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The Illinois River: 2003

By Paul Quiroga

The word had gotten out in January that a trip was being put together to run the Illinois river over President’s Day weekend in February. Not having heard of this river I was quick to log on to the AWA.org website and see what was written on the Illinois. Described as a solid Class IV w/ one  big Class V rapid, this 35 mile wilderness trip seemed like an ideal way to spend 3 days.

About a week prior to the trip date, the trip leader had heard that rain was in the forecast on the Illinois river drainage… rain and running the Illinois are a big NO NO. The backup plan was to either do the CalSalmon or New river in Northern California if the Illinois was a no-go. 3 days prior to launch date a few boaters (including the trip leader) bowed out of any river trip over President’s Day weekend, at this point things were looking bleak. The next day I learned that a new trip leader had emerged and was pressing forward with the Illinois trip; things were looking up except for the weather.

A week earlier I was in contact with a veteran Illinois River runner up in Oregon who told me that over the years he has only been able to run the Illinois about 25% of the time he had planned trips; weather was always the reason for the cancellations. The Illinois river drainage is very rocky which makes it prone to dangerous flash floods during a winter storm, topped with the Bisquit Wilderness Fire of 2002 (the nation’s biggest fire in 2002 which burnt to the banks of the Illinois); strainer hazards on the river became of utmost concern. 

The Illinois river made national news in 1998 when a group of boaters pressed on with a trip during rising waters and a passing storm system. The river claimed a few boaters that weekend and the Coast Guard had to rescue the remaining party; they had pressed on with the flow at a whopping 20,000+ cfs! A flow above 3000 cfs is considered pushy by most veteran Illinois river runners. Our party ended up running the Illinois at over 4000 cfs and rising.

The 2003 President’s Day trip members were:
Bill Cavalli,  resident of the Bay Area and six time veteran Illinois river runner. Bill would be rowing a 14’ Sotar raft.

Boris Trgovich, resident of the Sacramento metropolitan area and veteran of multiple Illinois river adventures. Boris would be rowing a 14’ Maravia raft.

Martin Wong, resident of multiple cities in California and first time Illinois river runner. Martin has been waiting to run the Illinois for over a decade and would be rowing his 13’10 Sotar with 2 bow paddlers – R3 configuration.

Lynden , a resident of the Bay Area and first time Illinois river runner. Lyndon would be rowing his 14’ Hyside “Aussie Style” (soft boat).

Delton, another resident of the Bay Area and fresh from running the Zambezi a few months earlier was to row a 13’10 Sotar with a bow paddler. This would also be his first Illinois trip.

We were also joined by 2 kayakers from the Bay Area, first time Illinois river runners.

Pat Tidd, an South Fork American River (SFAR) guide for Whitewater Voyages and also a resident of the East Bay was to row and bow paddle on Martin’s Sotar. This would also be his first Illinois river trip.

And then there is me; first time Illinois river runner and bow paddler on Martin’s Sotar.

Myself, Martin, and Bill Tuthill (Tut) were to meet Bill Cavalli at his office in Berkeley Friday noon with a 1:30pm departure time. I was the first to get to Bill’s office with Tut arriving a few minutes later, Martin was still in San Carlos (he’s always late). Upon loading Bill’s truck with my gear and Martin’s gear Tut announced he was feeling sick and was not to go on this trip. By the time we loaded all the gear in the truck Martin finally arrived about 50 minutes late. We stopped by Andronico’s to pick up some bread and goodies for the road trip, by 2:30 pm we were well on our way. Only a slight traffic jam at the 680/80 junction in Fairfield slowed us down some; people also heading out of town. Interstate 5 is sure a boring stretch, but by 5 pm we were getting hungry and stopped at a BK for some quality sit down fast food. The other boaters were to leave the Bay Area around 6 pm, it was to be a long drive for them.  

After picking up some more food and drinks in Redding, we were on our way unabated into Oregon, periodically checking the weather forecast for the next 2 days by cell phone. The weather service was predicting rain starting around 7am Saturday morning with a peak flow of about 3000 cfs by Monday afternoon. By midnight we had arrived to the put-in and decided to inflate the rafts. The sky was clear with no hint of an impending storm. The river seemed to be flowing at a very low cfs by the looks of things under a full moon. We all turned in by 12:30 am.

By 4am I heard the other boaters arriving, an hour and a half later the rain would begin to fall on us all. A few hours later we were all up inflating and rigging the remaining boats, the water was slowly rising under the steady light rain. Boris and Bill were the first to launch, with Boris heading to the first overnight camp site and Bill fishing for steelhead on the way down to camp. Lynden launched third with Martin’s boat following. Delton and the kayakers were going to be sweep boats. 

Pat was first to row in Martin’s boat and was greeted by some warm up Class II, Class III, and then the technical Class IVs. Pat, a first year guide on the SFAR was challenged by “reading and running” these technical rapids. We made it through the first series of Class IVs, but some moments were indeed dicey. To our advantage we had two bow paddlers to help us muscle our way through some of the bigger holes. Eventually Martin took over the sticks for the remainder of the first days run. The run through Pine Flat Rapids was certainly the most memorable for our boat as the sticky hole almost sucked us back in for a sure flip and swim.

The scenery along the banks was a mixed bag of beautiful moss covered walls, marred by some charred trees from the Biscquit fire. Many spectacular waterfalls and swollen creeks were adding to the river flow as we proceeded downstream and the occasional steelhead could be seen jumping around the calm pool sections. By 1 pm we had arrived at our first campsite and Boris had already started the campfire. 

Around 5:30 pm the rain started to pick up again; I am sure we all hoped it would only be temporary. It didn’t let up at all through the night, the roaring sound of the river became deafening by 7 am the following morning. The river had risen 4 feet over night and this had us all very concerned. We decided it would be best to pack quickly and launch ASAP, for the meat of  the Illinois run waited for us about an hour downstream, the Class V Green Wall Rapid. 

Green Wall is a Class V under nominal river conditions, but now we were boating way above the maximum recommended flow. This bordered on survival boating with Green Wall a solid Class V+ under these high water conditions. The kayakers decided to strap their kayaks to the oar boats and bow paddle for Delton and Lynden.

Within an hour and change we were at the top of Green Wall Rapid. Thankfully the trip thus far had been uneventful. We pulled off the river above Green Wall to scout the rapid. All of the sudden the bottom dropped out on the river at this section, Green Wall contained a massive river wide hole that would stop anything trying to get through it. There was no choice but to portage the upper section of Green Wall and this proved to be no easy task. The task was to bring down the boats one at a time with an extra person in the stern to catch a throw rope from the bank in order to swing the boats into the last eddy before the crux of Green Wall. Missing this upper eddy meant a boat would have to commit through the monster hole, this surely meant a long dangerous swim for many miles below at high water… if you were lucky. 

Lynden went first with an extra person seated at the stern to catch the throw ropes from shore. We made sure to have a back up person (me) towards the middle of the eddy just in case the first attempts at the top of the eddy proved unsuccessful. Lynden hugged the left bank avoiding the large holes, once close to the top of the eddy multiple attempts were made to get the throw ropes to the boat… they all failed. Seeing this I quickly threw my throw bag to the boat and missed too, but only by a foot or so. The agile stern person was able to recover it from the water and clip the carabiner to the boat, I quickly jumped off the rocks and wrapped the rope around a boulder to swing the boat into the eddy. Boat number one was now safely in the top eddy before the crux of Green Wall. All remaining boats safely made it to the eddy afterwards. Next we had to line the boats above the monster hole in the crux of Green Wall. 

Lining proved to be time consuming and a team effort; it was no easy task either. Thankfully we had Boris with us who orchestrated a quick and efficient lining process. After an hour we had lined all 4 boats around the top of Green Wall. It was decided we would portage the remaining upper section and launch towards the bottom half of Green Wall. The portage proved to go quickly but none-the-less very tiring. With no access to bottled water I decided to drink the water running down the cliff face and through the hanging moss. After being filtered through at least 60 feet of moss covered rock, this water had a taste so pure and refreshing it made the sun peer out from behind the clouds for a brief period of time. 

Once we were done with the portage, it was time to run the bottom half of Green Wall into the next rapid called Little Green Wall , this was a Class IV under nominal conditions. Little Green Wall was almost flushed out at high water, but some large hydraulics remained which had to be carefully avoided. The next few miles we paddled through some big hydraulics, large holes to avoid and big standing wave trains we had to dig hard to get through. All boats made it through the rapids without any swimmers, except for us. Towards the end of the series of rapids we got rather intimate with a good size hole sideways; immediately we all got dumped and went for a swift water swim. Fortunately there were no other rapids below us and we were quickly picked up by the other boats. Martin was the only one who managed to get back to his boat during the ordeal.

After the swim the rapids let up considerably and it was time to take in the scenery again. Many side creeks feeding into the Illinois looked like mini-rivers in size, this along with the snow covered peeks added to some very spectacular scenery which must be breath taking during a sunny day. An occasional very cold blast of air would swoop down through the canyon, but it never snowed at the river level. A couple miles from take out we had a final pow-wow about camping out one last night on the river. The final consensus was to camp out at the take out and de-rig the boats while Bill made his famous Forks of the Kern shrimp jambilaya. Most people had wet tents, wet sleeping bags, and dry bags which were also wet, this must have influenced our decision to sleep at the take out near the safety of the shuttle trucks.

All three shuttle trucks where at the take-out as promised. My watch showed 3:30 pm. We de-rigged and loaded the trucks; tonight there would be no shrimp jambalaya dinner. Bill decided to take the 101 back to the Bay Area and camp along Redwood Creek about an hour and a half away. We stopped to eat fish ‘n chips and asked our waitress if anything significant had happened in the news while we were away. She said nothing of significance had happened during our 2 days on the river, no news was good news. At Redwood Creek State Park we set camp and were probably asleep by 8 pm. Since my tent was all wet and no good, I slept under a tarp next to the truck. Not even the rain showers that night could deter me from a deep sleep. 

We were up by 6:30 am and continued on down to the Bay Area. Along Arcata an electronic highway sign cautioned that a huge landslide 85 miles south of Crescent City had 101 closed and all cars were being turned around. So much for our scenic drive down 101, we were forced to take 299 through the Trinity Alps. At least we got to see the pleasant Class III section of the main Trinity river as well as the Class V Burnt Ranch Gorge section from high above on 299. The Burnt Ranch Gorge section of the Trinity is one of California’s Class V gems, Bill had run this section of river a few times as a paddle captain. I’d never been on any section of the Trinity and Martin had never been on the Burnt Ranch Gorge section of the Trinity. 

Along the way to Interstate 5 Bill would continually point out the many different creeks he has run in the past, some creeks he hadn’t run also piqued his interest as future adventures. On Interstate 5 it was the same boring view, though the Sacramento river seemed to be flowing pretty good. We got to Berkeley by 2:30 pm. Next time I go on the Illinois it will be at 1200 cfs with sunny days in the forecast… I might have to wait a long time to get these perfect conditions.  

