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			Introduction

			I love backpacking, but “fun” isn’t the word I usually use to describe the experience—at least not when I have been hiking for miles and miles with a load on my back. Nonetheless, I’ve explored some incredible country using only my feet and been perfectly content . . . that is, until I discovered packrafting. 
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					Packrafting can take you places you might never experience on foot. Here boaters float the Tara River in Montenegro.

				

			

			I remember floating down the South Fork of the Flathead River in the Bob Marshall Wilderness on my first extended packrafting trip and passing a group of hikers walking along the riverbank. We waved and drifted by, quickly leaving them behind as the current carried us. At that moment I knew if there was a floatable river on my next backpacking adventure, I was bringing my packraft. Why walk when you can float and enjoy the scenery?
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					Hikers head downstream along Alaska’s Jago River with their packrafts, looking for water deep enough to paddle.

				

			

			Don’t get me wrong; I love hiking. I love scrambling up peaks and walking through alpine meadows dotted with flowers. I love the smell and hushed darkness you experience hiking through old-growth forest. But I also love the different way you experience the wilderness while floating down a river. Rivers give you a totally new perspective on the world around you. The skills you need are nothing like those you use to move across the land. Your senses are alert to the way the current travels and the sound the water makes as it flows over rocks or piles up in a rapid. Your body awareness shifts from your feet and legs to your upper body as you twist and turn to move your paddle blade through the water. You experience moments of nervous anticipation above rapids and ecstatic joy at the bottom. And you often float past wildlife—deer, moose, otters, and waterfowl—as you travel downstream. 

			For me, and many others, there is something special about river life that brings us back year after year to experience its magic. The fact that with a packraft you can combine that magic with the magic of hiking adds to the power of these trips. You feel more connected to the natural world when you get to be on both land and water during your journey.
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					You can use your packraft to access remote wilderness rivers or to boat urban waterways like the Vrbas River in Bosnia.

				

			

			Not that packrafting is stress and danger free. It can be cold, wet, and uncomfortable in a packraft when the weather is bad and the water temperature frigid. Big rapids can be scary and river hazards dangerous. But life is not risk free, and I’d hate to give up the joys packrafting brings me because of my fears of what could happen if things went wrong.

			What Is a Packraft? 

			Packrafts are tough, sturdy, forgiving crafts that you can carry in a backpack, on a bike, or in your airplane carry-on bag. With all the necessary equipment—paddle, lifejacket or personal flotation device (PFD), helmet, and so forth—a packraft outfit typically adds about 10 to 15 pounds to your backpacking load. It’s not insignificant, but it’s definitely manageable, and the doors the equipment opens up for you are huge. With a raft in your backpack, you can opt to hike or boat. You can run a whitewater river or float across a lake. You can hike over a pass, trek down to a river, inflate your boat, and head downstream. Depending on your skills, goals, and imagination, your raft gives you freedom to travel through wild places in ways you never have before.

			A friend first introduced me to these little inflatable rafts a few years back. My initial experience was bumping down a roadside Class II whitewater run close to home. And I was hooked. The boats are funny and fun, and they totally changed my relationship to wildlands and whitewater. I’d been in a hard-shell kayak a few times and mostly gotten scared. Packrafts let me run rapids without that fear. 

			Once bitten, I wasn’t just looking for cool places to hike when I perused topographic maps planning my summer adventures, I was also looking for cool places to hike to cool rivers to run. It felt as though the packraft had opened up a whole new world for me to explore.      
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					A packraft setup adds about 15 pounds to your backpacking load but allows you to explore on both land and water. Here two packrafters head toward Shot Canyon in Utah’s Canyonlands National Park.
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					The North Fork of the Virgin River in Utah is only runnable in certain wet years, but it’s worth the wait.
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			Packrafting means something different to almost everyone who tries the sport. For some it’s about completing epic trips by foot and boat across huge expanses of territory; for others it’s about paddling down a flatwater river in their neighborhood. What you do with your raft is up to you, but first you need to gain a few skills. 

			This book is designed to introduce beginners to the sport of packrafting. We will discuss equipment, skills, repair, reading water, and safety, plus give you some tips on trip planning, basic rescue, and packing for your trip. It’s enough information to get you started, but to really learn the sport, find a mentor with more experience who can guide you. You can also find video tutorials on specific skills online to help you refine your technique. 

			Basic packrafting skills come quickly to most people, but that very ease has the potential to get you into trouble. Water is hazardous—moving water even more so. Just because you find you can maneuver your boat on your first venture out, don’t underestimate the years of training that go into making a skilled boater—be humble. 

			To make packrafting as enjoyable and safe as possible, remember to start slowly, go with someone who knows more than you, pick your objectives carefully and conservatively, and never be afraid to get out and walk when you don’t like what you see downstream. If you keep these basic rules in mind, you should be able to steer clear of avoidable danger and will have the pleasure of experiencing our wildlands in a new, fun, and exciting way. 

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Packrafting History

			Boats have always been used for travel, and most explorers followed river corridors when they ventured into the unknown. Big boats were unwieldy to portage, however. To get around this, early travelers in the western United States and Alaska copied the native inhabitants and created small, lightweight boats out of animal hides and willow frames. These boats could be dismantled, carried to a river, reassembled onshore, and then used to float downstream—the archetypal packraft.

			Despite these early origins, the sport of packrafting itself is relatively new. Coloradan Dick Griffith has been credited with the earliest inspiration. With his wife, Isabelle, Dick used an Air Force survival raft to make the first descent of the Urique River in Mexico’s Copper Canyon in 1952. While their expedition was a success, it did not result in a packraft revolution. It wasn’t until the 1970s, when Australian boaters began using what they called “rubber duckies” to run wilderness rivers, that the sport of river running in personal inflatable boats got a little more traction in that part of the world. 

			In the United States, the idea of using portable inflatable rafts had yet to take root, however. A few people were carrying rafts and inner tubes into the wilderness to access rivers and lakes, but their influence was limited. In the North Cascades, Don, Walt, and Brian Curtis started using the same surplus raft the Griffiths used in Mexico twenty-some years before to fish alpine lakes deep in the mountains. They ended up creating their own 20-ounce version of the raft, which they sold to backcountry anglers for years. But the Curtis raft was not rugged enough for river travel and so remained limited in its scope.
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					The earliest Alpacka packrafts were shaped like miniature whitewater rafts but made from lighter material so they could be packed up and carried in a backpack. The yellow boat in this photo is a first-generation Alpacka Raft sold in 2002. The green craft is a second-generation boat. Alpacka Raft

				

			

			Some hard-core adventurers were willing to drag hard-shell kayaks deep into the mountains far from roads to run whitewater rivers. But it took a hardy soul to commit to that effort. The boats were too heavy and awkward for most people to venture very far afield with them, especially when there were plenty of roadside rivers to run. So despite the fact that there are miles and miles of wilderness rivers that can be accessed by foot, for most of the 1970s and 1980s, boaters remained boaters, driving to their put-ins and takeouts, and backpackers remained backpackers, walking past the flowing streams that ran through the mountains where they traveled. 

			Dick Griffith returned to the scene in 1982 at the annual Alaska’s Wilderness Classic. He was 55 at the time and the old man among the race competitors. As the story goes, when the racers came to a deep glacial river crossing, Griffith, who was trailing behind, caught up to the leaders, pulled a raft out of his pack, inflated it, and floated across, leaving behind his competitors who were trying to steel themselves for a long, icy swim. As Roman Dial reports in his book Packrafting!, Griffith told his younger compatriots, “You may be fast, but you young guys eat too much and don’t know nothin’. Old age and treachery conquer youth and skill any day.”
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					In Alaska, adventurers jumped on the packraft bandwagon and began using the lightweight, portable rafts to explore the state’s remote wilderness. This photo is from a 2004 trip on the Aniakchak River—a classic packraft adventure that includes 10 miles of hiking and a 20-mile float to the sea. Alpacka Raft cofounder Thor Tingey used the Aniakchak in 2001 as a testing ground for the original Alpacka Raft. Alpacka Raft

				

			

			Griffith’s use of a raft transformed the Wilderness Classic. After his coup, racers followed his lead and began to carry rafts to navigate the rivers on the course, launching the sport of packrafting once and for all. 

			The main packraft manufacturer at that time was Sherpa, a company better known for its snowshoes. Sherpa marketed its packrafts for hunting and fishing, but Alaskan wilderness travelers quickly saw more potential for the boats and began using them during their trips through the state’s remote mountain ranges and down its wild rivers. Other rafts—like the one designed by the Curtises—were on the market too, but boaters found that most of Sherpa’s competitors did not stand up to the punishment of bumping along rocky rivers, and packrafters quickly deemed the Sherpa alternatives to be too fragile or too small for their purposes. In the early 1990s Sherpa stopped manufacturing its rafts, leaving their users with no choice but to baby along the ones that were still in circulation if they wanted to continue expeditioning in a packraft.

			Sherpa packrafts were mainly confined to Alaska. But the Alaskans weren’t the only ones playing around in boats. In southern Utah and the Grand Canyon, a few “desert rats” began using cheap pool toys and inflatable kayaks to navigate canyon pools and rivers. Though not designed for these types of adventures, the equipment sufficed and helped the explorers poke into places hard to access by foot. One of those desert rats, Forrest McCarthy, said those experiences whetted his appetite and inspired him to look for hardier options to float rivers near his home in Jackson, Wyoming. 

			The revolution that really opened up the sport beyond a few hard-core diehards in Alaska took place in the late 1990s, after Alaskan adventurer Thor Tingey and his friends made a couple of long wilderness expeditions that included descents of several cold, glacial rivers. They returned from their adventures complaining about their boats being uncomfortable, wet, unresponsive, and low performing. Tingey and his friends called them “shiver boats,” and rather than go out and be miserable again, they turned to Thor’s mother, Sheri, to create a better option.

			Sheri Tingey had built a reputation for herself as a creative designer and manufacturer of outdoor gear. After talking to her son and others, she came up with a sporty personal raft called “Tingey’s Dingy.” Tingey played with her design over the next few years, until by the early 2000s she’d perfected the first Alpacka Raft, the original packraft that changed the sport forever. 
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					Alpacka Raft was the first company to begin developing the modern packraft. During the evolution of its packrafts, the company experimented with design. Here Alpacka Raft cofounder Sheri Tingey tests an early spray skirt prototype that stretched over the entire boat. The skirts kept water out but were so big they created a hazard during a swim. Alpacka started attaching spray decks to the top tubes in 2004. Alpacka Raft

				

			

			Alaska continued to be the epicenter of packrafting exploration in the United States in those early years, with Roman Dial being one of its most prolific adventurers. In the Lower 48, Jackson Hole residents Forrest McCarthy and Tom Turiano—both of whom had played with inflatable crafts to float rivers in the desert—were among the earliest adopters of Alpacka’s packrafts, using them in the Absaroka Mountains of Wyoming for their first adventures. Since then the sport of packrafting has continued to grow steadily, with the gear evolving rapidly to accommodate changing demands. 

			McCarthy equates packrafting’s current state to the state of the ski industry in the early 2000s, when fat, shaped skis first came onto the market and revolutionized the sport. There are now a number of companies making packrafts, including AIRE, Kokopelli, and Feathercraft, as well as Alpacka. Raft designs range from pure whitewater boats to extremely lightweight rafts designed for crossing flatwater. You can get self-bailing packrafts and packrafts that zip open to allow storage in the tubes. People are using their packrafts to descend Class IV whitewater, drop waterfalls, and complete huge traverses around the globe. They are also using packrafts to play in water close to home.           
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					As Alpacka perfected its design, people began using their packrafts to get deep into the wilderness. Here packrafters drag their boats through shallow water on one of the first packraft descents of the Aniakchak River, in 2004. Alpacka Raft
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					The forgiving nature of packrafts quickly gave boaters confidence to test them out in whitewater. Here Alpacka Raft cofounder Thor Tingey runs the “Gates” rapids of the Aniakchak River in 2003 using one of the first renditions of a fixed spray skirt. Alpacka Raft

				

			

			As the water rat says in Kenneth Grahame’s book Wind in the Willows, “Believe me, my young friend, there is nothing—absolutely nothing—half so much worth doing as simply messing about in boats.”

			Packrafts are the perfect boat to mess about in. It’s time to jump in one to see what all the hype is about.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Packrafting Equipment

			Packrafting’s essential equipment is pretty simple. You need a raft, a way to inflate your raft, a paddle, and a lifejacket. The other items you need will be dictated by the nature of your trip. If you just want to cross flatwater in your boat, you don’t need much more. If you plan to descend a whitewater river, you need to think about helmets, dry suits, safety equipment, and more. The days of a one-size-fits-all packraft are gone. Nowadays packraft manufacturers are creating specialized boats for different purposes, so it’s important that you understand your needs before you start shopping. 

			To help you figure out what to buy, start by determining your goals and budget. You can easily spend several thousand dollars on gear that is unnecessary if your goal is to simply float across pools in a canyon. On the other hand, if you are planning to tackle serious whitewater, you need to have a boat built to withstand those rigors—and that costs money. The cheapest packrafts cost less than $500; the more specialized performance boats can set you back a couple of thousand.          

			
				
					Choosing Your Gear

					1. Flatwater or whitewater?

					2. Backcountry wilderness trips or sidecountry day trips?

					3. Cold water or warm water?

					4. Class III or below? Class III or harder?

					5. How much can you spend?
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					Packrafting equipment needs are determined by the nature of the river you plan to run. For whitewater day trips close to the road, a packraft, PFD, helmet, paddle, throw rope, and appropriate clothing are essential.
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					Your equipment needs are dictated by your destination and budget. For flatwater boating, you can go with lighter gear.

				

			

			THE RAFT

			Forrest McCarthy divides the different style of packrafts on the market into three categories: ultralight flatwater boats, lightweight wilderness whitewater boats, and mid-weight sidecountry whitewater boats. The price, performance, and weight go up with each category shift. 

			Flatwater Packrafts

			The lightest flatwater packrafts weigh as little as 1.5 pounds, making them an ideal tool for backpackers who want to float across lakes, pools, or slow-moving rivers. 

			The lightest brand currently on the market is made by Supai Adventure Gear and retails for roughly $270. Supai’s raft packs down to the size of a 1-liter bottle. Other brands—Flyweight Design’s FlytePacker, NRS’s packraft, and the Alpacka Scout, for example—are designed to serve the same function as the Supai, but none come close to it in terms of light weight, low cost, and performance. These boats should not be used for any kind of rocky-river travel. To make them light, the materials used are less durable and cannot withstand the bouncing and bumping off boulders that whitewater requires. If you think you are going to be running rivers, you’ll want a beefier packraft that costs and weighs a little more. 
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					When you do not intend to run whitewater, lightweight packrafts like the Supai shown here are great for getting across a river or pool without having to swim.

				

			

			Lightweight Wilderness Packrafts

			The rafts in this category epitomize the essence of packrafting, at least in its original form. They are rugged enough to be used in Class III whitewater (though people have run harder rivers in them); they are light enough to be carried on your back along with the rest of your camping gear; and they are small enough to fit into a backpack. 
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					Alpacka’s earliest lightweight wilderness packrafts were oval shaped, like miniature whitewater rafts. Now most models have pointy ends for more bow-stern stability.

				

			

			Alpacka was the original leader in this category. The company still manufactures durable, reliable boats, but it has some competition now. Feathercraft, AIRE, and Kokopelli are also making lightweight wilderness packrafts that offer variations on Alpacka’s original design and a wider range of price points for people with limited budgets. Kokopelli’s rafts sell for less than $1,000, making them one of the more economical packrafts available. Alpacka makes the lightest packraft in this category. Its Alpaca model weighs 5.5 pounds but fits only small people, so it has limited appeal. AIRE’s BAKraft is moving closer to a classic inflatable kayak in its shape and design, but it still weighs less than 8 pounds with the inflation bag included. 

			Each brand has its proponents, whose allegiance to a particular boat is often determined by cost, performance, and durability. You can find reviews for different models online.
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					More and more companies have begun making packrafts as the sport takes off. This paddler is in a Kokopelli packraft on the Gros Ventre River in Wyoming.

				

			

			Sidecountry Mid-weight Whitewater Boats

			A growing number of people are opting to use packrafts to make sidecountry runs. The term “sidecountry” is used to describe areas that are easily accessible for day trips and often rely on car or bike shuttles rather than hiking. Because you don’t have to carry the boat on your back for miles and miles, you can afford to have a heavier packraft designed specifically for whitewater. These boats include Alpacka’s Alpackalypse and Feathercraft’s Baylee 2. 

			
				
					Self-bailing versus Spray Deck

					The biggest packraft innovation in the past few years has been the introduction of self-bailing floors. Now you have a choice of using a self-bailing boat or sticking with a more-traditional spray deck. 
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							Self-bailing floors allow boaters to go without a spray deck or skirt, making it easy to get into and out of the boat in the event of a capsize.

						

					

					Pros of self-bailing boats:

					
							Easy to get into and out of the boat quickly.

							Inflated floor creates a more rigid boat, which makes the boat more responsive, agile, and faster.

							Rigidity allows boats to punch through holes and waves.

							Self-bailers surf better.

							Higher seat position gives paddler better vision, better stroke placement, an increased ability to edge, and greater control.

							Inflated floor protects paddler’s butt and feet from impacts with rocks.

							Paddlers do not need to go ashore to empty their raft in the event of a swamp.

							Depending on the model and style of inflatable floor, self-bailers track better than many non-self-bailing packrafts. 

					

					Pros of spray deck (or cons of a self-bailer):

					
							Spray deck makes boats warmer and drier, especially important in glacial rivers or cold environments.

							Boats tend to be slightly lighter than those with self-bailing floors.

							Lower seating position creates better stability. 

					

					Cons of spray deck:

					
							Can be hard to get spray deck on and closed properly, especially on some older model boats. 

					

				

			

			The Alpackalypse has internal rigging—knee cups and a foot brace—that puts boaters in a powerful paddling position and makes it easier to roll the raft in the event of a capsize. The Alpackalypse also has a spray skirt that is attached to a rigid coaming on the raft made from two aluminum poles. The spray skirt ups the boat’s performance in big water by preventing waves from pouring into the raft and keeping the boater in position for rolling. It also makes the raft heavier (as much as 5 pounds more than a bare-bones packraft) and harder to get into and out of. These rafts are great for boaters looking for a whitewater craft to descend challenging rapids. The rafts are packable, making them a more portable option than a typical inflatable or hard-shell kayak, but they weigh as much as 12 pounds (the Alpackalypse with accessories) and take up a lot more room in your backpack, so they aren’t great for multiday expeditions. For the average wilderness packrafter heading for Class III water, these boats are overkill, and the weight and cost (the Alpackalypse retails for roughly $2,000) are unnecessary. 

			
				
					Spray Skirt versus Cruiser Deck

					With a non-self-bailing Alpacka raft, you can choose between a spray skirt that is fully closed in or a cruiser deck that just closes with Velcro. Spray skirt setups include a deck on the raft that uses rigid stays to create a lip or coaming for the skirt to hook over and cinch tightly around the paddler’s waist. This makes them more watertight and better for rolling, surfing, and performance, but it also makes them heavier and harder to get into and out of. Cruiser decks are lighter, but they don’t keep all the water out and can be annoying to close. Many people dislike cruiser decks because of these issues and opt for spray skirts.      
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							Cruiser Deck
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							Spray Deck

						

					

				

			

			Packraft Accessories

			Thigh straps: Most basic packrafts do not come with thigh straps, but they are easy to add should you decide you want to up the performance of your boat. Thigh straps enable you to get your boat on edge and make your raft more responsive because you can use your legs and hips to maneuver rather than solely relying on your paddle for control. You can buy padded, adjustable thigh straps for a precise fit, but padded straps do add weight. If you want to go light, you can make your own straps out of webbing and plastic buckles. These do-it-yourself straps work fine in moderate water and save you a few ounces in the overall weight of your gear. 

			If you are coming into packrafting with no whitewater kayaking experience, consider practicing wet exits in a pool or flatwater with your thigh straps in place. 

			See chapter ten for instructions on installing thigh straps in your packraft.        
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					Designed for whitewater, Alpacka’s Alpackalypse model weighs and costs more than less-specialized boats.

				

			

			
				
					Thigh Strap Pros and Cons

					While there are advantages to thigh straps, there are also disadvantages. One, they add weight and volume if you are carrying your packraft in a backpack. Two, there is a risk of leg entrapment anytime you add straps or lines to a boat. In general, thigh straps probably don’t add any value for Class I water, but if you are running rapids—even Class II rapids—thigh straps help you control your packraft. If you are paddling flatwater, save the weight and leave the straps off. In stronger currents, thigh straps will definitely improve the performance of your packraft. If you come from a kayaking background, you’ll notice the difference between having straps and not the first time you eddy out.
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					Once you begin pushing the difficulty of the water you run, thigh straps become critical for control. Even in easier water, they will make your packraft more responsive and allow you to use your body more effectively to maneuver.

				

			

			Cargo: Cargo storage depends on the type of packraft you use. The basic way to carry your gear is to strap a backpack onto the bow of your boat. Alpacka’s cruiser decks include tie-downs for your pack, but many people like to reinforce these straps with webbing or accessory cord to secure the backpack in place. You can line your backpack with a garbage bag to keep your clothes dry, but if you plan to do a lot of packrafting, it’s worth investing in a lightweight dry bag to ensure your pack is watertight. You can buy Alpacka rafts that include a waterproof zipper in the raft tubes so you can stash your gear inside. This feature allows you to distribute the weight of your gear more evenly around the boat and keeps your bow free of a vision-reducing load, but you need to be careful with the zippers. Keep them clean and handle them gently to ensure they last.       
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					Make sure you waterproof your gear inside your backpack for paddling. The best option is to pack in lightweight dry bags and place the dry bags inside your backpack. You can also find large lightweight dry bags that you can place your backpack inside. In a pinch, lining your pack with garbage bags helps keep things dry.

				

			

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			
				
					Some Alpacka packrafts come with waterproof zippers, allowing you to store your gear inside the air tubes rather than on top of the bow.

				

			

			Stern line: Some people like to have a line on their packraft to help them maneuver it when out of the water. If you want a stern line, tie about 4 to 5 feet of accessory cord to the stern tie-down on your boat with a bowline knot. This cord can be used to line your boat along the shore or to tie the boat down in the wind. It is also useful for cinching a deflated raft into a neat package for packing.    
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					A stern line can be used to line your packraft around obstacles, to grab onto in the event of a swim, to tow a swimmer, or to tie up your deflated packraft for transport.

				

			

			Inflation system: Your packraft will include some kind of inflation bag or pump to force air into the raft. Most companies use a simple nylon bag; others have more elaborate systems. Most rafts take less than 5 minutes to inflate.     
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					Most packrafts are inflated with a nylon bag that captures air and allows you to force the air into the tubes.

				

			

			Seats: Some packrafts come with an inflatable seat and backrest. The comfort and efficacy of these seats vary. Like a lot of boaters, you may find that you want to replace the seat that comes with your raft with a higher-quality option for greater comfort and a more efficient paddling position. Feathercraft makes a nice inflatable seat and backrest. 

			In a self-bailing packraft, paddlers generally sit on the inflated floor, which provides plenty of protection from rocks underneath. You will probably want a backrest, however. Many early adopters of the BAKraft have installed backrests designed for hard-sided kayaks for increased comfort and a better paddling position. 
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					A line along the top of the packraft tubes, either all the way around or along the bow, gives you something to grab onto if you come out of your boat or need to maneuver it around an obstacle. Make sure the line is flush with the surface of the packraft tube to minimize entrapment potential.

				

			

			Grab line: If you come out of your boat, it can be tricky to get back in without something to grab onto. The tubes feel slippery and big, especially if you are small. Consider creating a grab line by gluing three tie-down patches evenly spaced around the top of the tubes at the bow and stern of your packraft. Run a piece of 3-millimeter accessory cord through the tie-downs at the bow and a second piece through the tie-downs at the stern of the boat. Do not run the cord along the lateral tubes, where it can easily catch on things like your PFD or knife during reentry. 

			Tie the cord so that it lies flush against the tubes without any slack. Slack creates an entrapment hazard should you fall out of your boat. There is some debate as to whether the grab line should be strung through intermediate tie-downs or tied at each one. The advantage to stringing the line is that cutting it releases the entire cord. 

			PADDLES

			As with your packraft, your paddle choice will be dictated by your goals and budget. You can spend less than $100 or more than $400 on a paddle; depending on what you plan to do with it, either option is valid.

			For ultralight packrafting, you can buy individual carbon blades that can be attached to a trekking pole to paddle across short sections of flatwater. Obviously this option has its limitations—imagine paddling any distance with your hands gripped around a skinny ski pole—but at a mere 6 ounces and around $40, it’s hard to get much lighter or cheaper unless you forgo a paddle altogether and use your hands to propel your boat.

			At the other end of the spectrum, Werner makes a 25-ounce, four-section carbon sea-kayaking paddle that retails for $400. The paddle is durable, light, packable, and high performing, making it ideal for serious wilderness packrafters.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			
				
					Breakdown paddles make hiking with your paddle easier. You can find paddles that break down into two or four pieces. Four-piece breakdowns are the easiest to pack.

				

			

			In between these options, you can find paddles from a number of different companies. To help you narrow your choices, here are a few key factors to consider:

			
					
Materials: Carbon paddles are lighter than fiberglass paddles, but they are also pricier and tend to be a bit more fragile.

					
Breakdown: The best wilderness paddles break down into at least two (better yet, four) pieces. Two-piece paddles can be slid under the compression straps on the outside of your backpack for transporting, but beware of low-hanging tree limbs when you are hiking. The paddle shafts tend to stick up above your head high enough to catch on branches. Four-piece paddles get small when you take them apart, making them easier to pack. If you do a lot of roadside paddling, it’s worth investing in a one-piece day-trip paddle that will be more durable. 

					
Weight: The lightest paddles that are durable enough for whitewater weigh between 25 and 32 ounces. You can find breakdown paddles that weigh more, but for wilderness expeditioning, you’ll want the strongest and lightest paddle you can afford.

					
Cost: Paddles start at around $100 and go up from there. If you are a beginner paddler who dreams only of running Class III rivers and below, you don’t need a top-of-the-line paddle. Be honest with yourself. 

					
Length: Choosing a paddle length for your packraft takes some experimentation and, again, will be dictated in part by the type of water you plan to paddle. For flatwater, a paddle between 197 and 205 centimeters is nice. You can be a bit lazier with a long paddle, but if you want power and the ability to make quick strokes, it’s better to go with a paddle between 193 and 197 centimeters. Long paddles are best suited for low-angle strokes. For whitewater you want to make high-angle strokes, have the ability to change position quickly, and be able to brace with power, all of which are easier to do with a shorter paddle.



			

			PERSONAL FLOTATION DEVICES (PFDs)

			Personal flotation devices (PFDs) or lifejackets are an essential piece of packrafting gear, but choosing one can be tricky. Again, your decision should be dictated by your goals and budget. If you plan to boat on flatwater, you can get away with an inflatable Type V life vest like those made by Stormy Seas. If you are going to be running whitewater, you’ll want a Type III vest designed for kayaking. 

			
				
					US Coast Guard Lifejacket Classifications

					
							
Type I lifejackets have a minimum of 22 pounds of flotation and are designed for extended survival in rough water far from shore.
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