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INTRODUCTION


If you enjoy exploring wild places, a packraft will be a game changer. A boat that’s genuinely portable yet robust and easy to paddle transforms the way you approach outdoor adventures. The clue’s in the name: you can pack up your raft in minutes, hike for hours or days, then reinflate effortlessly at the water’s edge before paddling onwards. On calm water you don’t need any special skills, but as with all paddle boats, it’s important to understand the risks, especially on fast-flowing rivers and exposed crossings.


The picture left was taken at the start of an 80-mile adventure along a wild river in the Australian outback. Dropped off at a remote airstrip, we carried everything we needed for a week, a journey only made viable with packrafts. Nearer home, the Scottish Highlands are where packrafting adventures jump off the map. Obscure lochs and meandering rivers are no longer obstacles but new byways, enabling easy or challenging routes limited only by your imagination.


At a glance, a 3-kilo packraft may resemble a cheap vinyl beach toy, but it’s the durable fabric and hand-made construction that puts these boats in a class of their own. This enables higher pressures: the key to a responsive boat and an enjoyable paddling experience which won’t end with a hiss on brushing past a twig. There are some compromises – if you’re hoping for a nippy glorified kayak, you may be disappointed. On flat water packrafts are relatively slow and easily affected by winds. Above all, it’s the places you can access which sets packrafts apart.


Paddling is also a low-impact way of enjoying the outdoors. Combining walking and even cycling are all part of getting the most from your lightweight boat. Packrafting: A Beginner’s Guide is crammed with ideas, hard-won knowledge, tips and safety advice to show you how to get started. Once you’ve embraced the full potential of packrafting, you’ll look at the outdoors with completely new eyes.
 

Chris Scott


inflatablekayaksandpackrafts.com
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ABOUT PACKRAFTS


PACKRAFTS & PACKBOATS


In the world of paddle boats the packraft occupies a tiny enthusiasts’ niche. Though it’s how I came to it, the crossover between inflatable kayaks (IK) is slim because, while they’re as convenient to store and transport, the lightest decent IK weighs three or four times more than a packraft.


And compared to IK users, packrafters are a different bunch too: more active and maybe even adventurous, they’re more likely to have come from a backpacking or mountain biking background, than kayaking or canoeing.


At first sight a packraft on the water is not so arresting: a rotund mini-raft that doesn’t so much knife through the water as bob along in the breeze. What does capture the imagination is seeing the same boat easily carried under one arm, or rolled up and lashed to a backpack or around a paddle shaft in a couple of minutes before the user heads off into the wilds on foot or by bike.


A PACKRAFT FOR YOU


Compared to other paddle sports, packrafting is still very much a cottage industry so you’re unlikely to see one, far less a selection of brands at an outdoor sports outlet. Prices start from just £330/€400, although double that widens your options greatly. In the end it might just be down to colour, price and availability.
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The best-known brands in North America are Alpacka who led the way, and Kokopelli (now China-made). In Europe you’ll find both, as well as Anfibio in Germany (Chinese-made), Russian-made Nortik, and unapologetically all-Chinese and widely distributed MRS. Other popular brands include French-made Mekong, Ukrainian Neris distributed in Europe and a couple of other East European brands. In the US, Aire, Advanced Elements and NRS also make at least one packraft.


Online, unbranded bargains on Alibaba can be tempting – are they unbranded ‘left-overs’ or shoddy knock-offs? Chinese manufacture can be a minefield but the branded, Chinese-made packrafts I’ve owned or tried easily match the quality of my old Alpackas. It’s just a packraft made of carefully hand-assembled sections of fabric that you can even make yourself (p8).




PACKRAFTING GLOSSARY


Bow/Stern: Front/back ends of a boat.


Cockpit: Where you sit, usually open.


Deck: Optional cover to keep water out.


Hardshell: Hard plastic kayak/canoe.


IK: Inflatable kayak.


PFD: Personal flotation device (‘lifejacket’).


Portage: Carrying boat round an obstacle.


Psi: pounds/inch2.14.5psi = 1 bar


Put-in/Take-out: River entry/exit points.


Rapid: ‘Whitewater’ (more on p16).


Skeg: aka: tracking fin.


TPU: Thermoplastic polyurethane; heat weldable PU-coated nylon fabric. PVC is an alternative.


TiZip: Popular brand of airtight zippers.


Trim: Bow-to-stern level. Horizontal is best.


Yawing: The normal side-to-side movement.








THE INVENTION OF PACKRAFTING



The idea for a modern packable raft followed the invention of ‘Mackintosh’ rubberised canvas. In the 1840s Peter Halkett, an enterprising British naval officer, produced a ‘marine contrivance’ (A) designed to aid exploration of the Canadian Arctic. A century ahead of his time, his 3.4-kilo, four-chamber raft doubled as a waterproof cloak and though it failed commercially, Halkett clearly had a contemporary, ‘Backpacking Light’ mentality towards multi-functional gear.
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Larger rubberised canvas vessels ensued, but portable rafts sank into a century-long dark age until surplus WW2 pilots’ survival rafts were re-purposed by adventurers. The idea of using a packable raft for river running was reborn, but it wasn t until the 1970s when American Safety Equipment named their latest product the ‘Pack Raft’ that the activity got a name. Rubber sandwiched inside canvas now became an airtight coating on ripstop nylon or just thick vinyl. Aged 55, Dick Griffiths famously trounced much of the field with such a boat in 1982’s inaugural Alaska Wilderness Classic adventure race. A year later whitewater packrafting pioneer, Roman Dial, introduced tougher Sherpa Rafts to the Classic and wrote the first packrafting guide in 2008.


Meanwhile, behind the Iron Curtain the desire for amphibious adventures was no less strong, also using pilots’ survival rafts or East German tyre-maker Pneumant’s plywood-floored SB dinghies (B; Anfibio co-founder Marc Kreinacker, Hungary, 1986).
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Around 2000 what became Alpacka Rafts responded to the dire needs of intrepid Alaskans (C; Erin McKittrick, Port Fidalgo, AK, 2004). Now made in Colorado, Alpacka remains the best-known brand, introducing many ingenious, eye-catching and widely copied innovations. Kokopelli followed in 2012 with their distinctive 8-panel hulls, as did Micro Rafting Systems (MRS) from China. Today there are well over twenty brands, mostly China-sourced from inflatable-leisure product specialists like Audac Sports. Brands now seek to outdo or undercut each other, but with all the major advances probably made, it leaves only incremental improvements and diversified model ranges to attract specialised users.
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Underneath, they re all packrafts which have proved much more durable than their resemblance to short-lived pooltoys may suggest. Unlike slackrafts (p11) your TPU packraft can handle firm inflation without pinprick leaks or splits, and won t degrade into a pile of discoloured plastic in a year or two.


At it’s heart a packraft remains as basic as a Bronze Age coracle, a do-it-all, carry-anywhere boat for whatever use you dare to put it to.






CONSTRUCTION & FEATURES


A packraft like the Alpacka Yak (D) is made from around ten sections, sometimes sewn then heat welded together to make the single hull chamber which is glued or welded to a thicker floor sheet. Supple TPU is the fabric of choice – where ‘rubber meets plastic’ with minimal elasticity for taut inflation, but some ‘give’ against sharp impacts. PVC is a cheaper, heavier alternative, commonly found on East European boats. It’s stiffer when cold – good on the water; less good to roll up compactly. Either fabric is what makes a packraft miles better than a vinyl slackraft (p11).
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Ultralight ‘crossrafts’ (L, M) are made from just three pieces of welded nylon, PU-coated on the inside, like a tent. While cheaper, the thin hull is less durable and less stiff, making them more suited to shorter crossings: more pack; less raft.


Dernier figures get bandied about to describe the fabric: ‘210D’ for the hull, and 420 or 840D for the floor. But denier is an abstruse measure of thread weight. Many other factors come into play, not least the qualities and thickness of the coating. Easier to understand for a 210D hull is 250 gsm (grams/metre2; 7.3 oz/yd2 in the US). Bigger brands commission rolls of customised TPU but keep details and sources close to their chest.


Packrafts are laboriously assembled, even if laser cutting, sewing and heat-welding rigs simplify things. This explains the high prices compared to cheaper IK or mass-produced slackrafts.


DIMENSIONS


The Yak (D) has typical packraft dimensions: a length-to-width ratio of around 2.4:1 means slow hull speeds but excellent primary stability – a big plus for first timers. And while it’ll be a squeeze, a boat like this will support two small adults if needed, and will still float above water, even when full of water.


Some boats are symmetrical front to back, most have longer sterns to effectively position the paddler more centrally (and reduce whitewater back flips), while upturned bows ride over waves. An inflatable seat base raises you up for a good paddling posture, helped by a backrest resting against the cockpit or suspended from straps.





MAKE YOUR OWN PACKRAFT



For under £100 and a fair amount of gnashed teeth, an adept individual could make a packraft. All you need is a roll of TPU, some scissors and a heat-sealing iron able to reach 200°C/390°F. Along with other items, a template is key as the sections are fairly complex shapes.


Luckily for you, two places: diypackraft. com in Canada and iron-raft.co.uk sell kits for under £200. You get pre-cut pieces or marked-out sheets of selected TPU, the valve and detailed assembly videos. Above all, practise ironing on scraps; it’s not like doing your chinos for a night out. A good weld forms a permanent molecular bond, even if gluing can plug subsequent leaks. Having eventually cobbled together a simple TiZip TPU deckbag myself (E), I’d sooner leave packraft assembly to the pros.
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Some packrafts: F Alpacka Yak under a smaller Alpaca. Get the right size; a snug fit matters.
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G Decked Anfibio Rebel 2K above a Revo self-bailing (p29) prototype; two ways to approach whitewater.
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H A Russian-made TPU Nortik Trekraft.
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I MRS 2.9m Nomad ‘pakayak’; roll-up deck and fast for a packraft.
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J Neris decked LotaFun and BigFun EXPs with handy deck pockets.
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K Mekong self-bailing Jane Gin Can.
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L Anfibio Nano RTC crossraft (p27D) in PU nylon and a novel roll-up closure;1002g plus seat.
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M Supai Canyon Flatwater; 75D PU-nylon, even lighter and under $300, but best suited to light paddlers on flatwater.



A GOOD FIT


Like a running shoe, a cosy fit front-to-back and at the hips connects you with the boat for better response – something which pays off even for relaxed paddling. This way, more energy from your paddle stroke gets transferred into forward motion. Perched on a fully inflated seat base, the correct posture also sees a bend in the knee with feet braced against the front of the cockpit.
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