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  Every effort has been made by the author and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published—trails are rerouted, regulations change, techniques evolve, facilities come under new management, etc.




  We appreciate hearing from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart and we’ll also make certain to share them with the author. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address:




  Globe Pequot




  Reader Response/Editorial Department




  246 Goose Lane, Suite 200




  Guilford, CT 06437




  Thanks for your input!
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  A book on river voyages may really deal with the whole country so far as the summer is concerned.
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Introduction





  




  Any book brave enough to have the title Paddling Alaska implies at least a degree of complete coverage of the state. However, Alaska has tens of thousands of miles of rivers, not including lake shorelines. The state is one-third the size of the Lower 48 combined. Any guide to paddling this water, by necessity, must tighten its focus.




  You can also drive to all the lakes and rivers described in this guide. This fact might sound unremarkable, but Alaska is mostly wilderness, with few highways. This is the first statewide guidebook to organize journeys in this manner.




  Furthermore, these floats have been carefully chosen to largely be within the ability of the average paddler. The water in this book is overwhelmingly Class I and II, and, by definition, within the technical ability of most beginner to intermediate paddlers. The trips are concentrated within easy driving distance of the population centers of this enormous state, providing quick access to wilderness for city residents and visitors alike. Some of these trips are even within city boundaries. A few are quite remote and rarely paddled. The majority of these trips, however, are considered classics, even though a few are appearing in a guidebook for the first time.




  A GPS receiver is an invaluable aid in finding your way in and out of the woods. With that in mind, I’ve provided GPS coordinates, when available, for many of the trailheads using UTM (Universal Transverse Mercator coordinate system).




  Alaska has few roads, but even fewer trails—only a few hundred miles of maintained footpaths outside cities exist. Paddling is the best way to get off the beaten track and explore Alaska’s wilderness: the thousands of miles of rivers and lakes are nature’s trails.




  Paddling is also a comfortable, practical form of travel through this country. In a boat, it is possible to carry large loads of food and warm clothing. Open rivers and lakes are windswept, keeping the notorious, swarming Alaska bug population bearable most of the time. Gravel bars and lakeshores make ideal camps: well drained, open, and available to the public, almost always without a permit. Bears are much less likely to wander onto a gravel bar than onto a shore-based camp. River currents allow quick travel, sometimes as much as 70 miles a day on swift water.




  Enjoy floating these waters. Drifting along, letting the current do most of the work, there is no finer way to see the great state of Alaska.











  
Paddling Alaska’s Freshwater



 

  




  Although the basic motions of paddling a boat are the same in Alaska as anyplace else in the world with water, there are many modifications and special situations that are only encountered in this far northern state. This section discusses them in detail.




  Water Class and Hazards




   




  Get any group of Alaska paddlers together, and, at some point, the conversation will drift onto the topic of water classification. Claiming special status for cold water and remoteness, some people argue that the International Class Rating System should be modified for Alaska by adding one point to the normal rating.




  This book does not do that because it defeats the purpose of having a rating system: a clear, repeatable description of the water type encountered. Therefore, the International Class Rating System is strictly followed within these pages: Class I, flat-water; Class II, riffles; and Class III, waves and obstacles capable of swamping a boat unless it is skillfully handled.




  But the class rating does not adequately describe all dangerous situations. So, for each trip in this book, a description of the difficulties encountered is given. This includes the class rating, along with a further description of other, unclassified hazards, such as frequent sweepers or strong winds. The classified and unclassified hazards are weighed together and each river is described as being suitable for beginner, advanced beginner, intermediate, advanced intermediate, or expert paddlers. This system hopefully allows a more accurate description of both the water type encountered and the overall skills required to safely navigate it.




  If a trip is described as suitable for beginners, that means the water is flat and a good place where a novice can learn the fundamentals of paddling: balance, steering, boat entry and exit, etc. Advanced beginners should be able to steer the boat well and are in the process of learning to read moving water. Intermediate paddlers should have very good to excellent boat control as well as water-reading ability, and be especially good at hazard avoidance. Advanced intermediate paddlers should be able to handle extended Class III rapids without capsizing. Advanced paddlers should be able to handle anything a river can conceivably throw at you, plus a few things you can’t conceive of. All of these trips, even the beginner trips within sight of homes, require considered judgement—even a city lake can be churned into waves by weather. And almost all these trips require wilderness travel experience.




  Hypothermia




  Alaska water is particularly unforgiving of capsizing. The water is frigid; if you flip the boat, the chill can quickly paralyze your lungs and sap your strength. Even if you do manage to swim to shore, hypothermia can quickly set in if you cannot dry off quickly. Furthermore, river water is frequently so laden with silt that if you flip the boat, your clothes can fill with sediment, quickly dragging the strongest swimmers below the surface. There are many, many places where, if you capsize, you will probably die. It should be assumed that every body of water in this book is dangerously frigid unless it is clearly stated that the water can be swimmably warm at certain times of the year and in certain, rare, weather conditions.




  Braided Streams




  Braided stream channels are frequently encountered, and much more difficult to navigate than a conventional channel, but are unaddressed in the water classification system. Braided streams flow from the foot of glaciers. Braided streams flow from the foot of glaciers. Glaciers are nature’s bulldozers, grinding the mountains beneath the ice into tremendous quantities of gravel, sand, and silt. All this material washes out with the melting ice, choking the channel for, sometimes, hundreds of miles from the end of the ice. Floating on this water, you will hear the constant rasping of sand grains against the hull. The water flowing through these gravel bars is usually flatwater, with the occasional riffle and chop, technically Class I to Class II.




  Braided channels can be extremely difficult to navigate, even for practiced experts. The many gravel bars and islands present a perpetual problem of route choice, forcing the paddler to always think ahead and try to guess what the channel around the next bend will look like. Stringers of water can peel off the main channel, leaving just a trickle of water and a grounded boat, requiring a long drag. While walking through the water and scraping the boat over gravel, you will discover that the shallows are suddenly cut off as you take a step into hip deep, swift water. Always test the depth of the water before you commit your momentum to a step. The current can also undercut banks, leaving strong trees hanging in the water as sweepers. Swift water can take you into the hanging branches, knocking you from the boat or, in the worst case, holding you under water. This guidebook clearly discusses and maps sections of this stream type, but paddlers should always be aware that these channels are constantly changing. Any map is out of date five minutes after it is made, and travelers on this stream type should expect to do original channel reading and navigation at all times.




  Sweepers




  Sweepers—trees leaning across the channel, with their downward branches sweeping the surface—are another constant Alaska hazard that many outside paddlers have not often encountered. On narrow creeks, they can be an almost perpetual hazard. A few people drown every year from getting caught in these tricky branches. Spruce trees tend to make the strongest sweepers, so, if there is a channel choice, try to choose a route that will take you away from spruce-lined banks. More than any other water hazard, sweepers are much less forgiving of navigation mistakes.




  Bears




  More paddlers die by drowning each year than by bear attacks. It is important to keep the fear of bears in perspective. Most people seem to direct their fear of the unknown or an unfamiliar environment onto the nearest, most fearsome monster. In Alaska’s case, this happens to be bears, both black and grizzly. (Most Alaskans call grizzly bears “brown bears,” and they are almost universally brown. Black bears are almost always black in Alaska, too. For whatever reason, the cinnamon variant of black bears common in the Lower 48 and Canada is rare here.)
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  Portable electric fences around tents provide a measure of protection if bears do enter camp. However, your primary energy should be on preventing bears from coming into camp in the first place.




  Your primary energy should be put into avoiding a bear encounter in the first place. The techniques for doing this are more involved and intuitive than just buying deterrents, but they are also many times more effective.




  Always choose a campsite well away from fresh bear trails. More often than not, this means camping on an open island or gravel bar, but sometimes it will require reading bluff topography and choosing a campsite where the cliffs prevent access to the shore. Although bears do occasionally swim through rivers and lakes, they are unlikely to do so regularly, which minimizes a chance encounter.




  Once you arrive in camp, thoroughly walk around, paying close attention to the ground. Sometimes there are a few sets of older tracks, and that might be the most relatively bear-free spot you are likely to find within 100 miles. If there is fresh bear sign, such as recent tracks, push on to what appears to be the next decent campsite, then check again. This is much harder to do than it may seem. It can be quite discouraging to keep paddling on into the night after you thought the day was over.




  Once you choose a good camp spot, do not do anything that could attract bears. Many trees on gravel bars are too weak to hang food bags from, plus black bears are easily capable of climbing trees, rendering so-called bear bags a doubtful and impractical deterrent in these circumstances. Keeping food in an airtight dry bag on the ground, well downwind of the tent works well, but using a bear-proof barrel is substantially better. Do not wash with or carry scented soaps and detergents. Do not use perfume or deodorant. Do not use citronella bug repellent since it smells sweet to a bruin’s nose. It is also worth noting that portable, battery-powered electric fences are now available to string around tents at night.




  Odds are, though, if you spend enough time paddling around Alaska, you will encounter at least a few bears. Most will be seen on a distant shore from the safety of a boat. Eventually, one of these bears will wander into camp. This does not have to be a problem if you act appropriately.




  Stand tall and do not run. Talk in a firm, forthright voice to the bear, just like you would a bully. If circumstances permit, slapping the side of a canoe or kayak with a paddle can sound like a gunshot. Almost all bears will move on in search of an easier path. However, if given time and the above methods the bear is still not scared off, pepper spray is extremely effective. Empty the can in the bear’s face. Carry at least two cans so there will be an extra if one is used. Have each member of the party carry their own can so they can help out other people in case of trouble.




  Many Alaskans carry 12-gauge shotguns loaded with deer slugs or .44 Magnum pistols for bear protection. This is fine, provided you know how to handle and use a gun and understand that bears can only be legally killed without a tag in immediate defense of human life and not in defense of property.




  Bugs




  Bugs are atrocious from late May until the first frosts in late August or early September. While paddling, though, the breeze over the water will subdue them. But when in a sheltered camp, or when the breeze dies, mosquitoes, gnats, and/or no-see-ums can be almost nightmarish.




  Paddling in early spring or late fall is a great way to avoid bugs entirely. But during the summer, measures need to be taken to prevent turning the trip into a swarming nightmare. First off, as detailed in the previous section, choose an open campsite where the wind suppresses bugs. Then, wear long-sleeved jackets and pants made of material such as nylon, heavy canvas, or assorted rain gear materials that bugs cannot bite through. A head net will be essential in some situations. Combined with these clothes strategies, bug dope will only be necessary to use on the exposed back of your hands.




  Make sure your tent has no-see-um netting and seals completely. Stuff a sock into the tiny gap between where the zipper pulls meet to prevent a few mosquitoes from migrating in overnight.




  
Canoes versus Kayaks versus Catarafts versus Rafts




  




  Boat type will affect the quality of your paddling trip more than any other single factor, except for maybe partners, route choice, and weather. The important thing to remember is that, although each type has relative merits, the most important factor is not necessarily the boat but, rather, the paddler: you must be comfortable and skillful with your boat. While this guide makes boat type recommendations for each trip, your experience and knowledge with the boat should be the final deciding factor. Experience is something you will have to acquire on your own, but the following discussion lays out the general advantages and disadvantages of each boat type.




  Canoes can carry tremendous loads of gear, easily transporting two people and weeks’ worth of food and equipment. They are easy to get in and out of, which is especially handy on rivers with lots of gravel bars when you need to hop out and drag frequently. There is also plenty of space to shift your body position around, making them comfortable boats to paddle long hours in. However, canoes require practice to efficiently and skillfully control, can be tippy, do not perform well in headwinds, and are open at the top, letting in rain and water from large waves.




  Kayaks require less practice to paddle skillfully than canoes and are easy to navigate with precision since they can cut across currents—and sometimes, if you are a strong paddler, they can even go upriver. Kayaks are less affected by wind than any other paddled boat. They can even slice through large waves, provided you have a good spray skirt to prevent water from filling the boat. On the downside, kayaks are awkward to get in and out of, cannot carry very much gear by boat standards, and the paddler cannot shift positions well while sitting in the boat—something that becomes increasingly important on long trips.




  Catarafts and other rubber rafts are the most stable of paddled boats, require relatively little skill to paddle, are tremendously comfortable to sit on, and can carry loads well beyond what any kayak or even the largest canoe is capable of carrying. If you are looking for a moose hunting boat or want to bring the entire family, a cataraft is what you want. They are also stable platforms to fish from. Furthermore, rafts deflate and disassemble and can be transported in a car or airplane without racks, trailers, or other special equipment. However, rafts are difficult to navigate precisely—which can be a real concern on smaller Alaska rivers that have many sweepers. They are also heavily dependent on current for propulsion and are close to impossible to handle in strong contrary winds. If you will be crossing a lake or slack current with a raft, a small outboard motor is almost a necessity. Rafts also vary widely in quality. Spend the extra money to get a top-of-the-line raft—the bulletproof material and construction will pay for itself many times over.




  Boat Type Recommendations




  Keeping the pros and cons of the various boats in mind, this guide makes type recommendations for each trip. In general, if the water is generally flat and not frequently subject to powerful winds, any boat type will work well.
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  Not only can a cataraft go through bigger water and carry a larger load than a canoe, catarafts can also carry canoes through rougher water than a canoe can float.




  If there are rapids or eddies that require maneuvering and stability in rough water, catarafts and whitewater kayaks are usually recommended. In this case, all other whitewater boats will work well, including C-1 or C-2 canoes. However, to prevent the novice from seeing the word “canoe” in the recommendation and setting out into water unsuitable for open boats, those specialized canoes are not mentioned in the trip descriptions. The owners of whitewater boats are frequently experienced enough paddlers to tell from the paddling description that their craft is suitable. Following roughly the same logic, only catarafts are specifically recommended in the trip descriptions. This is to ensure that only the highest-quality rafts are used and no one sees the word “raft” and sets out in a poorly made craft inadequate for the conditions. However, even though it says “cataraft,” high-quality doughnut rafts with rowing frames and self-bailing floors work perfectly well, too.




  Gear




  




  A complete recommended packing list is in appendix B of this book. There are a few crucial items, however, that can dramatically improve comfort and safety for all Alaska paddlers.




  The first item is X-Tra Tuff boots. These neoprene rubber boots, usually worn by commercial fishermen, are as comfortable as a cheap pair of sneakers and prevent your feet from getting soaked in calf-deep water. Their drawback is that they must be removed before heading into rough water since boots have been known to fill with silt after capsizing, dragging the person below the water. X-Tra Tuffs are essential gear despite this remote danger because they prevent the far more likely event of hypothermia from wet feet.




  As an alternative to X-Tra Tuff boots, many more-experienced paddlers wear specialized neoprene boots, which keep your feet wet but warm. These are an especially good choice for whitewater since they can be safely worn while swimming.




  Another essential is, again, borrowed from the commercial fisherman’s wardrobe: a waterproof two-piece rain suit of bib-overall pants and a hooded jacket. Even on the hottest days of an Alaska summer, when it rains, it gets cold. And it usually rains sideways. High-technology fabrics, ponchos, etc., just don’t cut it when it’s 35 degrees Fahrenheit, blowing, and pouring rain.




  Which brings up sleeping bags. Only use polyester-fill bags—they stay warm when wet. My summer bag is comfort rated to −10 degrees Fahrenheit and I find that to be about right for late spring through early fall paddling.




  Tents must be completely enclosed by nylon and bug screens. Make sure the tent zippers are in excellent working condition before leaving. If there is any way for bugs to get in your tent, they will find it, and you will find it difficult to sleep.




  Also, bring two to three times the normal number of tent stakes. Double- and triple-staking in a star pattern helps to anchor the tent to loose sand. It also provides more surface area to pile heavy rocks on when camping on gravel bars.




  An oversized plastic tarp strung completely above the tent can be very handy during rainy spells. The tarp provides shelter while erecting or rolling up the tent and/or a small porch for changing wet clothes or cooking.




  A fuel-burning stove is also handy. Although outdoor fire restrictions are almost nonexistent in Alaska, there is very little usable firewood on the open gravel bars and rocky shores where paddlers should be camping to avoid bears.




  Pack all gear in dry bags, except for rain gear and the tent, which will almost always be wet. They can be stored in net bags if you wish, but the rain gear should be packed in the boat in such a way that it is easy to get to in rapidly changing weather.




  Drinking Water




  




  Many Alaskan rivers are fed by glaciers and are, therefore, so silty that conventional water filters plug up in just a few strokes of the pump. Boiling the muddy water for ten minutes will kill the intestinal parasite giardia. Letting the boiled pot sit overnight allows time for the silt to settle to the bottom. In the morning, carefully pour the clear water into your drinking containers and discard the mud at the bottom of the pot. If you use this method of making drinking water, bring a large enough pot to boil a day’s worth of water, plus abundant stove fuel.




  
Communication




   




  Cell phones do not work on most of these rivers. Do not count on using one anywhere except for within the city limits of Anchorage or Fairbanks—and even within the city limits there are dead spots. On more remote waters, you will have to bring some sort of satellite communication such as inReach (with a current subscription). Rescuers will not respond to your call unless you are calling from a satellite phone with GPS coordinates. It can also be a prudent purchase to buy insurance from a medical helicopter service in advance of the trip.




  The most important thing to remember is to use good judgment to minimize the chance of having to make an emergency phone call in the first place.
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