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W Alls of ice eight feet 
tall surrounded us. 
Getting close, floating 
just an arms length 

past them, I could see each distinct 
strata, a history of the climate 
embedded in the ice. Drastic and dark 
undercuts, towering pinnacles, and 
electric blue arches stood on royal 
display as the seven members of our 
crew floated by. 

We were on the Kongakut River, 
packrafting through the heart of the 
19-million acre Arctic National 
Wildlife Refuge. Our trip leader, Bobby 
Lewis, had completed the same trip 

some 30 years ago as a teen in a 
hardshell kayak, and had invited me to 
join his family and other friends for a 
return journey.

I agreed, and came to the Arctic  
to see its ice-lined rivers, mountains 
carpeted in tundra, migrating  
caribou, foraging bears, and wolves  
on the hunt. 

On our flight in, we wove our way 
through the green, brown and gray 
peaks of the Brooks Range and spotted 
a herd of nearly 2,000 caribou grazing 
on the tundra grass, preparing for 
their next migratory push southward.

Many of us had read Karsten Heuer’s 

Through the Arctic 
Packrafting the Kongakut River
By cAmeron mArtindell
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Paddlers maneuver 
through broken ice pack 
in the Arctic Ocean.

Kongakut
River

Adventure / out there
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Being Caribou—his 
account of following the 
Porcupine Caribou Herd 
on foot to document their 
now 20,000 year-old 
tradition: the longest 
migration of any land 
mammal on earth. Each 
year, they travel over 1,500 
miles over four mountain 
ranges from the Porcupine 
River in Canada’s interior 
Yukon to the breezy, 
relatively bugless Arctic 
National Wildlife Refuge 
coastal plain in Alaska to 
give birth in the summer. 
They return again in the 

fall with their young in tow, covering over 
3,000 miles total.

Once on the river, things didn’t quite 
work out as planned. We were dropped 
10 miles up river in shallow water, our 
tiny packrafts and inflatable kayaks 
laden with 18 days’ food. We spent most 
of the first day walking along side the 
boats, lest they bottom out with us  
in them.

Starting in the heart of the Brooks 
Range we walked and floated ( finally) 
the meandering headwaters of the 
Kongakut River, cutting through the 
peaks towering around us. We passed 
between canyon walls hundreds of feet 
tall, the terrain eventually giving way to 
rolling tundra. A final canyon gateway 
brought us to the upper coastal plain. A 
series of foothills and the last big block of 
mountain, Caribou Ridge, diverted the 
river westward before we escaped the 
Front Range onto the North Slope. A 

wide, vast range of river-deposited 
debris, talus and detritus that is the 
alluvial fan of the Kongakut surrounded 
us. The Brooks Range disappeared, 
obscured by the mist rising from patches 
of ice and snow, and a new horizon 
(across the estuary, lagoon and a sand 
bar called Icy Reef) appeared before us. 
We emerged into the final chapter of our 
voyage—the completely flat, blue, and 
distinctively polar Arctic Ocean.

While setting up camp on Icy Reef, a 
sand spit along the Beauford Sea, we 
spotted a massive paw print. We were all 
familiar with grizzly tracks, but this print 
dwarfed the biggest any of us could 
recall. Not too long ago, maybe a week, 
maybe days, maybe hours, a polar bear 
walked past here. Suppressing fear, we 
stood and stared. 

For three days, as we waited for our 
plane to arrive, we explored Icy Reef, 
paddling among the ice chunks in the 
Arctic Ocean. We created artistic designs 
in the rocks and sand, and competed in 
some friendly games of driftwood 
baseball and rock skipping. It was that 
much needed vacation after a vacation: a 
time to read, write, relax, and to reflect 
on the recent adventure and the Arctic 
alongside a crackling fire with a cup of 
hot cocoa in hand. 
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Not too long ago, 
maybe a week, 
maybe days, maybe 
hours, a polar bear 
walked past here.”

A river runner 
floats along side 

the ice banks of the 
Kongakut River.

Polar bear 
footprints in 
the sand at Icy 
Reef Camp. To read more about Martindell’s  

Kongakut adventure, visit offyonder.com.
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