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River Running
River float trips in canoes, kayaks, and rafts are becoming 

more and more popular throughout the nation. The 
adventurous may float in an assortment of scenery, from 
meandering rivers through flatland forests to cascading 
mountain streams. Distances range from day trips less than 10 
miles to long voyages covering hundreds of miles.

The float trip season generally lasts from May to September 
or longer where a warmer climate permits. Mid-summer, after 
the spring run-off has filled rivers and streams, is a time when 

many trips occur. Temperatures ranging from 69-90° F (16-
32° C) in the daytime and 40-70° F (4-21° C) at night are 
suitable for float trips. 

Most accidents occur when boaters attempt water more 
demanding than their skills, knowledge, and experience can 
justify. Basic safety rules are as important for enjoyable river 
running as for powerboating or sailing. Use the following 
points as a guide for your next, or your first, float trip.

	 1.	 Be sure each passenger in the boat wears an approved 
properly fitted PFD and a helmet that fits correctly. 

	 2.	 Don’t overload the boat with passengers or gear. 
	 3.	 Check your equipment before starting out. If using an 

inflatable raft, make certain there are no punctured 
chambers. 

	 4.	 Be familiar enough with the route to plan for proper 
paddles and/or motors. Pack appropriate camping 
gear, first aid supplies, warm, easily dried clothing, in-
sect repellent, fishing gear and license, food, tarps, and 
camera. Do not forget to waterproof your personal gear. 

	 5.	 Be sure of your skills by starting with an easy run. If 
possible go with experienced river runners to learn the 
basic strokes and movements of the craft through vari-
ous types of water. 

	 6.	 Do not boat alone. Three boats are the usual minimum for 
a white water run. Keep the boat ahead of you in sight. 

	 7.	 Fasten down all ropes so that there is no danger of 
becoming entangled in case you overturn. 

	 8.	 Stop, get out of your boat, and look over all rapids and 
other danger spots from the shore. If in doubt, carry 
your boat around the difficulty. 

	 9.	 Beware of overhanging trees, log jams, brush piles, 
and other obstacles that the water flows through rather 
than around. You can be pinned against them, possibly 
under the water, by the force of the current. Pass them 
on the safe side.

	10.	 If capsized stay at the upstream end of the canoe. Your 
life is more important to save than equipment. If carried 
by the current, float on your back, keep your toes up 
and your feet together and position your body so your 
feet are pointed downstream. Never try to stand up un-
less the water is too shallow to swim. If a heaving line is 
tossed the rescuer should snub it to a tree or boulder. 

	11.	 Cold water can be paralyzing to both mind and body. 
Get out of it quickly. Do not lose your life trying to save 
your boat or equipment. 

	12.	 Be alert to changing weather conditions. Get out of the 
water before a storm hits. 

	13.	 Beach your vessel overnight a safe distance from the 
river’s edge and tie it securely to a tree or large rock 
in case of flash flooding, etc. When departing, carry it 
back to the water, do not drag it. 

	14.	 When leaving, secure all equipment and carry trash out 
with you. 
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When striking	
an obstruction	
sideways, lean	

the canoe	
downstream	
but don’t get	

caught between	
the canoe and the	

obstruction. With the	
upstream gunwale	
up, the canoe will	

be easier to	
remove from	

the rock.
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Remember, the	
 river current is usually 

faster on the outside	
of a bend. It also	

spirals (folds	
under) down	

to the bottom.

Upstream Vs indicate 
rocks. Downstream Vs 

with haystacks indicate 
gaps between rocks.
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DANGER	
If the river disappears, 	
you may be approaching 	
a waterfall.
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