
Raft trip on the North Platte - June 1997 

 
My friend Bruce Coriell caught the bug for river rafting about five years ago. He, and 

my friend Luke Cammack, purchased a raft and all of the gear for about $1500. The 
raft is similar to the ones you’ve seen, large rubber tubes and a metal frame between 
the tubes. The frame holds the captain’s seat and metal guides for the two 7-foot oars 

that the captain uses to maneuver the raft. The raft (without air) folds very compactly 
for travel, and on Saturday morning, Jul 21, 1997, twelve of us left Colorado Springs for 

the North Platte river in north-central Colorado. At the “put-in” point we unloaded all of 
the gear from the three Suburbans and drove two of the vehicles to the “take-out” 

point about thirty miles down-river, much further via the roads. 
 

Packing a raft for river travel is a challenge and an art. All personal belongings are 
stored in “dry bags”, surplus military ammo boxes, or a large cooler. Dry bags are thick 

rubber bags that fold tightly so as to keep water out. Everything must be attached to 
the raft in case the raft flips, the dry bags are held down tightly beneath a loose mesh 

net in the back of the raft. On the 21st, we departed about 6PM, late in the day, but we 
only planned to travel a couple of miles before camping. We picked a campsite that 

was a little unwieldy, but we weren’t sure what was below this point on the river, and 
we definitely wanted to camp before some large rapids that were scheduled for 

Sunday. The campsite was swarming with mosquitoes, everyone was jumping about 
as we ate dinner, and then quickly headed for a tent to get behind the (aptly named) 

mosquito netting. 
 
After breakfast the next day, we packed up again and headed for the rapids known as 

“Cowpie” and “Tootsie Roll”. The Cowpie rapids are just past a rock that strongly 
resembles a cow pie. I was on Bruce’s raft, and while he wasn’t paying attention we 

caught on a rock in the river, I wasn’t holding on so I was tossed into the river. This 
was before the rapids section, the water was not swift and I quickly crawled back into 

the raft. The two sections of rapids were quite intense. Bruce’s raft is an older raft and 



is NOT self-bailing. This means that the bottom of the raft is attached to the tubes, and 
the water that splashes into the raft must be bailed out of the raft by the riders. (not the 

captain, who is steering). The other two rafts were self bailing, meaning that the floor 
inflates and a gap between the floor and the tubes allows water to flow back into the 

river. On a self-bailing raft there is always a little bit of water flowing in, but not enough 
to affect the handling of the raft. In the older raft bailing becomes very important as 

rapids are navigated so that the raft remains light enough for the captain to be able to 
maneuver it. The riders must choose between holding on so as to not fall out of the 

raft, and bailing so that the raft stays afloat and nimble for the captain’s oaring. In 
some of the rapids it was getting difficult to differentiate between the inside and the 

outside of the raft. After a rapid, if an eddy (still water near the river’s edge) is available, 
we would stop and bail the raft in order to be ready for the next rapid.  

 
My raft made it through the rapids OK, it was a wild ride being surrounded by white 

water for some 100-yard sections, the power of the water was incredible. Two of the 
rafts made it past the rapids to a lunch stop location. One of the rafts was taking quite 

a bit longer to arrive, and we started to worry. After about 15 minutes the raft floated in 
with its four passengers quite shaken. They had gotten stuck in what is called a 

“keeper” - a section of white water that holds onto the raft, throwing it back and forth, 
up and down. They estimated that they were in it for five minutes. Ellie, Bruce’s wife, 
was thrown from the raft, Kim Acker was able to pull her back in. Fortunately they were 

not flipped. Righting a flipped raft is quite a task and all of the dry bags are tested for 
their ability to shield water. The rest of the trip was filled with conversations about 

“what if” and “why” concerning that raft’s experience in the “keeper”. 
 

After lunch we found a nice campground, nice enough to stay for two nights. We 
decided to travel the entire distance to the “take-out” point on the fourth and final day. 

On the day that we didn’t travel, we played in the water, read our books and had long 
conversations. Bruce, Ellie and Elliott, one of the raft captains, are vegetarians so all of 

the meals were vegetarian. This was welcomed by everyone. The meals were not 



extravagant, but rafting allows packing heavier equipment such as tables and larger 
stoves that backpacking would allow. The entire four days were gorgeous, plenty of 

sunshine and a few puffy clouds. The final day of rafting was on much tamer water, I 
manned the oars of a raft and realized how confusing it is to figure out which way to 

push or pull to go left or right or forwards or backwards. We saw a couple of bald 
eagles sitting in a tree, and saw some red-tail hawks, one of them being chased and 

cajoled by a swarm of much smaller birds. 
 

Rafting requires being prepared for extremes of hot and cold, wet and dry. Most of us 
had wetsuits for prolonged periods of being wet. In the warm sunshine they usually 

weren’t necessary. Guiding a raft through rapids is tricky. The guides said that they 
plan their route, and use their skills and experience, but the rest is unknown. If the raft 

catches on a small rock protruding from the river, it is easily turned about, thus 
completely changing its orientation for a “hole” or rapid. The white water is caused by 

either a large rock in the river or a hole in the riverbed which causes the water to flow 
downward. Don’t hold me to that, I’m guessing. The river looks fairly tame from the 

river’s side, but wading out into the river to float down (on the day at camp) made me 
realize the power of the flowing water. 

 
Paul Schwotzer / July 1997 


