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The Setting
The Gulkana River watershed drains 
approximately 2,140 square miles in 
�6�R�X�W�K�F�H�Q�W�U�D�O���$�O�D�V�N�D�����7�K�H���U�L�Y�H�U���E�H�J�L�Q�V���L�Q���W�K�H��
�$�O�D�V�N�D���5�D�Q�J�H���Q�H�D�U���6�X�P�P�L�W���/�D�N�H���D�Q�G���e���R�Z�V��
�V�R�X�W�K���L�Q�W�R���W�K�H���&�R�S�S�H�U���5�L�Y�H�U�����Z�K�L�F�K���H�Y�H�Q�W�X�D�O�O�\��
empties into the Gulf of Alaska between 
Cordova and Katalla. 

�6�H�Y�H�U�D�O���K�X�Q�G�U�H�G���O�D�N�H�V���D�Q�G���S�R�Q�G�V���D�U�H���V�F�D�W�W�H�U�H�G��
�W�K�U�R�X�J�K�R�X�W���W�K�H���V�X�U�U�R�X�Q�G�L�Q�J���V�S�U�X�F�H���G�R�P�L�Q�D�W�H�G��
forest. Paxson Lake, the largest, is about 10 
miles long and one-half to one mile wide. The 
Gulkana falls 1,250 feet in the 81 river miles 
�E�H�W�Z�H�H�Q���3�D�[�V�R�Q���/�D�N�H���D�Q�G���L�W�V���F�R�Q�e���X�H�Q�F�H���Z�L�W�K��
the Copper River.

Season and Climate
The river-running season begins in early to 
�P�L�G���-�X�Q�H�����G�H�S�H�Q�G�L�Q�J���R�Q���L�F�H���E�U�H�D�N�X�S���D�Q�G��
�S�U�H�F�L�S�L�W�D�W�L�R�Q�����$�Y�H�U�D�J�H���D�Q�Q�X�D�O���S�U�H�F�L�S�L�W�D�W�L�R�Q��
�L�V���������L�Q�F�K�H�V���R�I���U�D�L�Q���D�Q�G���������L�Q�F�K�H�V���R�I���V�Q�R�Z����
July is usually the wettest month. Summer 
�W�H�P�S�H�U�D�W�X�U�H�V���U�D�Q�J�H���I�U�R�P���������r�)���W�R���R�F�F�D�V�L�R�Q�D�O��
�K�L�J�K�V���L�Q���W�K�H�������V�����%�H���S�U�H�S�D�U�H�G���I�R�U���F�R�O�G�����Z�H�W��
weather at any time. By mid-September, 
�V�K�R�U�W�H�U���G�D�\�V���D�Q�G���F�R�O�G�H�U���W�H�P�S�H�U�D�W�X�U�H�V���E�U�L�Q�J��
�W�K�H���U�L�Y�H�U���U�X�Q�Q�L�Q�J���V�H�D�V�R�Q���W�R���D���T�X�L�F�N���H�Q�G����

History and Prehistory
�7�K�H���L�Q�L�W�L�D�O���V�H�Y�H�Q���P�L�O�H���V�W�U�H�W�F�K���R�I���W�K�H���0�L�G�G�O�H��
�)�R�U�N���E�H�O�R�Z���'�L�F�N�H�\���/�D�N�H���L�V���Z�L�W�K�L�Q���W�K�H���7�D�Q�J�O�H��
�/�D�N�H�V���$�U�F�K�D�H�R�O�R�J�L�F�D�O���'�L�V�W�U�L�F�W�����7�K�L�V���D�U�H�D���L�V��
�O�L�V�W�H�G���R�Q���W�K�H���1�D�W�L�R�Q�D�O���5�H�J�L�V�W�H�U���R�I���+�L�V�W�R�U�L�F��
�3�O�D�F�H�V�����6�H�Y�H�U�D�O���N�Q�R�Z�Q���S�U�H�K�L�V�W�R�U�L�F���V�L�W�H�V���D�U�H��
�O�R�F�D�W�H�G���Z�L�W�K�L�Q���W�K�H���F�R�U�U�L�G�R�U�������7�K�H���$�K�W�Q�D���,�Q�G�L�D�Q�V��
were the earliest known humans to use the 
Gulkana River. Around 1910, miners used the 
�:�H�V�W���)�R�U�N���D�Q�G���W�K�H���0�L�G�G�O�H���)�R�U�N���U�R�X�W�H�V���W�R���U�H�D�F�K��
�W�K�H���'�H�Q�D�O�L���0�L�Q�L�Q�J���'�L�V�W�U�L�F�W�����D�E�R�X�W���������D�L�U���P�L�O�H�V��
�W�R���W�K�H���Z�H�V�W�����&�R�O�O�H�F�W�L�R�Q���R�U���G�L�V�W�X�U�E�D�Q�F�H���R�I���D�Q�\��
�K�L�V�W�R�U�L�F���R�U���S�U�H�K�L�V�W�R�U�L�F���U�H�P�D�L�Q�V���L�V���D�J�D�L�Q�V�W���W�K�H���O�D�Z��

Map & Guide

Main Branch
�7�K�H���P�R�V�W���S�R�S�X�O�D�U���e���R�D�W���W�U�L�S���E�H�J�L�Q�V���D�W��
Paxson Lake and ends at Sourdough Creek 
�&�D�P�S�J�U�R�X�Q�G�����7�K�H���W�R�W�D�O���G�L�V�W�D�Q�F�H���L�V���D�E�R�X�W��
47 river miles. Allow three to four days for 
�W�U�D�Y�H�O�����7�K�H���Y�H�K�L�F�O�H���V�K�X�W�W�O�H���L�V���������P�L�O�H�V���H�D�F�K��
way between Paxson Lake Campground (MP 
���������5�L�F�K�D�U�G�V�R�Q���+�L�J�K�Z�D�\�����D�Q�G���W�K�H���W�D�N�H���R�X�W��
at Sourdough Creek Campground (MP 147.5 
�5�L�F�K�D�U�G�V�R�Q���+�L�J�K�Z�D�\����

�%�H�J�L�Q���\�R�X�U���W�U�L�S���D�W���W�K�H���%�/�0���E�R�D�W���O�D�X�Q�F�K���D�W��
Paxson Lake Campground. Four miles of 
paddling or rowing southwest on the lake will 
bring you to the lake outlet; this is Gulkana 
�5�L�Y�H�U���0�L�O�H���������)�U�R�P���K�H�U�H���W�R���W�K�H���M�X�Q�F�W�L�R�Q���Z�L�W�K��
the Middle Fork (three miles), the Gulkana is 
�D���V�K�D�O�O�R�Z�����U�R�F�N�\���V�W�U�H�D�P���Z�L�W�K���&�O�D�V�V���,�,���U�D�S�L�G�V��
and a gradient of 38 feet/mile. Whitewater 
�H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H���L�V���Q�H�H�G�H�G���W�R���V�X�F�F�H�V�V�I�X�O�O�\���Q�D�Y�L�J�D�W�H��
�W�K�L�V���V�H�F�W�L�R�Q��

�$�W���W�K�H���F�R�Q�e���X�H�Q�F�H���R�I���W�K�H���0�L�G�G�O�H���)�R�U�N���D�Q�G���W�K�H��
�0�D�L�Q���%�U�D�Q�F�K�����W�K�H���*�X�O�N�D�Q�D���5�L�Y�H�U���E�H�F�R�P�H�V���V�O�R�Z��
�D�Q�G���P�H�D�Q�G�H�U�L�Q�J�����Z�L�W�K���R�F�F�D�V�L�R�Q�D�O���U�R�F�N�V���D�Q�G��
�V�P�D�O�O���Z�D�Y�H�V���L�Q���W�K�H���&�O�D�V�V���,���Z�D�W�H�U�����:�D�W�F�K���I�R�U���D�Q��
�R�O�G���F�D�E�L�Q���R�Q�F�H���X�V�H�G���E�\���W�U�D�S�S�H�U�V���L�Q���W�K�H���U�H�J�L�R�Q��

Canyon Rapids is at river mile 20. Take-out 
signs mark the portage on the left side of 
the river. These rapids may be Class III or IV, 
�G�H�S�H�Q�G�L�Q�J���R�Q���Z�D�W�H�U���e���R�Z�����2�Q�O�\���H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H�G��
whitewater boaters should attempt to navigate 
�&�D�Q�\�R�Q���5�D�S�L�G�V�����6�F�R�X�W���W�K�H���T�X�D�U�W�H�U���P�L�O�H��
length before attempting passage. It is often 
�Q�H�F�H�V�V�D�U�\���W�R���S�R�U�W�D�J�H���J�H�D�U���S�U�L�R�U���W�R���U�X�Q�Q�L�Q�J��
the rapids. If you don’t portage your gear, it 
�0�8�6�7���E�H���W�L�H�G���G�R�Z�Q���V�H�F�X�U�H�O�\�����$�W���K�L�J�K���Z�D�W�H�U��
�O�H�Y�H�O�V�����R�S�H�Q���F�D�Q�R�H�V���D�Q�G���V�P�D�O�O���U�D�I�W�V���0�8�6�7��
�E�H���S�R�U�W�D�J�H�G�����(�Y�H�Q���H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H�G���E�R�D�W�H�U�V���K�D�Y�H��
�Z�U�D�S�S�H�G���D�Q�G���G�H�V�W�U�R�\�H�G���U�D�I�W�V���D�Q�G���F�D�Q�R�H�V���K�H�U�H��

�7�K�H�U�H���D�U�H���V�H�Y�H�U�D�O���V�P�D�O�O���F�D�P�S�L�Q�J���D�U�H�D�V���D�W��
Canyon Rapids. From the portage trail, a 
one-mile hiking trail leads to Canyon Lake, 
�S�U�R�Y�L�G�L�Q�J���D���J�R�R�G���R�S�S�R�U�W�X�Q�L�W�\���W�R���V�W�U�H�W�F�K���\�R�X�U��
legs. Fishing for grayling and rainbow trout is 
�H�[�F�H�O�O�H�Q�W���L�Q���W�K�H���F�D�Q�\�R�Q��

Below Canyon Rapids there are nine river miles 
of Class II–III rapids that are generally shallow 
�D�Q�G���U�R�F�N�\�����0�D�Q�\���F�D�Q�R�H�V���D�Q�G���U�D�I�W�V���K�D�Y�H���E�H�H�Q��
�G�D�P�D�J�H�G���E�H�\�R�Q�G���U�H�S�D�L�U���L�Q���W�K�L�V���V�H�F�W�L�R�Q���R�I���W�K�H��
river. 

�7�K�H���:�H�V�W���)�R�U�N���M�R�L�Q�V���W�K�H���0�D�L�Q���%�U�D�Q�F�K���D�W���U�L�Y�H�U��
mile 39. From here to the take-out point, the 
�U�L�Y�H�U���L�V���V�O�R�Z���D�Q�G���P�H�D�Q�G�H�U�L�Q�J���Z�L�W�K���R�F�F�D�V�L�R�Q�D�O��
�U�R�F�N�V���D�Q�G���U�L�g�����H�V�����U�D�W�H�G���D�W���&�O�D�V�V���,��

NOTE: You may encounter powerboats on 
�W�K�H���*�X�O�N�D�Q�D���D�E�R�Y�H���W�K�H���:�H�V�W���)�R�U�N���F�R�Q�)���X�H�Q�F�H��
downstream to Sourdough Creek Campground 
and beyond. This stretch is frequently crowded 
with anglers and boaters during the summer 
salmon runs, particularly on weekends. Please 
respect others’ rights to enjoy the Gulkana 
River.

�$���e���R�D�W�H�U�5�V���J�X�L�G�H���R�I���W�K�H���0�D�L�Q���%�U�D�Q�F�K�����Z�L�W�K��
�U�H�F�R�P�P�H�Q�G�H�G���F�D�P�S�V�L�W�H�V���D�Q�G���W�U�L�S���S�O�D�Q�Q�L�Q�J��
information, is available at the Glennallen Field 
�2�f�����F�H��

Middle Fork
�7�K�H���P�D�L�Q���D�F�F�H�V�V���W�R���W�K�H���0�L�G�G�O�H���)�R�U�N���L�V���I�U�R�P��
�W�K�H���E�R�D�W���O�D�X�Q�F�K���D�W���W�K�H���'�H�O�W�D���:�L�O�G���D�Q�G���6�F�H�Q�L�F��
River Wayside at Mile 21.5 of the Denali 
H�L�J�K�Z�D�\��

F�O�R�D�W���V�R�X�W�K���W�K�U�R�X�J�K���W�K�H��Upper Tangle Lake
�D�Q�G���P�D�N�H���W�Z�R���V�K�R�U�W���S�R�U�W�D�J�H�V���W�R���U�H�D�F�K���0�X�G
Lake. Paddle to the south end of Mud Lake 
�D�Q�G���I�R�O�O�R�Z���W�K�H���F�R�Q�Q�H�F�W�L�Q�J���F�K�D�Q�Q�H�O���W�R���D�Q��
unnamed lake. Continue traveling south to the 
�P�L�O�H���O�R�Q�J�����'�L�F�N�H�\���/�D�N�H���S�R�U�W�D�J�H�����7�K�H���R�X�W�O�H�W���W
the Middle Fork of the Gulkana River begins
�W�K�H���V�R�X�W�K�H�D�V�W���F�R�U�Q�H�U���R�I���'�L�F�N�H�\���/�D�N�H����

NOTE: Portages are rugged, unmarked 
unmaintained. Float planes may land at Dickey 
Lake

Portions of the Gulkana River were designated 
�I�R�U���L�W�V���Z�L�O�G���F�K�D�U�D�F�W�H�U���D�V���S�D�U�W���R�I���W�K�H���1�D�W�L�R�Q�D�O��
�:�L�O�G���D�Q�G���6�F�H�Q�L�F���5�L�Y�H�U���V�\�V�W�H�P���E�\���W�K�H���$�O�D�V�N�D��
�1�D�W�L�R�Q�D�O���,�Q�W�H�U�H�V�W���/�D�Q�G�V���&�R�Q�V�H�U�Y�D�W�L�R�Q���$�F�W���L�Q��
�������������7�K�H���*�X�O�N�D�Q�D���Z�D�V���U�H�F�R�J�Q�L�]�H�G���I�R�U���L�W�V��
�S�U�L�P�L�W�L�Y�H���F�K�D�U�D�F�W�H�U�����D�E�X�Q�G�D�Q�W���d���V�K���D�Q�G���Z�L�O�G�O�L�I�H����
�D�Q�G���L�W�V���J�H�R�O�R�J�L�F�����F�X�O�W�X�U�D�O���D�Q�G���U�H�F�U�H�D�W�L�R�Q�D�O��
values. These Bureau of Land Management 
National Conservation Lands embody our 
�Y�L�V�L�R�Q���I�R�U���F�R�Q�V�H�U�Y�L�Q�J���R�X�U���S�X�E�O�L�F���O�D�Q�G�V�����2�S�H�Q��
�W�R���H�Y�H�U�\�R�Q�H�����W�K�H�\���R�I�I�H�U���$�P�H�U�L�F�D�Q�V���W�K�H���X�Q�L�T�X�H��
�R�S�S�R�U�W�X�Q�L�W�\���W�R���H�[�S�O�R�U�H���D�Q�G���H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H���W�K�H��
�O�D�Q�G�V�F�D�S�H�V���W�K�D�W���V�K�D�S�H�G���R�X�U���Q�D�W�L�R�Q�����:�K�H�W�K�H�U��
�\�R�X���d���V�K�����K�L�N�H�����K�X�Q�W�����R�U���E�R�D�W�����W�K�H�V�H���O�D�Q�G�V��
represent our way of life, a living link to the 
past and our pledge to tomorrow.

A “Wild” river is free of impoundments, 
�J�H�Q�H�U�D�O�O�\���L�Q�D�F�F�H�V�V�L�E�O�H���H�[�F�H�S�W���E�\���W�U�D�L�O�����D�Q�G���K�D�V��
�H�[�F�H�S�W�L�R�Q�D�O�O�\���F�O�H�D�Q���Z�D�W�H�U�V��

Gulkana Wild and Scenic River

1920s trapper cabin along the Gulkana River.

A family floats the Main Branch of the Gulkana Wild and 
Scenic River.

Cover photo: Canoeing through the Gulkana River’s 
�C�D�W�P�F�C�P�E�G���Q�H���’���U�J��

�7�K�H���R�X�W�O�H�W���I�R�U���'�L�F�N�H�\���/�D�N�H���L�V���D�W���W�K�H���H�[�W�U�H�P�H��
�V�R�X�W�K�H�D�V�W���F�R�U�Q�H�U���R�I���W�K�H���O�D�N�H�����7�K�H���L�Q�L�W�L�D�O���W�K�U�H�H��
�P�L�O�H���V�W�U�H�W�F�K���R�I���W�K�H���*�X�O�N�D�Q�D���0�L�G�G�O�H���)�R�U�N���L�V��
�Y�H�U�\���V�K�D�O�O�R�Z���D�Q�G���e���R�Z�V���W�K�U�R�X�J�K���U�L�g�����H�V���D�Q�G��
�U�R�F�N�V���D�W���D���J�U�D�G�L�H�Q�W���R�I���������I�H�H�W���P�L�O�H�����7�K�H���U�L�Y�H�U��
�W�K�H�Q���S�O�X�Q�J�H�V���D�E�U�X�S�W�O�\���L�Q�W�R���D���V�W�H�H�S���F�D�Q�\�R�Q��
�D�Q�G���V�S�H�H�G�V���W�K�U�R�X�J�K���U�L�g�����H�V���D�Q�G���D�U�R�X�Q�G���O�D�U�J�H��
boulders in Class II-III rapids before quieting 
�G�R�Z�Q���W�R���D���V�H�U�L�H�V���R�I���U�L�g�����H�V���D�Q�G���V�O�R�Z���U�X�Q�V���I�R�U��
about six miles. 

The gradient drops from about 25 feet/mile 
�W�R���R�Q�H���I�R�R�W���P�L�O�H���Z�K�H�U�H���W�K�H���U�L�Y�H�U���E�H�F�R�P�H�V��
slow and meandering before joining the 
�0�D�L�Q���%�U�D�Q�F�K�����$�O�O�R�Z���V�L�[���W�R���V�H�Y�H�Q���G�D�\�V���I�R�U���W�K�H��
�H�Q�W�L�U�H���W�U�L�S�����������U�L�Y�H�U���P�L�O�H�V�����I�U�R�P���'�L�F�N�H�\���/�D�N�H���W�R��
Sourdough Creek Campground.

West Fork
�$���W�U�L�S���R�Q���*�X�O�N�D�Q�D�5�V���:�H�V�W���)�R�U�N�����6�R�X�W�K���%�U�D�Q�F�K����
�E�H�J�L�Q�V���D�W���/�D�N�H���/�R�X�L�V�H�����F�R�Q�W�L�Q�X�H�V���W�K�U�R�X�J�K��
Susitna and Tyone Lakes and part way down 
Tyone River. Next, a series of portages, low 
�Z�D�W�H�U���O�H�Y�H�O�V���D�Q�G���Q�D�U�U�R�Z���F�K�D�Q�Q�H�O�V���Z�L�O�O���U�H�T�X�L�U�H��
�H�[�W�U�D���W�L�P�H���D�Q�G���S�D�W�L�H�Q�F�H���W�R���U�H�D�F�K���W�K�H���6�R�X�W�K��
�%�U�D�Q�F�K���R�I���W�K�H���:�H�V�W���)�R�U�N�����7�K�L�V���U�R�X�W�H���W�U�D�Y�H�U�V�H�V��
�O�D�N�H���G�R�W�W�H�G���F�R�X�Q�W�U�\���Z�L�W�K���H�[�F�H�S�W�L�R�Q�D�O���Z�L�O�G�O�L�I�H��
habitat. It is one of the most remote and least-
visited areas of the Gulkana watershed.

�7�K�H���6�R�X�W�K���%�U�D�Q�F�K���M�R�L�Q�V���W�K�H���1�R�U�W�K���%�U�D�Q�F�K���W�R��
�I�R�U�P���W�K�H���:�H�V�W���)�R�U�N�����)�U�R�P���W�K�L�V���M�X�Q�F�W�L�R�Q�����W�K�H��
�U�L�Y�H�U���e���R�Z�V���V�O�R�Z�O�\���I�R�U���I�R�X�U���U�L�Y�H�U���P�L�O�H�V�����,�W���H�Q�W�H�U�V��
�D���F�D�Q�\�R�Q�����V�S�H�H�G�V���W�K�U�R�X�J�K���U�L�g�����H�V���D�Q�G���D�U�R�X�Q�G��
large boulders in Class II-III water, then quiets 
�G�R�Z�Q���W�R���D���V�H�U�L�H�V���R�I���U�L�g�����H�V���D�Q�G���V�O�R�Z���U�X�Q�V���X�Q�W�L�O���L�W��
�M�R�L�Q�V���W�K�H���0�D�L�Q���%�U�D�Q�F�K��

�$�Q�R�W�K�H�U���W�U�L�S���R�S�W�L�R�Q���L�V���W�R���e���\���L�Q�W�R���R�Q�H���R�I���W�Z�R��
unnamed lakes at the headwaters of the 
�1�R�U�W�K���%�U�D�Q�F�K�����7�K�H��North Branch originates 
in the Alphabet Hills from the Amphitheater 
Mountains, eventually joining the South 
�%�U�D�Q�F�K���W�R���I�R�U�P���W�K�H���:�H�V�W���)�R�U�N�����)�U�R�P���W�K�H��
�K�H�D�G�Z�D�W�H�U���O�D�N�H�V���W�R���W�K�H���F�R�Q�e���X�H�Q�F�H���Z�L�W�K���W�K�H��
�6�R�X�W�K���%�U�D�Q�F�K�����W�K�H���1�R�U�W�K���%�U�D�Q�F�K���L�V���D���V�H�U�L�H�V��
of slow, meandering river bends with many 
oxbow lakes and numerous log jams or 
sweepers that may impede travel.

NOTE: These are extended wilderness trips 
with numerous portages. Allow 7 to 14 
days to complete any of the Middle or West 
Fork adventures. U.S. Geological Survey 
topographic maps and good map-reading 
skills are essential. Consult with the BLM in 
Glennallen if planning to take either of these 
trips.

Upper
Tangle
Lake 

MiddleFork Gulkana River

Dickey
Lake 

Mud
  Lake 

Portages

#1

#2

#3




