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Riverboarding makes a splash in the foothills
By Kathleen Doler
Coming to a river near you: Mad, rubber-clad frogmen riding a kid’s foam drugstore toy. Kowabunga!
Riverboarding is taking hold in the white water of the Sierra foothills and other rivers in California, Colorado and beyond. What is it? Leave the kayaks and rafts at home, thrill seekers are riding the rapids on boogie boards or specialized float boards. 

Why jump into numbing, roiling water on a float toy? It’s the simplicity and the thrill that’s attracting water rats, says Shane Bolling, founder and president of RipBoard Inc., a maker of riverboards in Lakewood, Colo. He says once a rider gets familiar with identifying the center V, or smooth spot in the rapids, “riverboarding has a pretty simple learning curve.” You don’t have to learn to roll a kayak; you’re already in the water.
The sport grew out of a couple of different influences. Bolling says surfers traveling inland, and in need of a water fix, got the idea of trying out their belly boards in the rapids. Around the same time (the late 1980s), French frogmen were taking to the rivers of Europe.

Contests
Now the sport is gaining followers, who are competing in river festivals, previously the exclusive domain of kayakers. This spring riverboarders will compete in a boardercross, a gang race around gates and through the rapids, at the American River Festival held in Coloma, Calif. in late April. “It will be like Nascar on the rapids,” says Richard Lewis, RipBoard’s California representative. 
White water
The American River is a popular boarding destination. Other favorite rivers include the Trinity (up near Shasta) and the Kern in Southern California. But any river with rapids is a potential ride for boarders. Bolling says newbies should start on Class II or III rapids, learning to read the water and steer with their fins. Then they can work their way up to bigger white water.
Equipment
If you’re a water sports enthusiast, you may already own some of the necessary riverboarding gear. Bolling says the essentials include: a board (either a specialized riverboard or a boogie board), a life jacket, a helmet, a wetsuit (preferably with knee-pad protection – wetsuit thickness depends on your cold tolerance), wetsuit gloves, wetsuit booties, fins and soccer shin guards (to go under your wetsuit). Bolling’s RipBoard is one extreme float board for serious riders. It’s 2-feet by 3-feet and made of molded plastic that hugs your body. It also has a padded chest cavity and sturdy handles.
Information

Want to know more? RipBoard’s web site provides information on equipment, contests and board demos. You can find it at www.ripboard.com. In addition to selling RipBoards in the Golden State, Lewis also gives riverboarding lessons. View his web site at www.californiawhitewaterextreme.com. Pacific River Supply Co., El Sobrante, Calif., sells Carlson River Boards and other white water gear. Visit it’s web site at www.pacificriversupply.com. The site also lists contact information for other riverboarding instructors.
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