 
whatever odd thing was 
needed, no questions 
asked. (Rolls of bathroom 
tissue, the occasional light 
bulb, and bottles of real 
Coca Cola were of particu-
lar value.)

Perhaps even more 
important, and less appre-
ciated, was the bridge 
between cultures and 
language represented by 
this humble ambassador 
of good will dedicated to 
serving others, and willing 
to forgive the unintended 
indifference and lofty 

hubris of those they cared 
for with such loyalty.

For me, that unforget-
table companion and 
mentor of all things 
“Korean” was a 13-year-
old boy known to us as 
“Sammy.” His real name 
was Ko, jin Ho, and he 
lived in the nearby village 
of Chi Hyang ri.

For nearly a year, he saw 
to it that my jump boots 
were the spiffiest, my 
sleeping area the neatest, 
and the field jeep I some-
times used, far cleaner 
than any other in the unit. 
His attentiveness was 
indefatigable, and I tried 
always to show my deep 
appreciation.

When asked by the doc-
umentary TV film crew 
from Korean Broadcasting 
System who accompanied 
our group of Utah Veter-
ans on our 2009 revisit if 
there was someone from 
the past I might like to 
locate, I told them about 
Sammy.

Such a reunion seemed 
so unlikely, even impossi-
ble, given the passage of so 
much time and the vagaries 
of wartime memory that I 
held no real expectation of 
success.

In fact I was more 
amused than anything 
by the enthusiastic effort 
being made by my Korean 
hosts in their persistent 
search for Sammy.

I was still doubtful when, 
on May 30, we drove south 
from Seoul to the distant 
city of Deagu where the 
researchers at KBS Tele-
vision claimed they had 
located Ko, jin Ho now 
in declining health and 
impaired memory in a care 
facility.

Even as the wheelchair-
bound patient, with his 
younger sister at his side 
was pushed from an eleva-
tor into the room where 
our small party waited, I 
was uncertain; time had 
indeed taken its toll on 
the young boy I had once 
known.

As we talked and friends 
interpreted, his memory 
began to come back, and 
his recollection of small 
details brought a smile to 
his face and a glow to his 
countenance.

My own son who had 
just flown to Korea to be 
with me managed to snap 
on unplanned picture with 
his cell phone as I once 
again shared a hug with a 
friend from out of the past. 
The search for Sammy had 
come to an end.

In addition to writing a 
bi-weekly column for Hurri-
cane Valley Neighborhoods, 
Al Cooper hosts a radio 
talk show from Cedar City’s 
KSUB each Monday at 4 
p.m. He can be contacted at 
ascooper@infowest.com.

COOPER
l Continued from page 5

Courtesy Zion Adventure Company /  
For Hurricane Valley Neighborhoods

Springdale-based Zion Adventure Company offers guided 
canyoneering expeditions among other activities.

longer each year.
“Even in the economic 

downturn we’re growing,” he 
says. “When the economy 
is slow, people go to their 
national parks. ... Rather 
than going on an African 
safari, they go to a national 
park.”

European travel is up 
because of the weakness 
of the dollar compared to 
the euro, meaning its more 

affordable now for Europe-
ans to travel in the United 
States.

Adventuring
Once customers arrive at 

Zion Adventure Company 
there are a variety of activi-
ties they can try.

The business offers 
guided trips for canyoneer-
ing, hiking, climbing, biking, 
river tubing and overland 
tours. Additionally they 

ADVENTURE
l Continued from page 7

● See ADVENTURE on page 12
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4 South 2600 West #6 
Hurricane, UT

(435) 635-5055
www.jensenpropertymanagement.com

Rental list
Updated daily

28
32
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HURRICANE-LA VERKIN-TOQUERVILLE

CORAL CANyON

Hurricane area

Rent BD/BA SqFt  CommentS

$950 3/2 1400 Coral Canyon Home, Club House Access

$950 3/2 1150 Coral Canyon Home, Club House Access, Desert Landscaping

$950 3/2 1435 Coral Canyon Home, Club House Access, $300 off 2nd Full Month

$1000 3/2 1440 Coral Canyon, Club House, W Year/Lease 2nd Mo. FREE!

$1,250 3/2 1756 Coral Canyon, Club House, Fully Furnished

$750 2/2 1170 Grand Legacy

$1000 2/2 1544 Sky Mountain Association, Great Backyard

$750 2/2 N/A Fenced Backyard, $250 off 1st Full Month

$695 3/2 1150 Santa Fe Hills Association, $200 off 1st Full Month

$550 3/1 N/A GWS Included, $200 off 2nd Full Month

$875 3/2 1300 Grand Legacy, 1/2 Off 2nd Full Month

$975 3/2 1300 6 Mo Lease 1/2 Off 2nd Month, Year Lease 2nd Month FREE!

$650 3/1 N/A 1940’s Home, Large Lot, $200 off 2nd Full Month

$900 3/2 1300 Grand Legacy Townhome, 1/2 Off 2nd Full Month 

$650 3/1 1000 Storage, Wired Cable/Internet, W/Year Lease 2nd Month FREE!

$1,125 3/3 2250 Jetted Tub, New Landscape FY, $250 off 2nd Full Month

$1,050 3/2 1600 Coronado Ridge, Fenced Backyard

$1,100 4/3 N/A  1 Open Parking, Utilities Included

$1,050 4/2 1906  Fireplace, $300 off 2nd Full Month

$925 4/2.5 1712 Large Fenced Yard, Year Lease, $300 Off 2nd and 6th Month

$1,000 4/2.5 2454 Shadow Ridgem $100 Off 2nd Full Month

TERRACE STORAGE • 260 NORTH 3700 WEST
 5x10=$30, 10x10=$40, 10x15=$50, 10x20=$60, 10x25=$70

Fresh New Face Permanent Cosmetics

www.freshnewface.com

$50
off any NEW 

procedure

Monthly Special

Wake up to a beautiful new you.

Permanent Beauty at a reasonable price.
Call for your appointment: 435-635-9951 or 623-695-2813

• Brows

• Lip liner 

• Eyeliner

• Scar Camoufl age

• Removal of
   Skin Imperfections

Training Available. 

Donna Staples, Certifi ed Master Technician & Trainer
(Throughout the US & Canada)

28386~A34

Ali’s Organics 241 N. 380 W.
La Verkin, UT

Organic Fertilizers
Natural Pest Control 
& Garden supplies

Hours: Mon-Thu 3pm - 6pm • Fri Noon - 6pm • Sat 9am - 1pm

29
57

7/
T

33

435-680-6802
alisorganics.com

Greenhouses
and Supplies
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operate shuttles to trailheads 
and rent gear for climbing and 
canyoneering.

Amy Nichter has worked 
at the company year-round 
as an outfitter, matching cus-
tomers with the right prod-
uct or service. She says the 
No. 1 rental at Zion Adventure 

Company is shoes for hiking 
the Narrows.

As a former national park 
ranger who first moved to the 
area for its rock climbing, the 
job is a good fit for Nichter.

“You get to share a beau-
tiful place, which I think is 
probably the best part of my 
job,” she says.

Although many of the guid-
ing activities take place in 
public lands within a 50-mile 
radius of Springdale, Zambella 
says they have been operating 
limited guiding in Zion itself 
since commercial activities 
were first allowed in the park 
a few years ago.

Among the activities 
inside the park boundaries 
are guided hikes, seasonal 
photography workshops and 
commercial shuttle service to 
trailheads.

Zion Adventure Company 
is also getting in on the world 
travel scene, offering niche 
canyoneering trips to Costa 
Rica, Mexico and Switzerland. 
Zambella says they also plan 
to expand canyoneering trips 
to Lake Powell as well as kaya-
king expeditions.

Yet in Zion alone there is a 
“lifetime of canyoneering to 
be had,” Zambella says. The 
canyoneering trips are not 
only for the hardcore outdoor 
enthusiasts.

“One thing we really press 
upon is that canyoneering is 
for everyone,” Zambella says, 
adding that they have expe-
ditions for every skill level. 
“If you can walk you can go 
canyoneering.”

ADVENTURE
l Continued from page 8

Courtesy of Zion Adventure Company /   
For Hurricane Valley Neighborhoods

Mountain biking is also part of Zion Adventure Company’s 
outdoor activities.

Brian Passey / Hurricane Valley Neighborhoods

Zion Adventure Company in Springdale rents equipment for 
exploring the canyons of Zion National Park and beyond.
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Children and Adults DR. THEURER
STIMULUS PLAN:

We Will Match up to $750 of 
your ‘08 Tax refund toward 

your down payment on 

A FULL SET OF
BRACES OR INVISALIGN

(Other Restrictions Apply)

Michael C. Theurer D.D.S., M.S.
Specialist in Orthodontics

• Evening and Saturday 
   Appointments

• Decreased time over 
   Traditional braces

• Never a charge 
  for consultations

• Most Insurances accepted

965 East 700 South, Ste. 101, St. George • 435-688-8228
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USED COMPUTER SALE

Hurricane
635-0855We lay-a-way & deliver

Servicing Southern UT
computers Since 

2000

$59-$199
Will Consider 

Trade
28
38
7-
j2
6

1000'S OF 
HAPPY

COMPUTERS

New 
Computers

 with 
Windows XP!

Our new 
computers are 

built with QUALITY
brand name parts 
and 3-yr warranty

25th Anniversary
Celebration

In honor, Gov. Jon Huntsman has proclaimed
July 19-25 as Best Friends Week in Utah.

For more information visit: celebrate.bestfriends.org
or call 435-644-2001

SUNDAY, July 19, 8 to 11 a.m.

TUESDAY, July 21, 9 to 1 p.m.
Family Day

SATURDAY, July 25, 8:30 to 5 p.m.
Visitor Appreciation Day

SATURDAY, July 25, 7:30 to 9:30 p.m.

FREE Fun for Everyone!!

29
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