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For the friends I’ve made in St. Louis and the Ozarks, who, for over a decade, 
have welcomed me into their homes and onto their waterways.
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Foreword

In the 1970s, my workaholic father was employed by McDonnell Douglas, the largest employer in St. Louis. Sandy McDonnell strongly encouraged scouting, which led to unlikely suburban families making hiking, camping, and paddling a priority. My father dutifully obliged, becoming a scoutmaster. But the experience profoundly changed him. River running slowed time and made us closer.

Today, I measure friends based upon such “river demeanor.” Do they listen to the river? Will they clean up others’ trash or do they add to the problem? After years on float streams, I became a whitewater kayaker in my thirties on the St. Francis River. From many humbling experiences, I learned whitewater paddling wasn’t about overpowering hydraulics, but about conforming to the features of the river. Through whitewater paddling, I met Mike Bezemek on a tributary to the Saint, Stouts Creek, at very high water in 2007.

By that time, I was the president of the Missouri Whitewater Association. I thought I knew everyone around who was capable of paddling such a difficult run. I had vaguely heard that Mike was a raft guide from the whitewater mecca of Northern California. And that he asked a lot of questions. On Stouts, guarded skepticism turned to admiration. I was disarmed by Mike’s genuine curiosity toward the area. We tagged him “Cal Mike” and though he’s been here for ten years, the nickname remains. Many of my med students from California stereotype Missourians as backward, but not Mike. He perfectly fit in due to his respectful nature and ability to relate. He gleaned river information natives overlook, down to details of flora and fauna. Mike became infatuated with the diverse resources the Ozarks offer, including miniature granite gorges, limestone bluffs, and giant springs that the desert west envies.

Mike’s outside eye seeks answers to questions that we locals take for granted. He endlessly searches for accurate details from countless sources; I’m proud to be a repeat reference. He’s a writer with a master’s degree, who has also studied geology and river science. He’s a former whitewater guide who teaches writing courses for the night school at Washington University, on the far side of Forest Park opposite myself at the Med School. Mike has written about the Ozarks for local and national mags such as St. Louis Magazine, American Whitewater, and Canoe & Kayak Magazine, bringing our region recognition from the best paddlers in the county. Today, when I travel to paddle, my origin is no longer met with surprise like it was years ago.

With Paddling the Ozarks, Mike has brought visitors and locals an insightful view of Ozark paddling resources. His work will appeal to beginning paddlers looking for a place to start and to whitewater junkies seeking a new float. His is an efficient, entertaining, and quite humorous guide for planning river trips that compels myself to explore the region anew. Whether you prefer popular float trips close to major highways or remote destinations, this guidebook shows how rich the Ozarks are with paddling. And that’s just something we do in the Ozarks. We get on the river, with our family and friends. We slow time and listen. Mike and I are improbable friends, separated by age and origin, but bonded by rivers. Mike is certainly someone who listens to the river, and in Paddling the Ozarks he shares what he’s heard.

—Bill Eades is an associate professor at the 
Washington University School of Medicine and an honorary 
lifetime member of the Missouri Whitewater Association.
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Passing the Jump Rock on Big Piney Creek, Arkansas.
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No need to adjust your guidebook! It’s the shale beds that are tilted (Big Piney Creek, Arkansas).




Introduction

During 2015 and 2016, I paddled hundreds of miles on Ozark streams while preparing this book. I gasped for breath while bicycle shuttling up and down impossibly steep hills. I cursed my GPS as I drove countless wrong turns down lettered highways and gravel roads. I turned embarrassingly red under the summer sun then plunged into refreshing cool springs for which the region is known. I tossed and turned inside my tent through ridiculously humid nights. Drank (light) beer with packs of young men—provided first aid to a few reckless ones. Flirted (harmlessly) with gritty-as-nails young women. Traded (mostly tall) tales with chummy old men. Learned how to (properly) pronounce place names from warm old women.

I was welcomed into shops and filling stations, restaurants and bars, parks and campgrounds. I was shown favorite waterfalls and swimming holes, forests and trails, caves and “mountains”—(come on, they’re really nice, but they’re rugged hills). Truth is, I’d already been visiting the Ozarks for over a decade, photographing and writing about them for much of that time, but it was during the research for this book that I came to understand the region better.

People of the Ozarks are tough and tenacious, living in a land that has the winters of the north, the summers of the south, the tornadoes of the plains, the ruggedness of the west, and the economic challenges facing rural America. Despite this, after a long day’s work, often for little pay, Ozarkers are more likely to head to the river to paddle or fish than they are to sit in front of a TV. Spending so many years among this adventurous spirit has made me realize, if they can do it, so should I. Though don’t expect me to start waking up at 3:30 a.m. anytime soon. Rising disturbingly early seems like a badge of honor among Midwesterners, and I’d just like to remind everyone there are plenty of daylight hours available in the afternoon.

Despite being a bit insular at times—and who can blame them, parts of the Ozarks were among the last in the country to receive electricity in the 1960s—Ozarkers are a friendly people, just as likely to push out a chair for a stranger as a friend. Ignoring those certain elements which exist in all populations in all places, Ozarkers are remarkably respectful and polite. I’ve been called “sir” so many times, I’ve stopped looking over my shoulder for an Arthurian knight. Yes, they can go a little overboard with political yard signs—apparently they obtain these in bulk—yet, even though I conducted my research during one of the most contentious elections in recent history (that’s becoming a recurring saying, isn’t it?), never once did a political argument arise. Not on their end, nor on mind. Instead, we talked about rivers and paddling, and I think everyone appreciated that.

Those who visit the Ozarks will recognize a special place too often dismissed as flat and boring. In the Boston Mountains of Arkansas, a state which embraced outdoor adventure tourism in the 1980s, you’ll find the beautiful Buffalo National River, which National Geographic has named America’s second most under-appreciated national park. In Missouri—which possesses two-thirds of the Ozarks and where tourism tends to come from family tradition and word of mouth—the eastern region has the nation’s largest collection of ephemeral freshwater springs feeding many of the finest float streams in the country. In fact, according to the Smithsonian Institution Bureau of American Ethnology, Missouri is a Siouxan word meaning “town of the large canoes.” Not to brag or anything.

This book collects forty of the best runs across the Ozarks. Narrowing down to these selections was quite a challenge, as the region offers thousands of miles of waterways worth exploring. My primary criteria were to include forty great runs with a relatively even geographic distribution representing the broad diversity of paddling available. Most of them are float streams accessible to all, while some are whitewater runs requiring advanced techniques. Many are popular classics, while others are hidden gems. Some are short, a few quite long, and most are of medium length perfect for a day trip. Like the Ozarks, the majority of chapters are located in Missouri, nearly a third in Arkansas, and one chapter is located in that sliver of the Oklahoma Ozarks known as the Cookson Hills (which us paddlers on the northwestern end often forget is down there). I hope this book will help beginning paddlers discover the area, provide veteran paddlers with some new ideas for trips, and show those visiting the Ozarks from afar that what some call fly-over country is better described as paddle-through.
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How about a topographical controversy? Ken Smith, author of the Buffalo River Handbook, identifies this 190-foot cliff below Ponca as Bee Bluff because it once housed a colony of wild bees. The NPS places Bee Bluff several miles downstream. The takeaway? The Buffalo River of Arkansas has more bluffs (and bees?) than names.



What to Expect: Weather, Flora, Fauna, and Fishing

Climate and Weather. The Ozarks have a humid subtropical climate with wide temperature swings and extreme weather possible due to the influence of cold air from the Arctic and hot, humid air from the Gulf of Mexico. Variations occur due to latitude and elevation, with northern and higher locations witnessing slightly cooler temperatures on average than southern and lower locations. The below temperature ranges are the averages.

Spring is often great for paddling, with weather starting from cold to cool and steadily warming. March daytime highs range from mid-fifties to low-sixties and nighttime lows in the mid-thirties to low-forties. April daytime highs range from mid-sixties to low-seventies and nighttime lows from mid-forties to low-fifties. May daytime highs are from mid-seventies to low-eighties with nighttime lows from mid-fifties to low-sixties. Spring sees the highest precipitation when thunderstorms and rain showers are common. Meanwhile, cold snaps remain likely and snow storms are possible. Follow the weather reports, as extended outlooks change regularly. Prepare for fluctuating weather conditions.

Summer is hot, with daytime highs often between mid-eighties to low-nineties and some days reaching mid-nineties to one hundred. Humidity is very high during summer, leading to heat indexes much higher than actual temperatures. Periodic thunderstorms are common, which typically have a temporary cooling effect; it’s wise to prepare for rain. Nighttime lows range from mid-sixties to mid-seventies, which is why tent camping is less popular during the summer. Float trips on cold water runs reach their peak popularity during summer.

Fall can seem short some years, with warm temperatures often continuing through September. October sees daytime highs of mid-sixties to low seventies and nighttime lows in the high forties to the low fifties. November daytime highs range through the fifties with lows in the thirties to the forties. A great time to paddle is during the changing fall colors. The Ozarks see two peaks, the false peak and the true peak. The false peak, often with greater color ranges due to the lingering presence of greens and bright yellows, typically occurs in early to mid-October. The true peak, which sees deeper oranges and reds but also some browns and bare branches, typically occurs in late October to early November. These peaks vary each year depending on many environmental conditions, and the northern Ozarks peak earlier than the southern Ozarks.

Winter brings more noticeable differences between the northern and southern Ozarks. Basically, we’re talking forties during the day, though it can certainly dip into the twenties for some periods. Nights often see twenties or lower. Granted, occasional periods of warmth happen every winter, and these provide excellent windows to paddle.
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Paddling in the Ozarks?



Ozark Vegetation. The Ozarks have diverse plant life, sharing characteristics with eastern hardwood forests, southern pine forests, and Great Plains ecosystems. While plenty of paddling happens during winter when most trees are bare, this section focuses on late spring, summer, and early fall when foliage is most visible. From a nonbiologist, paddler perspective, there is a standard vegetation that is recognizable across the Ozarks but varies locally due to soils, geology, and topography.


[image: Images] Much Ozark paddling—by whitewater paddlers, float fisherman, and advanced recreational boaters—occurs during late fall, winter, and early spring before the foliage “leafs out” and reduces runoff.



Riparian forests are typically dominated by tall hardwood deciduous trees, mostly oak—including black, white, northern red, plus other varieties—and hickory. Other hardwoods include sycamore, elm, walnut, ash, beech, maple, box elder, cottonwood, and more. Evergreens include the native short leaf pine—more prevalent prior to extensive logging and replacement by hardwoods—plus other pine varieties, juniper, and cedar. Regarding eastern red cedars, University of Arkansas professor and dendrochronologist David W. Stahle has found remote specimens, clinging to cliffs over the Buffalo River, to be over 800 years old.

Understory trees and shrubs include redbud, dogwood, sassafras, wild viburnum, hawthorn, and more. Willows and sycamores are common on gravel bars and mid-channel islands. Wildflowers are common in the Ozarks, not just during spring but into summer as well. These include Marsh Blue Violet, Showy Lady’s-Slippers, Royal Catchfly, and many more.
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Put on your greenery goggles!



A frequent sight for paddlers on Ozark streams are the many riverside trees, such as oak, sycamore, and maple, slumping over the water due to bank erosion. This often creates scenic emerald tree tunnels which can provide much-appreciated shade during summer floats.

Ozark Wildlife. On the riverbanks, paddlers will most likely see white-tailed deer, fawns, squirrels, and rabbits, though the occasional fox, coyote, or even very rare bear might be seen. Elk were wiped out by the late 1800s but have been reintroduced and are mostly found along and around the Buffalo National River.

Regarding birds, ducks and Canada geese are most common, with frequent herons—blue, grey, and white—often taking flight as boats approach. They’ll move downstream and do it all over again, sometimes for hours. Wild turkey, quail, and doves can be spotted, plus the occasional great horned owl and also bald eagles, more common in winter but possible all year round. Several hundred other species await the avid birder.
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A snapping turtle “sprints” across a gravel bar.



The Ozarks have a variety of aquatic or riparian snakes, primarily harmless water snakes and green snakes. One venomous species of snake that paddlers might encounter are Cottonmouths, aka Water Moccasins, which can deliver a fatal bite. Cottonmouths have black or dark brown bodies with faint cross-banding and white-colored lining in their mouths, which they display when threatened. In the Ozarks, they are occasionally found along rocky shorelines, in river sloughs, and in swamps.

Turtles often sun themselves on mid-river rocks or logs and drop off as you approach. Frogs are more heard than seen, except at dusk when they start hopping. Even collared lizards can be found in some places. With waters so clear, spotting fish in many Ozark streams is often easy.

Fishing. Avid anglers will be hard pressed to find an Ozark waterway in this book that doesn’t offer sport fishing in some form, with most of them featuring various types of bass, particularly smallmouth. While this guidebook focuses on paddling, not fishing, many chapters include reference to popular sport fishing spots on or near the runs, including the presence of stocked and unique populations, such as rainbows or other trout runs. Fishermen will need to conduct their own follow-up research on population specifics, local regulations, and information about obtaining all necessary permits and tags.


[image: Images]

A pod of breeding male Bleeding Shiners on Big Creek in the St. Francois Mountains.



A Paddling Progression: How Does One Get Into That?

In my fifteen-plus years as a paddler, I’ve often been asked the same question by curious onlookers: How does one get into that? Some are lucky to be introduced by parents, relatives, or friends. For the rest of us, there’s usually a progression.

Mine started in the Boy Scouts with an annual canoe trip. We only paddled about one hundred yards on Lake Mendocino before the boat wars broke out. Paddles flung water, canoes flipped, heads were dunked. This lasted until everyone got bored or someone got hurt—usually the latter. After a high school raft trip piqued my interest, I became a guide during college. I explored whitewater rivers across the Sierra Nevada Mountains and began to kayak class II–III runs. Chance relocated me to St. Louis where I discovered more paddling than I ever expected in the Ozarks. Countless float streams, but also the occasional whitewater gem. With new friends, I paddled from the Appalachians to the Rockies. Today, I enjoy everything from class I floats to the occasional class V challenge, whether on small eastern streams or big western rivers. And I look back on a long progression that’s led me here.

Maybe you’re new to paddling or just flipping through this book out of curiosity, wondering how to get started. Luckily, the Ozarks are one of the best places in the country to learn how to paddle.

First, what type of paddling appeals to you? Lazy floats in a canoe? Fishing from a sit-on-top? Tackling whitewater rapids? Overnight expeditions to remote streams?

Next, how often do you plan to go? If only once or twice a year, you’re better off renting. Even if you hope to paddle every weekend, it’s probably advisable to rent a few times to get an idea of what to buy. In the Ozarks, your best bet will be to hire an outfitter listed at the ends of each chapter.

If proper technique interests you, there are various classes for recreational paddlers, from learning the canoe J-stroke to eddy turns in a kayak to balancing on a stand-up paddleboard (SUP). And if the excitement of whitewater interests you, consider taking a clinic.

A good start is not on the river but in a pool session covering paddling techniques or flat-water rolling. Such pool classes are offered in several places throughout the Ozarks, typically through clubs or stores. In addition to instruction in a low-intensity situation, you’ll meet experienced paddlers from the area who are eager to share their sport with new people. You’ll also meet fellow beginners who might become perfect paddling partners for your adventures. Finally, you’ll be introduced to many types of equipment, which will give you a knowledge base for later purchases.
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Umm…has anyone seen the bottom of the river? Oh, there it is under all this clear spring water. (Kings River, Arkansas)



The next step after a pool class is typically an on-river paddling clinic. Below are a list of clubs and stores around the Ozarks that offer instruction or equipment in various forms. Take a look at one in your area and start your own progression to becoming a serious paddler.

Resources: Clubs, Classes, Dealers, and Demos

Missouri Whitewater Association: St. Louis area and eastern MO; pool sessions and class; spring clinics (beginner to advanced) on St. Francis River; missouriwhitewater.org

St. Louis Canoe and Kayak Club: winter pool sessions, beginner classes, and summer clinic; guided trips local and afar; stlcanoekayak.com

Ozark Mountain Paddlers: Springfield/Southwest MO area; pool class; recreational canoe and kayak clinics; spring whitewater clinic on Mulberry; ozarkmtnpaddlers.org

Arkansas Canoe Club: eight chapters in and around Ozarks/AR; pool sessions and class; School of River Paddling and School of Whitewater Paddling; www.arkansascanoeclub.com

Alpine Shop: four locations around Ozarks, including St. Louis, Columbia, IL, and KS; canoe/kayak/SUP/outdoor store; offers boat demos, weekly classes, and guided trips; www.alpineshop.com

Dynamic Earth: Springfield, MO; kayak/SUP/outdoor store; demo program; www.dynamicearth.net

Ozark Mountain Trading Company: three locations in southwest MO, northwest and north-central AR; canoe/kayak/SUP/outdoor store; trade-ins welcome; boat demos; ozarkmtc.com

Buffalo Outdoor Center: Ponca, AR outfitter/resort; canoe and kayak rentals; new and used canoe/kayak/raft sales; online paddling instruction videos. www.buffaloriver.com

Lewis & Clark Outfitters: two locations near Fayetteville, AR; kayak/outdoor store; boat demos on request and free classes/clinics; gooutandplay.com

Pack Rat Outdoor Center: Fayetteville, AR; kayak/canoe/outdoor store; minor boat repairs; www.packratoc.com

Ozark Outdoor Supply: Little Rock, AR; canoe/kayak/SUP/outdoor store; minor boat repairs; www.ozarkoutdoor.com

REI: St. Louis and Kansas City locations; canoe/kayak/SUP/outdoor store; www.rei.com

Cabela’s: St. Louis, MO and Rogers, AR locations; canoe/kayak/SUP/outdoor store; www.cabelas.com

Dick’s Sporting Goods: many locations in and around the Ozarks; canoe/ kayak/SUP/outdoor store; www.dickssportinggoods.com

Shut Up and Gear Up? Nope. Just Go Paddling.

I must confess, I have a weakness. It’s not that I’m too generous, too humble, work too hard, or any other “answer” for the biggest weakness interview question. No, like many paddlers, my weakness is for gear.

I have a fairly obscene collection: two whitewater/touring hybrids, a creek boat, a playboat, a ducky (nonboater translation: inflatable kayak; etymology unknown), and a 14' raft. I own kayak paddles, break-down paddles, raft paddles, guide paddles, hand paddles, and oars. Old life jackets I do not recall acquiring. Water shoes I’m not sure I’ve ever worn. Faded tops and frayed bottoms and a collection of helmets that suggest I have a cranial protection fetish.

Clearly, it’s too late for me. But before you contract G.A.S., or Gear Acquisition Syndrome, I say to you: There’s still time to inoculate yourself.

I’m not suggesting you won’t need equipment to become a paddler—I’m only saying, with a little restraint and knowledge, hopefully, you can rent, borrow, or buy the right gear for you. Yes, paddling is a sport with moderate to high start-up costs—unless you plan to swim downriver. It’s not like jogging, where all you need are some shoes and the suspect mind-set that fighting gravity is enjoyable. But, luckily, once you get started, paddling has fairly low user fees. It’s not like skiing, where high equipment costs lead to equal or greater expenses such as lift tickets, season passes, hotel rooms, restaurant tabs, and rental cars.
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Gotta look good for those drone pics in the twenty-first century.
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I wonder if they have shirts and/or sunscreen on the other side of Lake Tenkiller?



So, a few thoughts: If you’re serious about the sport, consider following the paddling progression (described above) to expose yourself to the boating community along with different pieces of gear and types of equipment before you decide to buy. Also, just because diehards like me or shop clerks have some shiny doohickey, it doesn’t mean you’ll need it, too. (I’d love to tell you we’re just secretly preparing for a watery apocalypse, but no, we’re not thinking that far ahead.) In the coming sections, I’ve tried to provide an honest discussion of modern paddling equipment and to offer some cheaper alternatives when possible. With that said, let’s talk gear.

Selecting a Boat

A curse of modern convenience is the overabundance of options, particularly with paddle craft. Below are some popular boat types. Should you decide to buy, perform online research, read reviews, visit stores, and buy some wig glue (look it up) for after you’ve pulled your hair out.

Recreational Sit-on-Top Kayaks. The standard Ozark kayak. Great for fishing, paddling lakes, and float trips on easy rivers up to class II. Some models have storage compartments and thigh straps for stability. Some even have foot pedals and propellers. Popular brands: Jackson, Perception, Wilderness Systems, and Hobie.

Recreational Decked Kayaks. Enclosed kayaks with large cockpit openings that take spray skirts, typically nylon or neoprene, to prevent water entry from splashes or rain. Some models have moderate keels—more appropriate for lakes or deep rivers. Other types have planing (flat) or semi-planing (slightly curved) hulls and are more appropriate for class II rapids. Popular brands: Perception, Wilderness Systems, Old Town, and Current Design.

Touring Kayaks. Decked boats typically longer, faster, and lighter than recreational models. Designed for longer-distance trips and overnights, they typically have cargo hatches in the rear and sometimes in the front. Many have keels; some have rudders. Popular brands: Jackson, Wilderness Systems, Current Design, P&H kayaks, Necky, and QCC.
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If only we had these many choices for our Internet provider.



Whitewater Kayaks. Decked boats made of impact-resistant plastic to strike rocks, run hard rapids, and perform tricks. Includes creek boats, river runners, and play-boats. Collect all three and you have an addiction. Popular brands: Pyranha, Jackson, Liquid Logic, and Dagger.

Whitewater/Touring Hybrids. A newer category of boats that combines characteristics, including tough plastic, whitewater hull, cargo hatches, inset channels in lieu of a keel, and drop-down skeg. (I paddle the Pyranha Fusion.) Popular brands: Pyranha, Liquid Logic, Jackson, and Dagger.

Inflatable Kayaks. Easy to fold, transport, and inflate riverside. Models range from recreational to whitewater-capable and are priced accordingly. Optional thigh straps provide stability. Popular brands: NRS, Tributary, and Aire.

Folding Kayaks. While this category is not new, technological innovations have expanded the market in recent years. Popular brands: Oru Kayak, Trak, Folbot, and Klepper.

Canoes. The old standard. One- to three-man options, with aluminum, plastic, and fiber glass being the most common materials. Whitewater canoes, aka C-1s or C-2s, are typically plastic and have flotation bags and bilge pumps. Popular brands: Osagean, Mad River, Old Town, and Wenonah.

Stand-up Paddleboards. SUPs of all kinds are increasingly popular, with models for touring, whitewater, yoga, and surfing. Materials include rigid plastic, fiberglass, and rubber/plastic inflatables. Popular brands: Glide, Badfish, NRS, Boardworks, BIC Sport, and Pau Hana.

Rafts. These have surpassed canoes as the most popular outfitter vessel for float trips. That’s both good and bad, since more rafts means less flips and less trash in the rivers but extra drinking and larger “waterproof” stereo systems. In the Ozarks, traditional rafts from 10’ to 12’ and paddle cats are most prevalent. Popular brands: NRS, Shredder, Star, and Hyside.

Specialty Equipment

Paddle. Like boats, paddles are highly specialized and should be tried before buying. Selection criteria include paddler height, arm span, and style of paddling, from recreational to advanced. Touring paddles have narrower blades and are longer, typically ranging at 10 cm increments from 210 to 240 cm. Whitewater paddles typically have fatter blades, straight or ergonomically bent shafts, and range at 3 cm increments from 191 to 204 cm—the most popular length is 197 cm followed by 194 cm and then 200 cm.

Entry-level materials are aluminum core shafts and plastic blades, which are typically fine for recreational and entry-level paddlers. High-end materials include carbon fiber shafts and blades, sometimes with buoyant foam cores. For serious paddlers, fiberglass offers a popular mid-level choice which balances intermediate prices with high performance and tough durability. Popular brands: Werner, AT, Carlisle, Aquabound, and Bending Branches.

Personal flotation device (PDF). Instead of blocky orange life jackets that resemble cereal boxes sewn inside a giant bib, today’s life jackets are low-profile vests that either zip up or pull over. Whitewater paddlers often have rescue vests, but these should only be worn by those with swift water rescue training. Popular brands: Astral, Kokatat, Stohlquist, NRS, and MTI.

Technical outerwear. Folks paddling whitewater or during cold weather often have splash-wear or dry-wear. Dry-tops or dry suits have water-tight latex gaskets for neck, wrists, and ankles (or dry socks) and are made with waterproof, breathable materials. Semidry splash tops are a cheaper shoulder-season option, which typically include water-resistant materials and neoprene cuffs.

If you’re paddling float runs during late spring, summer, and early fall, you can often use a rain jacket or windbreaker. Some paddlers wear wetsuits during cold weather, with farmer johns being the default choice. I did this for seven years during my twenties, and I do not miss those cheaper, simpler times. Popular brands: Kokatat, Immersion Research (iR), Stohlquist, NRS, and Level 6.

Spray skirt. Used for both recreational/touring and whitewater. The former are used to deflect rain and splashes and are often made from nylon. Whitewater choices are usually neoprene. Popular brands: Snapdragon, iR, NRS, Level 6, and Seals.

Helmet. If you’re serious about whitewater paddling, you need to protect your head—apparently, you’re already a little crazy and you don’t want to make things worse. Most modern helmets include a rear neck brace/strap which prevents the helmet from rolling back off from your forehead if you hit a rock. Popular brands: WRSI, NRS, Shred Ready (iR), and Sweet Protection.

Dry bags. A good way to keep things dry on the river, including food, clothing, first aid kits, and other personal items. Roll top dry bags have extra material that is rolled down to create a water-resistant seal—these are much cheaper and fine for most float trips and overnights. Newer dry bags use zip tops which create a waterproof seal—these are often used for whitewater trips, winter trips, and to protect expensive items, such as cameras. Popular brands: Watershed, NRS, Seattle Sports, and Sea to Summit.

Dry cases. Often used for electronics or sharp items, like camp kitchen, these have a waterproof gasket in the lid. Popular brands: Pelican.

Safety ropes/throw bags. Ropes that are kept in an attached stuff sack, these should be carried only by paddlers familiar with their proper use and packing. Popular brands: NRS and Salamander.

River knife. Carry a rope, and you’ll need a knife. Important considerations—can get wet, can be folded or sheathed, and can be secured safely to your PFD. Popular brands: NRS and Gerber.

Carabiners. Many paddlers use climbing carabiners to secure items to loops, handles, or kayak security bars. Having witnessed paddlers accidentally clip their PFD straps to their carabiners/boats mid-rapid during an upset, I recommend locking carabiners for use in paddling sports. Popular brands: Omega and Black Diamond.


[image: Images]

Bob Brewer showcases advanced techniques and equipment needed for class IV Richland Creek. Dan Daniel



Cam straps. Webbing-like nylon straps connected to a cam or tension-release buckle. These are helpful to secure boats to roof racks or secure equipment, such as coolers, to boats. Popular brands: NRS and Riverside.

What to Take and How to Pack

Swimwear. Something quick-drying and comfortable which you can sit in all day.

Sun hat. Something wacky to guide in helicopters from 5 miles out, or a ball cap.

Sun shirt. A long-sleeve synthetic that dries quickly is often best. In summer, many wear light cotton because it’s cooling, but cotton is not good during cooler temperatures because it dries slowly and does not insulate when wet.

Sun pants. No, I don’t mean tie-die pantaloons from Burning Man—but those would work. If legs are exposed on a sit-on-top, some opt for synthetic pants.

Sunscreen. Are you noticing a theme here? I’ve seen too many mind-boggling sunburns. Keep the tube in a dry bag, or a cheap alternative for warm-weather floats is listed below.

Mesh storage bag. Even just a cheap mesh laundry bag can be tied into your boat to hold loose items, like sunscreen and the very important following item.

Water bottles. Disposable plastic bottles are better than nothing, but they puncture easily and create trash. Tougher reusable plastic or aluminum bottles work well. Lately, many paddlers use vacuum-sealed insulation bottles, which keep water cold on hot days and eliminate need for a cooler or save space inside. Popular Brands: Nalgene, Camelbak, Hydroflask, and Klean Kanteen.

Footwear. There are many options, from cheap to specialty. Some floaters use flip-flops, but they fall off during a swim. Go that route, you’re better off paddling barefoot and securing your flip-flops to your boat with a carabiner. Remember, the shore and river beds in the Ozarks are often sharp gravel. Better options include cheap slip-on water shoes from big box stores, old tennis shoes (dry them immediately or prepare for the boater funk), moderately priced off-brand water sandals, or more expensive water/hiking sandals. I use a lightweight, mesh pair of toe shoes in warm weather and specialty paddling shoes in winter. Popular brands: Chaco, Vibram, Five Ten, Astral, and Teva.

Snacks. Bring food—you burn calories while paddling. Granola bars, beef jerky, cheese sticks, crackers, fruit, cut veggies, and cookies. Put them in a dry bag, or seal them in a plastic storage container or zipper bags and toss them in your cooler or mesh bag. Have the best paddler carry them. Otherwise, if flipped, they will probably get soaked.

Cooler. Small to medium plastic coolers are popular for carrying drinks and snacks. Some models are waterproof. Attach them to your boat using rope, cord, carabiners, or better yet, cam straps. A strap around the top may keep water out if you flip, though not all models are water-tight.

First aid kit. At least a day kit with bandages, cleaning solution, athletic/duct tape, and medications.

Extra layer(s). A long-sleeve base layer can be helpful if the temperature drops. Synthetic, wool, and neoprene are most popular choices.

Rain jacket. In addition to, or as substitute for, an extra layer, a cheap windbreaker, plastic poncho, or even a garbage bag with holes for your arms will work. Of course, there are rain jackets sold today that cost more than a wedding dress.

Dry clothes and towel. Nice to have in a vehicle at take-out.

Warm hat. For cold-weather floats, a wool beanie, skull cap, or synthetic wrap/bandana may be desired.

If overnight trips interest you, here are a few basic items to consider.
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