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What People Are Saying
About Packrafting!

“Roman takes his unparalleled experience packrafting in the
wilds of Alaska and breaks it down so anyone can understand.
With this guide, readers have the opportunity to discover how
packrafting can change the way they read a map — inviting them
on adventures that explore rugged landscapes by foot and wild
waters by boat.”

~ Erin McKittrick and Bretwood Higman (AKTrekking.com)

“Roman’s picture of packrafting is fascinating and analytic. Like
a packraft, his book connects even the most hydrophobic of us to
the irresistible flow of waters over landscapes.”

~ Carl Tobin, Alaskan Alpinist and Wilderness Adventurer



“Packrafting! superbly articulates Roman’s expertise as the pioneer
of packraft instruction. Beginner and experienced packrafters will
benefit from his years of instruction in this succinct yet thorough
book.”

~ Paul Twardock, Author of Kayaking and
Camping in Prince William Sound, Associate Professor
of Outdoor Studies, Alaska Pacific University

“Roman Dial is synonymous with packrafting in Alaska and has
an unbelievable passion for teaching this unique way of travel to
other adventurers.”

~ Tim Johnson, author of Alaska Whitewater: A
Guide to Rivers & Creeks in the Last Frontier

“Intrepid wilderness navigator Roman Dial continues to lead the
way in this timely new book.”

~ Forrest G. McCarthy, Exum Mountain Guide

“Roman Dial is the Pied Piper of Packrafting. If you're not careful,
his infectious enthusiasm will seduce you to squander every
spare moment of your life in search of the next classic day of butt-
boating.”

~ Brad Meiklejohn, Alaska Representative,
The Conservation Fund

“There may be no better single tool for long distance wilderness
travel than a packraft, and no better instructor for using it
than Roman Dial. Roman has proved packrafting technique
over and again. The rest of us will benefit immensely from his
experience.”

~ Ryan Jordan, Publisher, Backpacking Light Magazine
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Foreword

Alaska’s Brooks Range and began walking south from the

headwaters of the Alatna River on the Arctic Divide, headed
for the Arrigetch Peaks some sixty miles to the south, hoping to
do some rock climbing. Our backpacks were heavy with ropes
and climbing hardware, food and fuel for twenty-one days, camp-
ing gear, and two packrafts. We fought our way through thickets
of willow and alder, stumbled over spongy mounds of tussock
tundra, waded across sucking bogs. The going was slow as we
trudged downstream in the rain beside the ankle-deep Alatna.

By late afternoon we had covered only four miles on foot.
The river had grown slightly more robust, however, and was now
marginally deep enough to float the tiny rafts, so we pulled them
out of our packs, and Roman showed me how to inflate them by
mouth.

I'd never seen a packraft before. I thought the tiny yellow
boats looked ridiculous, like pool toys for small children. But for
more than a decade Roman had been using packrafts to explore
remote corners of Alaska, and he assured me they weren’t toys.

In August 1994, Roman Dial, his wife Peggy, and I flew into
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I climbed into one of the boats with most of our gear, Roman and
Peggy squeezed into the other, and we started paddling downriver.
Initially the water was so shallow the boats bounced and scraped
along the bottom. Roman and Peggy almost immediately tore a
hole in the bottom of their badly overloaded craft, forcing us to
stop and make camp on a gravel bar in order to dry the boat over
a willow fire and patch the leak. At that point I was less than im-
pressed with packrafting.
When we got under-
way again the next morn-
ing, however, feeder creeks
rapidly bolstered the Alat-
na’s volume, transforming
it into a flume of whitewa-
ter that carried us south
at three or four times our
walking speed with scan-
dalously little effort. The
comical boats were sur-
prisingly stable and ma-
neuverable as we cruised
down Class I and II rapids.
Sometimes we paddled

Repairing a homemade packraft. steadily, other times we lay
back in the rafts and did

little more than contem-
plate the magnificence of the Brooks Range, letting the river do
most of the work. At day’s end, by which time we had covered
more than forty miles, I was a packraft convert.

Before that trip I had nearly drowned on more than one
occasion attempting to ford fast, icy streams with a big load on
my back. Not surprisingly, I regarded most wilderness rivers as
terrifying obstacles to avoid whenever possible. After a day in
a packraft, my perspective had changed completely. Thereafter I
considered rivers opportunities for adventure, big fun, and rapid
backcountry travel.

It was no accident that Roman was among the first people
on the planet to understand that the packraft would revolution-
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ize wilderness exploration. I don’t know of anyone who has trav-
eled more miles through the Alaska bush under his or her own
power in the last quarter century, and he is deservedly renowned
throughout the state for his brash backcountry escapades — sev-
eral of which are recounted wonderfully by Roman in the pages
that follow. Among his many impressive feats, he has traversed
the entire 1,000-mile length of the Brooks Range by foot, ski, and
paddle; traversed the 800-mile crest of the Alaska Range by moun-
tain bike; pioneered dozens of first ascents of technical climbing
routes; and, most recently, made numerous first descents — in a
packraft, needless to say — of gnarly Alaskan rivers.

I consider myself enormously lucky to count Roman Dial as
a friend. He’s taught me many valuable skills over the past two
decades, not least of which is how to packraft. Not everyone can
have the good fortune to know Roman personally, of course. But
if you enjoy the backcountry and want to make the most of your
experiences there, reading this book may be the next best thing.

~ Jon Krakauer
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Preface

packraft, a lightweight, portable boat.

Twenty-five years ago, after hiking fifty miles across
Alaska's Kenai Peninsula's trail system in one day, bushwhacking
fifteen miles through brush, bogs, and boulders the next, then ski-
ing across the Harding Icefield the day after that, I climbed into
the bow of a Sherpa Packraft as a passenger, clutching a cross-
country racing ski as a kayak paddle. Behind me sat Jim Lokken,
a talented multi-sport athlete who steered us through a sweeper-
infested river as we raced to win the original adventure race, the
Alaska Mountain Wilderness Classic, “Hope to Homer.”

I knew little on that first packraft trip. Freewheeling down
rivers in a packraft seemed little more than survival boating. The
only technique seemed to be well-timed prayer. How wrong I
was. Packrafting may be the easiest type of boating to learn and
the most forgiving, yet it is still best to master the elements of
control and maneuverability.

During the two decades since first sitting my bum into a pack-
raft, I have discovered how versatile these little boats can be. As a

This book is about exploring wilderness and whitewater by
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small band of “hellbikers” and “wilderness racers,” a handful of
us paddled Class III and IV rivers like Alaska's Nenana, Charley,
and Sixmile, even Arizona's Colorado and Tasmania's Franklin.
We used them alone, with a passenger, as a group. We carried
moose meat, dogs, skis, sleds, and bicycles. Classes in packraft-
ing at Alaska Pacific University have shown that it is preferable
to teach others how to packraft and that learning how in a struc-
tured way not only makes boating more fun, but far safer.

This book is aimed at helping you learn how to packraft. It is
meant as an introduction to packrafting, an opportunity to learn
techniques and approaches developed over the last two decades
by my packrafting partners and myself. This book is meant to pro-
vide the kind of guidance that might allow you to cross a river and
even float it, without flipping and without simply “paddling like
hell!” as one novice claimed was all the technique he needed.

The packraft may be the single most liberating tool for ex-
ploring wilderness developed in the last few decades. It is far
cheaper than a bush plane and easier to maintain than a yard full
of huskies — it even fits in an airliner's overhead bin. You can
sleep on it beneath the stars or under it during a rain. You can
strap a packraft on a bike, pedal onwards, and then later inflate
it to cross and even float rivers with both you and your bike to-
gether. You can load a packraft into an over-sized fanny pack and
hike upstream, scouting the run as you go, then paddle the Class
IV whitewater — even “steep-creeking” — back down. You can
strap your boat on an expedition pack, use it for a big mountain
approach and retreat, carrying skis, sled, ice axe, and crampons.
Between the two extremes of steep-creeking and expedition sup-
port boating is a whole new world of possibilities. It's really up to
your imagination, skill, and pluck.

~R.D.



Packraft Rating
(PR) System
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of packrafting difficulty. Some very technical rapids that are

low volume and shallow — dangerous in a kayak — feel
easier and safer in a packraft. Meanwhile, big, high volume but
technically easy rapids can be tough in a packraft. Hence the fol-
lowing system, which should be considered open ended.

Standard whitewater ratings are not always a good indicator

Ratings

PR1 Flat water, little or no current, no obstacles. No special
techniques or gear needed. Lakes and slow rivers.

PR 2 Gentle current, small waves. Ferrying technique necessary
to maneuver and avoid sweepers, strainers, and shallows.
Floating is relaxed. Rain gear and garbage bags sufficient
to keep dry.

PR3 One to two foot tall wave trains, eddy lines, and holes
can swamp and/or flip boat. Ferrying and back-paddling

4

&
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PR 4

PR 5

necessary to avoid obstacles, miss holes and rocks. Drysuit
or wetsuit is insurance against swims and waves. Dry-bag
protects gear. Requires novice boating-with-a-backpack
skills. Bicycles or passengers manageable in boat.

River powerful, often Class III for canoes, kayaks, and
paddle rafts, meaning water reading necessary and scout-
ing recommended. Flip potential high with loaded boats.
Swamping avoidable with good technique or spray cover.
Throw ropes and swift-water rescue training advised, al-
though self-rescue easy.

Generally Class IV or high volume Class III for canoes,
kayaks, and paddle rafts. Scouting of rapids necessary.
Spray skirts or decks, drysuits, helmets, and unloaded
boats strongly recommended as well as safety person-
nel. Bracing, forward paddling, and confidence while big
waves crash overhead needed. Precise maneuvering nec-
essary through intense and powerful water. Swimming is
risky. Throw ropes and swift-water rescue training strong-
ly advised.

Practice wet Learning to Packraft:

A Suggested

EXit and Sequence of Waters
entra nce — Below is a suggested progres-

sion from first-time in a boat to

g Etti n g (0 ut Of longer trips. The progression

was developed successfully

a I‘Id intO the through month-long classes

in packrafting I have taught at

b Ooa t Wi t h ou t Alaska Pacific University from

1997-2007. It is meant to be a

to UCh i n g th e step-by-step guide — using

skills described in the follow-

bOttom- ing chapters — to quickly get

beginners to the stage that took
many of us years to reach.
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Step 1: Stillwater Basics

Pool or lake boating to learn paddling strokes, both side to side
and backwards, and to learn where the tipping point is on the
boat. Practice wet exit and entrance — getting out of and into the
boat without touching the bottom. Paddle with no pack first, then
with a pack tied to boat. It is useful to try paddling with differing
pack weights and different paddle lengths.

Points to consider:

* How strongly to paddle.

* How to back-paddle.

* How to turn the boat.

* How to position the paddle to keep the boat straight.
* What it takes to tip the boat.

* How to get in a flipped boat while swimming,.

* Paddle with no pack first, then with a pack tied to
the boat.

* How quickly the boat loses pressure without tem-
pering.

* How well or poorly clothing keeps you dry and/or
warm.

Step 2: Moving Water Basics

Gentle, slow-moving current with some riffles and bank debris to
learn how to paddle moving PR 2 water and to learn the basics of
ferrying. First without a pack, shifting weight to find a good bal-
ance point, then with pack.

New points to consider:

* How the boat moves across the current during
ferry — be sure to make multiple crossings.

* How to get in and out of the boat from the bank.

Where the best position is for sitting in the boat.
* How to temper the boat — inflate, cool, inflate.
* Where deep and fast vs. shallow and slow water is.
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Where best to posi-
tion the boat in cur-
rent.

What an eddy is, how
it behaves, and how
your boat responds
to it.

Where passage
through an upstream-
opening “V” is
located.

How easily the boat

" a ninety mile mountain pivots.

wilderness traverse from Girdwood to

Palmer, Alaska.

Step 3: Technical Moving Water

Unobstructed but moving PR 3 water with rocks, holes, waves to
two feet, learning the basics of ferrying and river reading. Do the
stretch several times, including with a pack tied to the bow.

New points to consider:

How to read faster-moving water.
What an eddy-line feels like.

How back-paddling keeps water out of an open
boat when passing through wave trains.

How to avoid rocks by not looking at them.
Dumping the boat when swamped with water.
Back-ferrying with bow downstream.
Front-ferrying with bow upstream.

How to swim in moving water with your paddle.
How to right a loaded boat while swimming.
How to make a wet entrance into a loaded boat.
How to grab your partner’s boat while swimming.
How to catch your swimming partner’s boat.
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* How to tow a swimming partner from your boat.

* How to paddle a boat without a paddle.

* How to toss throw ropes from shore to a swimmer.
* How to catch throw ropes if swimming,.

Step 4: Day Hiking & Packrafting

Easy four-hour trail walk carrying all packraft gear, followed by
three hours of rafting, up to PR 3. Learn how to pack and carry a
day-pack with raft gear and hiking gear. Experiment with cloth-
ing, shoes, and how to keep gear dry.

New points to consider:

* How to pack the rafting gear for hiking.

* Clothes and shoes that are best for rafting and walking.
* How to pack gear and keep it dry while rafting.

* How the raft handles with a load.

* How best to bail the

poat Paddle with

e How to read the water

with a load on the no paCk fi rst,

front of the boat.

* How to tell waves from th en WIth d
barely submerged rocks

 Howoelshalow o PACK tied tO
deep moving water. b 04 t.

Step 5: Day Trekking & Packrafting

Longer day trip, six- to eight-hour walk, perhaps with bush-
whacking, followed by PR 2 paddle. Purpose is to extend range
of travel and see how you paddle when already tired.

New points to consider:

* How you feel rafting after a longer walk.
* How to stretch out, stay comfortable in boat.
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* How the raft handles with a bigger load.

* More water reading: pay careful attention to current
locations.

Step 6: Weekend Packraft Trekking

Weekend trip, heavier pack than day trip. Idea is to mix PR 3 raft-
ing in two or more watersheds, hiking, and camping. Experiment
with multi-tasking gear like raft paddle and PFD.

Note well:
* Sluggishness of boat handling.
* Camping with boat.
* How pack can obscure view of water.
* How to keep gear dry.

Step 7: Technical Packrafting

Challenging four-hour, off-trail walk followed by three-hour raft-
ing, up to PR 3-4 at low water. Best to follow more experienced
boaters through rapids.

Focus on:

* Improving your boat handling.
* Improving your water reading skills.
* Improving your load tying.

Step 8: Expedition Packrafting

Week-long wilderness trip, 50% walking and 50% floating up to
PR 3 across two or more watersheds.

Goals and objectives:

* Adventure.

* Excitement.

* Challenge.

e Accomplishment.
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Summary

Like all boats, packrafts are subject to the physics of moving wa-
ter. However, due to the combination of several factors — their
inflatable nature, their small size, their low center of gravity, their
vulnerability to swamping and puncturing, and especially their
slow hull speed and high skin drag — packrafts are more sensi-
tive to water volume than bigger rafts and cannot move as quick-
ly as longer, narrower boats like canoes or kayaks.

Consequently, typical white-water ratings are not the most
precise gauge of difficulty. Beginning packrafters can also prog-
ress more quickly in their development if they learn the basics of
boating in calm, unobstructed water first, before jumping into the
“fun stuff.”
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Boating signals, standard, 82
Bow lines, 51
Brooks Range, Alaska, 121-126, 177-184
Brown, Bob, 31-32
Burcham, John, 156

C
Callahan, Richard, 117
Carroll, Lewis, 78
Carter, Jimmy, 183
Cascade Design Z-Rest pad, 67, 92
Castenada, Carlos, 193
Charley River rig, 89
Chouinard, Yvon, 139, 146
Chouinard Equipment, 122
Clothing, 60-61
drysuits and wetsuits, 60-61
footwear, 61, 122
Comstock, Chuck, 143
Conservation protesting, 32
Crossing rivers, 93-94
Curtis, Brian, 32
Curtis, Don and Walt, 32



Curtis Designs Rafts, 31, 32

D

Day packs, 87-88
Day tripping, 102, 187-191
Definitions
abstraction, 122
bander-snatched, 76
ferrying, 64, 70
hole, 76
packrafting, 27-28, 63-64
river-reading, 43, 64
rock gardens, 78
squirting, 80
starfishing, 77
technology, 122
Denali National Park, Alaska, 154, 187-191
Dial, Cody Roman, 78, 169, 177-184, 178(ill.), 187-191, 193-195
Dial, Peggy Mayne, 90, 96(ill.)-97(ill.), 112, 120(ill.)-121(ill.)
Dombrovskis, Peter, 173
Drip rings, 52-53
Dry bags, 55, 88
Drysuits, 60-61
Ducky, rubber, 27, 32-33, 164-165

E
Eco-Challenge race, 103
Embick, Andrew, 99
Environmental raft blockade, Australia, 32, 165, 169
Eskimo roll, 79, 99
Expedition packs, 88-89
Charley River rig, 89
Tutuaca tie-down, 89

Expedition boating, 105-106
F

Ferrying, 42-43, 70-74, 93-94

Fire starters, 59

Flipping, 79-80, 82-84

Flournoy, Peter, 115

Flowers, Chris, 147

Footwear, 61, 122

Franklin River, Tasmania, 32, 163-175

Index

201



G
Garbage bags, 39, 55, 87, 104, 112
Gates of the Arctic National Park, Alaska, 121-122
Gear, 49-61
boating, 49-57
clothing, 60-61
safety, 57-60
Geck, Jason, 42(ill.), 169, 177-184
Getting into the boat, 66-68
Getting out of the boat, 70, 92, 94
Glude, Bill, 117
GORE-TEX, 55, 61, 112
Grab loops, 51, 66, 89
Griffith, Dick, 30(ill.)-31(ill.), 31, 33, 68, 106, 111-118, 110(ill.)-111(ilL.),
169, 194

H

Hatcher, Bill, 177-184

Higman, Bretwood “Hig,” 106
Hoffman, Russ, 152-161

Holes in current, 76, 86-87
Hulahula River, Alaska, 177-184

J
Jabberwocky, 78

K

Kaufman, Bob, 137-149, 141(ill.), 169
Knife, fixed or locking blade, 59, 80, 85-86, 89

L

Learning progression for river rafting, 40-46
day hiking and packrafting, 43
expedition packrafting, 44
moving water, 41-43
stillwater, 41
trekking and packrafting, 43-44
Log jams, 84-86
Loop day trips, 102
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M
Manzer, Dave, 26(ill.)-27(ill.), 113, 115-117
Marshall, Bob, 122
McCarthy, Forrest, 103(ill.), 193-195
McKittrick, Erin, 106
Mexico
Tutuaca River, Copper Canyon, 193-195
Urique River, Copper Canyon, 31, 193-195
Mitchell, Graham, 163-165
Moose hunting, 129-134
Mountain bike/packraft adventuring, 34, 151-160
Mt. McKinley, Alaska, 133, 138-149, 154
Muir, John, 122

N

Nike footwear, 122

0

Obstacles in river, 74-75, 84-87
Okpilak River, Alaska, 177-184
Ottmers, Jeff, 160

P
Packing a raft, 43-44, 87-90
Packraft protest blockade, Australia, 32
Paddles, 52-55
blades, 53-54
four-piece kayak, 53
kayak, 52-53
long, 53, 92
shafts, 54
short, 53, 92
as tent poles, 53-54
tied to boat, 55, 86
Paddling, 41-43, 69-70, 93-94
back-paddling, 69, 74-76
ferrying, 42-43, 70-74, 93-94
forward-paddling, 70
moving water, 41-43
stillwater, 41
Personal flotation device (PFD), 57-58, 80, 123
Pima Indians, 194



R
Rapids, 75-76
bander-snatched, 76-80
freewheeling, 76
holes, 76-77
rock gardens, 77-79
rocks, 76-77
shore eddy, 75-76
snicker-snack, 77-78
starfishing, 77
Vs, 75-76
wave train, 75
Repair materials, 51, 171
Righting a raft, 82-84
Ripley, George, 112-118
River-reading, 43, 64, 75-78, 84-87
Rock gardens, 77-79
Rocks in raft, 65
Rocks in rivers, 76-79

S

Safety gear, 57-60
fire starter, 59
helmet, 58, 79
knife, 59, 80
personal flotation device (PFD), 57-58, 80, 123
sun screen, 60
throw rope, 58-59, 80-81
whistle, 60, 80
Sanctuary River, Alaska, 187-191
Seats and sitting, 57, 67-68, 90-92
Sevylor Trailboat, 35, 49-51, 97
Sherpa Packrafts, 31, 34, 71
Shiver boats, 35, 97, 189
Signals, standard safety, 82
Simpson, Joe, 144-145
Skin boats, 31
Smith, Paul, 31-32, 169
Snicker-snack, 77-78
Sport boating, 98-99
Spray covers, 55-56, 79-80, 82
Squirting, 80
Stafford, Bruce, 113-116
Starfishing, 77
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Stoppel, Mark, 48(ill.)-49(ill.), 132
Strainers, 84-86

Sweepers, 84-85

Swimming with flipped boat, 83-84, 86

T

Tandem boating, 124

Tarahumara Indians, 194

Tejas, Vern, 147

Tempering a raft, 64-65

Thomas, lan, 187-191, 188(ill.)-189(ill.)

Throw ropes, 58-59, 80-81

Tie-downs, 49-51, 66, 68, 86, 88-90

Tingey, Sheri, 35, 193-195

Tingey, Thor, 35

Tip point of raft, 66

Tobin, Carl, 147, 150(ill.)-151(ill.), 151-161, 169
Tolle, Cindy, 193-195

Trenchfoot, 61, 157-158

Tubing, 77

Tutuaca River, Copper Canyon, Mexico, 193-195
Tutuaca tie-down, 89

Two people in one raft, 90-92, 121-126

U

Urique River, Copper Canyon, Mexico, 31

\'}

Verzone, Thai, 108(ill.)

w

Walking/rafting adventuring, 163-175
Waterproofing, 55

Weekend boating, 104

Weight distribution, 65-66

Wet entry, 41, 66, 82-83

Wetsuits, 60-61

Whistle, 60, 80

Whitewater packrafting, 99, 163-175
Whitewater ratings, 39-40
Wilderness racing, 33

Woody, Doug, 160
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