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      HELP US KEEP THIS GUIDE UP TO DATE


    




    

      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 welcome your comments 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:




      The Globe Pequot Press




      Reader Response/Editorial Department




      P.O. Box 480




      Guilford, CT 06437




      Or you may e-mail us at: editorial@GlobePequot.com




      Thanks for your input, and happy travels!
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  “A book on river voyages may really deal with the whole country so far as the summer is concerned.”




  Hudson Stuck, Voyages on the Yukon and its Tributaries




  [image: image]




  [image: Overview]




  Acknowledgments


  




  This book is the result of a decade paddling around Alaska and getting uncomfortably close to four decades of boating experience in total. Any list of the personal debts accumulated over those years would fill this guide from cover to cover, leaving no room for maps or paddling directions. But there have been some people over the years that must be acknowledged.




  My group of friends in Anchorage make Alaska’s largest city a great place to live. Jessica Cochran and Nathan Pannkuk have done everything from watching my water-fearing dog to putting me on the radio and believing in my stories when few other people would. Kirsten and John Hoppe have been constant, helpful friends since the Missoula days. Jac Summers has read manuscripts and babysat Bronwyn while I wrote. Justin Bachor retrieved my paddle after a capsize. Diana DeFazio, Brooks and Rita Wade, and Kristiann Rutzler did manuscript reading under deadline. Colleen Shannon made my previous book Paddling the Yukon River and its Tributaries both possible and handsome with her unusual artistic skill, as well as hard work.




  My old D.C. buddies are still my personal base. There are few pleasures more profound than constant friends through the many phases of life. Richard Craig and Tom Lalley flew up from down south to float rivers, as well.




  Brooks and Rita Wade have done more than any non–family members to make this project possible. From lending me their canoe for a trip down the Little Susitna River, to fielding calls from the Alaska State Police the following morning asking for a description of that canoe, they have been patient, enthusiastic, and wonderful friends throughout the years. Brooks and his raft retrieved my beloved canoe from a flood-stage Gulkana River. And the Copper River, as well as the Kenai, Nelchina, and Tazlina, were sublime floats through wonderful country with great people.




  Of course, as I have been reminded, and now understand better since becoming a parent myself, you can never thank your parents enough. My father, John N. Maclean, taught me to paddle and instilled a lifelong love of water. He took me on my first multi-day canoe trip down the Potomac River from Harpers Ferry to Great Falls. He survived—with a relieved smile and stories that are funny only in retrospect—an attempted portage down the aptly named Haggard Creek Trail. My mother, Frances, and my father have graciously encouraged my best instincts over the years, even when those instincts were not always clear.




  The major debt in this book, however, is to my wife, Kristiann, and our daughter, Bronwyn. From driving me for days to put-ins in the Brooks Range, to honeymooning on the Swanson River Canoe Trails, to shouldering the burden of constant rescheduling, absences, and writing time, Kristiann has made this book, and all else constructive and worthwhile in my life, possible. Thanks.




  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–II, and, by definition, within the technical ability of most beginning 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. 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–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.)




  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.
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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.




  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 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.
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