
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Important Information 
About the Alaska River 
Logs 
 
These narratives about trips on Alaska rivers are valuable even 
decades after they were written.  However, we recommend that you 
to keep the following in mind as you read. 
 
First, a word of warning: use these river logs as one source of 
information that you will supplement with more.  Alaska rivers can be 
very dangerous because of their remoteness, the climate, their 
sources, and other factors.  Bring adequate and proper clothing, 
equipment, and food.  File a "float plan" with someone who can call 
for help if you do not return on time.  Take a satellite phone or other 
communications tool if at all possible (but not usually a cell phone 
because of their limited coverage in Alaska).  You should plan 
carefully for a safe and pleasant trip.   
 
Second, note also that land status information contained in 
these documents may no longer be accurate.  These logs were 
compiled long before massive land transferals of unreserved public 
land to restrictive public ownership or private ownership.  River users 
should be careful to follow federal or state regulations where 
appropriate, and to avoid trespassing on private land.  Here is some 
additional information Alaska native landowners.  You can obtain 

information about access on public lands from the Alaska Public Lands Information Center. 
 
Third, be sure to also check current fishing or hunting regulations, as what was legal 
decades ago may not be legal today.  You can obtain information about state fishing and 
hunting regulations from the Alaska Department of Fish and Game website.  More restrictive 
federal regulations may apply on certain federal lands. 
 
Finally, there may be errors.  We are working to make as much of this material as possible 
searchable by adding a text layer to the original image-only PDF files using a text capture 
process.  This process is ongoing.  Where possible, we have also converted these to HTML 
files.  Please note that while we have corrected obvious errors generated during these 
processes, errors may still remain.  There may also be errors in the original material. 
 
Return to Alaska outdoors areas for more information about boating, fishing and hunting 
areas. 
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United States Department of the Interior 
HERITAGE CONSERVATION AND RECREATION SERVICE 

ALASKA AREA OFFICE 

1011 E.Tudor,Suite 297 Anchorage, Alaska 99503 

IN REPLY REFER TO: 

A800 

Memorandum f o r  t h e  Records 

From: J i m  Morris 

Subject :  Log of F i e l d  I n s p e c t i o n  of Canning River inc luding 
Marsh Fork, J u l y  17-26 

The purpose of t h i s  f i e l d  i n s p e c t i o n  was t o  ga the r .  genera l  resource  
informat ion  and b e t t e r  acqua in t  r e spons ib le  land management agencies 
wi th  t h e  r i v e r  c o r r i d o r .  

P a r t i c i p a n t s :  

Mike Jacobson, F&WS, Kaktovik 
Dave P a t t e r s o n ,  F&WS, Anchorage 
B i l l  Long, S t a t e  of Alaska Div. of Geologica l  and Geophysical 

Surveys,  Anchorage 
B i l l  Welch, HCRS, Anchorage 
J i m  Morr is ,  HCRS,Anchorage, T r i p  Leader 

J u l y  17  

A "Turbo Beaver" char te red  from Sea Airmotive i n  Anchorage was our 
t r a n s p o r t a t i o n  t o  t h e  Marsh Fork of t h e  Canning River.  Dave, B i l l  
Welch, and I l e f t  Anchorage i n  t h e  morning and picked up Mike a t  a 
r e f u e l i n g  s t o p  i n  Fairbanks.  A f t e r  a long slow f l i g h t  and a s h o r t  s t o p  
a t  F t .  Yukon t h e  Turbo Beaver set us down on a gravelbar  on t h e  Marsh 
Fork about 2 1 / 2  r i v e r  mi les  above t h e  confluence wi th  t h e  creek o r i g i n a t i n g  
near  Porcupine Lake (T7S, R26E). This  w a s  about a s  f a r  up r i v e r  we f e l t  
w e  could f l o a t  w i t h  e x i s t i n g  water  level and a l s o  have a gravelbar  
s u i t a b l e  f o r  even t h e  s h o r t  l and ing  and t a k e  o f f  c a p a b i l i t y  of a Turbo 
Beaver. W e  found ourse lves  surrounded by some of t h e  impressively 
b e a u t i f u l  mountain scenery which is t y p i c a l  of t h e  e a s t e r n  Brooks Range. 
The Marsh Fork c u t s  a narrow swath through t h e s e  mountains a l l  t he  way 
t o  t h e  conf luence  wi th  t h e  main s t e m  where t h e  main stem of t h e  

. Canning River cont inues  f o r  an  a d d i t i o n a l  few r i v e r  miles through t h e  
mountains. The Marsh Fork appears  decep t ive ly  shal low from the  a i r  
because of i t s  c l a r i t y .  Ac tua l ly  i ts  s w i f t n e s s  and depth make cross ing 
i t  on f o o t  a somewhat d i f f i c u l t  t a sk .  During t h e  l a t e  evening the  r i v e r  
temporar i ly  r o s e  a few inches ,  probably a s  a r e s u l t  of snow melt i n  t h e  
headwaters dur ing  t h e  day. 



Canning River 

J u l y  1 8  

B i l l ,  Mike, and I spen t  much of t h e  day explor ing a small  t r i b u t a r y  t o  
t h e  e a s t  of Marsh Fork. We found t h e  walking t e r r a i n  t o  be  very good. 
Above t h e  f loodpla in t h e  t e r r a i n  is  mostly dry ,  f i rm,  and f r e e  from 
t h i c k ,  t a l l  brush o r tussocks.  S i m i l a r  t e r r a i n  is found along the  r i v e r  
u n t i l  t h e  main s t e m  e x i t s  from t h e  mountains. W e  watched a band of over 
70 sheep apparen t ly  a l l  ewes and lambs along t h e  south  s l o p e  of t h e  
c r e e k  dra inage.  We a l s o  s p o t t e d  a golden eag le  and a s i n g l e  caribou.  
We checked ou t  t h e  c reek  d r a i n i n g  t h e  l a k e  known a s  Xray Lake (T7S, 
R26E) and found t h e  water  l e v e l  t o  be  much t o  low f o r  f l o a t i n g .  W h i l e  
walking i n  t h e  evening on t h e  w e s t  s i d e  of t h e  river w e  s p o t t e d  a wolf 
and a r e d  fox and t h r e e  rams h igh  above us on a r idge .  

J u l y  19 

I n  t h e  morning w e  i n f l a t e d  and loaded our two r a f t s  (13' Avon Adventurer 
and a 12 '  Avon Redshank) and s t a r t e d  o f f .  Th i s  upper p a r t  of t h e  Marsh 
Fork has a moderately f a s t  c u r r e n t  of about 6 t o  7 mph. The r i v e r  i s  
very bra ided and t h e  b e s t  channel  is n o t  always obvious. The r i v e r  
bottom i s  g rave l .  W e  encountered a few narrow p laces  and s e v e r a l  shallow 
r i p p l e  b a r s ,  some r e q u i r i n g  s h o r t  d i s t a n c e s  of dragging. Overhanging 
willow brush i s  a l i t t l e  annoying b u t  posed no hazards f o r  us .  During 
about 2 1 /  2 hours on t h e  r i v e r  w e  t r a v e l e d  about 10 r i v e r  mi les .  Over 
t h i s  d i s t a n c e  t h e  r i v e r  passes  through a v a l l e y  about 1 / 3 m i l e  wide on 
t h e  f l o o r ,  wi th  h igh s c e n i c  rock  r i d g e s  on e i t h e r  s i d e .  W e  spo t t ed  a 
few sheep and 1 cow car ibou dur ing  t h e  day. W e  made camp on a low 
g r a v e l l y  bench on t h e  w e s t  bank of t h e  r i v e r .  Firewood i s  sparse .  The 
a i r  and water temperature a t  5:00 p.m., were 62oF ~and 45o F r e s p e c t i v e l y .  
I n  t h e  evening w e  hiked up a c r e e k  f lowing ou t  of a narrow canyon 
t y p i c a l  of many canyons ad jo in ing  t h e  Marsh Fork. The t e r r a i n  on t h e  
canyon f l o o r  o f f e r e d  easy walking. Poplar  trees up t o  15  f e e t  high 
occupied two s e p a r a t e  draws a long t h e  nor th  s i d e  of t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  
canyon w e  walked up. B i l l  Long a r r i v e d  by chopper l a t e  i n  t h e  evening. 

J u l y  20 

Todays f l o a t i n g  provided us w i t h  t h e  b e s t  f l o a t  boat ing waters of the  
e n t i r e  t r i p .  During about 4 hours  on t h e  r i v e r  w e  t r a v e l e d  about 20 
r i v e r  mi les .  The f i r s t  t h r e e  r i v e r  mi les  a r e  very bra ided and shallow 
i n  s e v e r a l  p l a c e s  s o  t h a t  dragging t h e  boa t s  over  very s h o r t  d i s t ances  
occas iona l ly  w a s  necessary.  A s h o r t  s t r e t c h  of C lass  II r a p i d s  with 
many rocks  t o  maneuver around is encountered b e f o r e  e n t e r i n g  somewhat of 
a canyon where t h e  r i v e r  is  mostly contained w i t h i n  a s i n g l e  channel.  
For f o u r  m i l e s  t h e  r i v e r  o f f e r s  e x c i t i n g  Class  I I r a p i d s  wi th  some 
border ing on C l a s s  III The cha l l enge ,  al though not  a d i f f i c u l t  one i n  
r a f t s ,  comes from maneuvering among t h e  many rocks i n  moderately s w i f t  
water  (averaging about 6 mph). A t  t h e  nor th  end of t h e  "canyon" a r e  
good g rave lba rs  f o r  a i r c r a f t  use  which appear t o  have received regu la r  
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u s e .  A rough l and ing  s t r i p  has  been marked w i t h  rocks  and f l a g g i n g .  
The n e x t  4 t o  5 m i l e s  of r i v e r  i n c l u d e s  about  1 m i l e  of b r a i d e d  r i v e r  
and t h e n  more r a p i d s ,  C l a s s  II and p o s s i b l y  Class III. The waves h e r e  
are h i g h e r  t h a n  t h o s e  encountered  f u r t h e r  up r i v e r .  Some l a r g e  rocks 
are i n  t h e  r i v e r  and one s h o r t  n a v i g a b l e  f a l l s  t h a t  a b o a t e r  may e a s i l y  
avo id .  There  a r e  a l s o  a few s h a r p  a n g l e  t u r n s  h e r e  and e l sewhere  on t h e  
r i v e r  where t h e  water r u s h e s  a g a i n s t  a rock  w a l l .  These p l a c e s  a r e  
e a s i l y  s p o t t e d  from a r e a s o n a b l e  d i s t a n c e  up r i v e r .  However, a t  h ighe r  
water, t h e s e  p l a c e s  could  be  v e r y  dangerous.  The remainder of t h e  day ' s  
f l o a t  w a s  most ly a long  b r a i d e d  r i v e r  w i t h  i n t e r m i t t e n t  s h o r t  s t r e t c h e s  
w i t h  r a p i d s .  

During t h e  day w e  s a w  one b u l l  c a r i b o u ,  a  few sheep ,  and two golden 
e a g l e s .  Dave caught  a few g r a y l i n g  up t o  12'  l ong  and s e v e r a l  small 
A r c t i c  cha r .  We explored  a s p r i n g  s p i l l i n g  w a t e r  down a s t e e p  s l o p e  
i n t o  t h e  r i v e r  a long  i ts w e s t  bank. B i l l  Long e s t i m a t e d  t h e  f low t o  be  
20 c f s .  Pop la r  t r e e s  abou t  20 f e e t  h i g h  and up t o  about  5 inches  i n  
d i ame te r  grow near  t h e  s p r i n g .  

During abou t  2  hours  on t h e  r i v e r  w e  f l o a t e d  abou t  10 r i v e r  mi l e s .  The 
r i v e r  c u r r e n t  i s  about  6 mph. About h a l f  way through t h e  days f l o a t  w e  
a r r i v e d  a t  t h e  main s tem of t h e  Canning River .  I n  d i s a p p o i n t i n g  c o n t r a s t  
t o  t h e  Marsh Fork t h e  main s tem was v e r y  s i l t y  and cont inued  t o  be 
c loudy t h e  remainder  of t h e  t r i p .  The conf luence  a r e a  of t h e  Marsh Fork 
and main s tem is v e r y  b ra ided .  C a r e f u l  s e l e c t i o n  of a channel  is  impor tan t .  
W e  encountered  some sha l low r i p p l e  b a r s  which r e q u i r e d  dragging  t h e  
b o a t s  v e r y  s h o r t  d i s t a n c e s .  Below t h e  conf luence  t h e  r i v e r  i s  s t i l l  
v e r y  b r a i d e d  b u t  t h e  main channel  is obvious.  Near t h e  r i v e r  on t h e  
e a s t  s i d e  i s  a l a k e  about  1 / 3  m i l e  long.  W e  s a w  A r c t i c  cha r  i n  t h e  l a k e  
b u t  were u n s u c c e s s f u l  i n  c a t c h i n g  any. A few g r a y l y i n g  were caught i n  
t h e  r i v e r .  

J u l y  22 

We t r a v e l e d  about  1 5  r i v e r  m i l e s  i n  about  4 1 /  2  hours  of f l o a t i n g .  Much 
of t h e  r i v e r  i s  b r a i d e d  b u t  t h e  main channel  i s  easy  t o  fo l low.  The 
r i v e r  moves a t  a good r a t e  w i t h  some C l a s s  II r a p i d s .  An upstream wind 
slowed ou r  p rog res s  and made i t  very  d i f f i c u l t  t o  keep t h e  r a f t s  i n  t h e  
main c u r r e n t ,  away from t h e  banks. The scene ry  changed d r a s t i c a l l y  a s  
w e  l e f t  t h e  mountains and e n t e r e d  t h e  f o o t h i l l s  count ry .  W e  camped up 
stream from t h e  ou t f low of Shubl ik  Sp r ing ,  a major s p r i n g .  I n  t h e  
evening  B i l l  Long and I h iked  t o  t h e  sou rce  of t h e  s p r i n g  where we found 
most of t h e  water  coming from 3 p l a c e s .  A r e l a t i v e l y  l u s h  growth of 
f l owers  and o t h e r  low growing v e g e t a t i o n  occu r s  around t h e  sou rce  a r e a  
of t h e  s p r i n g s .  T a l l  wil low shrub  grow a long  t h e  l e n g t h  of Shubl ik  
Creek. 
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We f l o a t e d  about 16 m i l e s ,  camping near  t h e  mouth of Ignek Creek. I n  
t h e  a f t e rnoon  w e  encountered t h e  f i r s t  incremental  weather of t h e  t r i p .  
W e  had r a i n ,  and worse, wind. Even wi th  a good g rad ien t  and cur ren t  
t h e  wind makes i t  very d i f f i c u l t  f o r  r a f t s  on t h e  r i v e r .  Wi ld l i f e  
viewing w a s  very  l imi ted .  Gr izz ly  b e a r  t r a c k s ,  but  no bears  were seen. 

J u l y  24 

W e  f l o a t e d  about 20 miles of r i v e r  dur ing 6 hours on t h e  r i v e r  and 
perhaps 4 hours of a c t u a l  f l o a t i n g .  The r i v e r  now i s  mostly a s i n g l e  
channel  wi th  ve ry  l i t t l e  b ra id ing .  The r i v e r  maintains a good g rad ien t  
and a c u r r e n t  of about 3 t o  4 mph. Some Class  II rap ids  i n  t h e  r i v e r .  
The main channel  is about 50 yards  wide wi th  g rave l  and rock bottom. 
The surrounding country- side i s  charac te r i zed  by low, r o l l i n g  h i l l s .  
W e  found t h e  walking t e r r a i n  on t h e  low r i d g e s  t o  be p r e t t y  good. 

J u l y  25 

W e  t r a v e l e d  about 9 r i v e r  m i l e s  dur ing 3 hours on t h e  r i v e r .  We stopped 
a t  a g rave lba r  s u i t a b l e  f o r  our pick-up plane (Turbo Beaver) t o  land on. 
The l o c a t i o n  i s  immediately above t h e  S t a i n e s  River Delta.  The t e r r a i n  
is mostly f l a t ,  t y p i c a l  of t h e  A r c t i c  c o a s t a l  p l a i n .  The r i v e r  s t i l l  
has  a s u r p r i s i n g l y  s t r o n g  c u r r e n t  f o r  t h i s  c l o s e  t o  the  sea .  The fol lowing 
day whi le  f l y i n g  o u t  w e  overflew a p o r t i o n  of t h e  bra ided r i v e r  and 
noted t h a t  t h e  r i v e r  cont inues  t o  have a n o t i c e a b l e  c u r r e n t  a l l  t h e  way 
t o  t h e  s e a .  

J u l y  26 

I n  t h e  m o  r n i n gw e  experienced r a i n  and heavy ground fog ( t o  be expected 
near  t h e  c o a s t )  b u t  our pick-up plane  w a s  a b l e  t o  come i n  during the  
a fternoon.  

Summary 

The Marsh Fork o f f e r s  a  very  good f l o a t  boat ing experience i n  a r a f t  o r  
whitewater  kayak. The r i v e r  has  s u f f i c i e n t  g rad ien t  t o  provide moderate 
t o  f a i r l y  f a s t  c u r r e n t ,  and has  f requen t  r a p i d s  and even a couple s h o r t ,  
low drops .  The use of canoes o r  l a r g e  r i g i d  kayaks i s  n o t  p r a c t i c a l  
because of d i f f i c u l t  access.  The use of a f o l d i n g  f l a t w a t e r  type kayaks 
on Marsh Fork is not  recommended because of t h e  many rocks t o  maneuver 
around. The Canning below t h e  confluence wi th  t h e  Marsh Fork is q u i t e  
bra ided bu t  has  a moderate g r a d i e n t  and c u r r e n t  and o f f e r s  good f loa tboa t ing .  
L e s s  maneuvering i s  required .  
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I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  f l o a t b o a t i n g  t h e  most o u t s t a n d i n g  f e a t u r e  of t h i s  r i v e r  
i s  t h e  scene ry .  It is a n  i n t i m a t e  r i v e r  where t h e  mountains r i s e  up 
w i t h i n  easy  walking d i s t a n c e  from much of t h e  r i v e r .  T r a v e l e r s  should 
a l l o w  p l e n t y  of e x t r a  time t o  walk up and e x p l o r e  some of t h e  many 
canyons and r i d g e s  a c c e s s i b l e  from t h e  r i v e r .  The o p p o r t u n i t i e s  f o r  
h i k i n g  i n  t h e  mountains r e g i o n  a r e  e x c e l l e n t .  Although r e q u i r i n g  more 
t ime,  a  h i k e  from t h e  Canning R ive r  up Ignek V a l l e y  between t h e  Sad le roche t  
and Shubl ik  Mountains is r e p o r t e d  t o  be  worth t h e  e f f o r t .  

The Canning River  pas ses  through a  v e r y  i n t e r e s t i n g  as w e l l  a s  s c e n i c  
geo log ic  d i s p l a y .  The s t r a t i g r a p h i c  r e c o r d  r e v e a l e d  i n  t h e  rocks  of t h e  
S a d l e r o c h i t  and Shub l ik  Mountains is v e r y  similar t o  t h a t  i n  t h e  a r e a  of 
Prudhoe Bay o i l  f i e l d .  Thus a t r a v e l e r  th rough t h i s  a r e a  has  t h e  
o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  s e e  and i n t e r p r e t  t h e  same rock  sequence and phenomenon 
t h a t  i s  p r e s e n t  i n  t h e  pe t ro leum b e a r i n g  rocks  undernea th  t h e  A r c t i c  
Slope.  Viewable from t h e  r i v e r  a r e  tex tbook examples of s t r u c t u r a l  
f e a t u r e s  formed by t h e  u p l i f t  of t h e  mountains.  

Camping s i t e s  a long  t h e  r i v e r ' s  g r a v e l b a r s  a r e  numerous. Firewood, 
however, i s  g e n e r a l l y  s c a r c e .  F i s h i n g  f o r  g r a y l i n g  and A r c t i c  char  
d u r i n g  ou r  t r i p  w a s  poor.  The f i s h i n g  probably changes w i t h  t h e  t i m e  of 
y e a r  and w i t h  wa te r  c l a r i t y .  Although w e  d i d  n o t  observe  o r  ca t ch  any ,  
anadromous cha r  r e p o r t e d l y  r u n  i n  t h e  r i v e r .  Except  f o r  many D a l l  sheep 
observed on  t h e  s l o p e s  above t h e  Marsh Fork,  w i l d l i f e  viewing was poor .  
Of cou r se  t h i s  can  a l s o  v a r y  w i t h  t i m e  of yea r  o r  from y e a r  t o  year .  

Access t o  t h e  Canning R ive r  and Marsh Fork f o r  f l o a t b o a t e r s  is  by c h a r t e r e d  
a i r c r a f t .  Expense w i l l  b e  h i g h ,  a s  i t  is  f o r  a c c e s s  t o  many n o r t h  
Alaska r i v e r s .  C h a r t e r i n g  a p l a n e  from Anchorage, as w e  d i d  because of 
un ique  c i r cums tances ,  i s  n o t  recommened. Kaktovik ( B a r t e r  I s l a n d )  i s  
se rved  once a week and F t .  Yukon and Prudhoe Bay r e c e i v e  f l i g h t s  every  
day.  Each of t h e s e  l o c a t i o n s  has  c h a r t e r  s e r v i c e s  a v a i l a b l e ,  however, 
a v a i l a b i l i t y  of d e s i r e d  t y p e  of a i r c r a f t  must b e  checked and confirmed.  
The use  of t h e  g r a v e l b a r s  r e q u i r e  a i r c r a f t  capab le  of l and ing  and t a k i n g  
o f f  i n  s h o r t  d i s t a n c e s  on rough t e r r a i n .  




