
Chattooga River Fatalities and Near Fatalities 
Since 1970 

Compiled by the U.S. Forest Service 
(*All incidents are non-commercial, self-guided use unless denoted by an asterisk*) 

 

Event Date Location Circumstances Rescue Efforts Victim 
# 

Drowning 1970 Woodall 
Shoals 

Unknown  1 

Drowning 1971 Bull 
Sluice 

Unknown 
 

 2 

Drowning 1971 Bull 
Sluice 

Unknown 
 

 3 

Drowning 
(canoe) 7/72 Woodall 

Shoals 
Canoe overturned, victim not wearing PFD  4 

Drowning 7/13/72 The 
Narrows 

Alfred Hochlan, age 25 from Indianapolis, IN  5 

Drowning 
(raft) 7/72 Bull 

Sluice 
Raft overturned, victim not wearing PFD  6 

Drowning 
(canoe) 

 
8/13/72 Bull 

Sluice 

Canoe overturned, victim not wearing PFD  
7 

Death 
(canoe) 1/21/73 Woodall 

Shoals 

Thomas Reeves, 24, Chamblee, GA. Canoe 
overturned.  Victim was wearing PFD. Probable cause 
of death from exposure and injuries on rocks. 
 

 

8 

Drowning 
(raft) 3/73 Bull 

Sluice 
Raft caught in hydraulic, victim not wearing PFD.  9 

Drowning 
(raft) 4/73 The 

Narrows 

Charles Ritchie, 21, Columbus, GA. Raft overturned, 
victim not wearing PFD. 
 

 
10 

Drowning 
(raft) 7/7/73 Woodall 

Shoals 

Joe Fox, 45, Decatur, GA, was thrown from raft, not 
wearing PFD. 
 

 
11 

Drowning 
(innertube) 

 
8/73 Bull 

Sluice 

Victim ran rapid in innertube, not wearing PFD. 
 

 
12 



Drowning 
(raft) 5/19/74 Woodall 

Shoals 

Gilbert Shenks, 23, Marietta, GA was thrown from 
raft, not wearing PFD. 
 

 
13 

Drowning 
(kayak) 6/23/74 Crack-in-

the-rock 

Bob Goeke, 38, Athens, GA, president of GA 
Canoeing Assn., fell out of kayak in left crack, swam 
back into rapid to retrieve boat, PFD ripped off, foot 
became entrapped. 
 

Companions unable to free him. 

14 

Drowning 
(swimming) 7/29/74 Earls Ford 

James Doyle, 15, Long Creek, SC was caught in 
undertow at mouth of Warwoman Creek. 
 

 
15 

Near-
Drowning 

(raft) 
7/74  

Victim thrown from raft. PFD was ripped off in 
hydraulic because it was not properly tied.   

Victim was revived. 
 

Fatality 
(inflatable) 2/75 Fall Creek 

Robert Frazier, 19, Travelers Rest, SC was floating in 
an inflatable boat with a friend. Boat punctured and 
deflated so friend went for help.   
 

Victim died beside river from exposure before 
help arrived the next day. Nighttime low was 
16oF. 16 

Drowning 
(swimming) 9/75 Thrifts 

Ferry 
Intoxicated man drowned in calm water.  17 

Drowning 
(raft) 9/28/75 Sockem-

Dog 

Monroe Sanders, 23, New Bern, NC fell out of raft in 
high water and was caught in a log. PFD surfaced 10 
minutes after victim disappeared. 
 

Body recovered 12 days later 

18 

Near-
Drowning 
(kayak) 

1978 Narrows 
Victim turned over in the Narrows. Victim turned blue but was revived by a 

physician who happened to arrive with another 
group 5 minutes later. 

 

Drowning 
(other) 8/79 Woodall 

Shoals 

Marvin Cooper, 31, Rabun Gap, GA slipped off a 
rock at bottom of Woodall Shoals; couldn’t swim, 
was carried downstream and drowned. 
 

 

19 

Drowning 
(kayak) 10/21/79 Jawbone 

Charles Bernard, 28, an NOC guide, slipped out of 
eddy.  His kayak was pinned under Undercut Rock 
and broke in half.  PFD and helmet were ripped off. 
 

Body was recovered five hours later. 

20 

Drowning 
(kayak) 6/8/80 Crack-in-

the-Rock 

Lisa J. Seabacher, 24, Atlanta, GA.  Kayak capsized 
above rapid, boat then victim washed through Left 
Crack. 

Victim was pinned for 20 minutes. 
21 



Drowning 
(canoe) 4/12/81 Bull 

Sluice 

Edward Holmes, 30, Atlanta, GA was on a guide 
training trip (High Country, Atlanta). Victim stepped 
out of canoe at top of main ledge to free canoe from 
rocks and got his leg caught in pothole. The force of 
the water bent him over. 
 

 

22 

Drowning 
(swimming) 8/16/81 Bull 

Sluice 

Melanie Murphy, 25, Port Hammock, FL was body 
surfing on 8/15 with husband and friends. Water level 
was about 0.6 feet. Her leg got caught on rocks 
between hydraulic and decapitation rock; went under. 
 

Two SEE guides freed her from the rocks after 
3-7 minutes by pulling upstream with ropes 
and revived her with CPR. Victim died in the 
hospital the next morning. 

23 

Death 
(scouting) 3/18/84 Woodall 

Shoals 

Mark Hinz, 25, Navidad, TX had walked in to scout 
the rapid for a future trip. A large pine snapped and 
pinned him in waist-deep water where he died of 
exposure. 
 

Victim was found the following day. 

24 

Drowning 
(raft) 8/27/89 Crack-in-

the-Rock 

About 1500, Kevin Bright, 21, Augusta, GA 
overturned in a raft with four others at Corkscrew and 
became pinned under water in Left Crack. Water level 
was about 1.65 feet. 
 

Rescue personnel arrived about 1715 and 
recovered the body at 1830. 

25 

Drowning 
(kayak) 7/28/90 The 

Narrows 

Daniel Berryman, 11, Powder Springs, GA flipped in 
his kayak and drowned as a result of foot entrapment. 
 

 
26 

Drowning 
(kayak) 5/15/91 Crack-in-

the-Rock 

Christopher Booker, 24, Richmond, VA paddled 
Right Crack without scouting to try to retrieve 
someone else’s paddle. No ropes were set and this 
was his first Section IV trip. Victim surfed then wet-
exited and made several attempts to pull kayak out of 
the hole then flushed out alive but exhausted.   
 

Victim last seen in feet-up position floating 
toward Jawbone. Partners went to get their 
boats and found his body floating about 1.5 
miles into Lake Tugaloo. He had a large 
hematoma above his eye. 

27 

Drowning 
(innertube) 

 
6/13/92 Five Falls 

A 17-year old boy from Clayton, GA put in with three 
friends at Camp Creek Trail with no experience, no 
PFDs or helmets. Two of them swam to shore below 
Right Crack and encouraged another upstream not to 
come down. They then looked downstream and saw 
victim, still conscious, headed to Jawbone. 
 

Body was found by a Wildwater trip floating 
near the large, deep pool at Opossum Creek on 
6/17/92. Several grappling hooks were lost in 
the river. 28 



Near 
Drowning 

(canoe) 
9/6/92 Big Island 

Ford 

A 22-year old woman was in the center of a canoe 
with two others. Water level was 3.5 feet. The canoe 
turned sideways against a log jam and victim’s head 
was pinned underwater between a thwart and a log.  
 

After passing out, friends were able to move 
canoe after 5 or 10 minutes. Victim was 
revived with four breathes and made a 
complete recovery in a few days. 

 

Drowning 
(kayak) 3/11/93 Five Falls 

At 2.0 feet, a 42-year old man from Woodstock, GA 
was paddling with three other people. He ran the 
beginning of Entrance upright but hit a small hole or 
wave at the bottom and flipped. He tried to roll a 
couple of times then tried to exit. He was upside 
down, in his boat, and not moving when he washed 
through Corkscrew.  One of the group paddled up 
beside him below Corkscrew and managed to roll his 
boat upright to find him unconscious. The paddler lost 
his grip and the victim washed through Crack-in-the-
Rock and Jawbone.   
 

His body was found about thirty minutes later 
in an eddy on river-right just below Shoulder 
Bone rapid.   
 

29 

 Two Near-
Drownings 

(raft) 
7/9/94 Woodall 

Shoals 

At 1.6 feet, six young men put in at 76 in two rafts. 
This was the first Chattooga trip for two who nearly 
drowned. The second raft with three people flipped in 
the center of the hydraulic. One person pushed off the 
raft and flushed out immediately. The other two were 
in the hydraulic until they lost consciousness and then 
flushed out.   
 

One was reported to have had glazed eyes and 
no pulse. Both were revived and transported to 
the hospital where they were released a couple 
of days later with no lasting effects. 
  

Drowning 
(raft) 8/17/94 

Dicks 
Creek 
Ledge 
Rapid 

With the river around 10 feet due to a tropical storm, 
a 20-year old Piedmont, SC man launched a raft at 
Hwy 28 with three others. Their raft flipped at Dick's 
Creek, which is the last time that the victim was seen 
alive. 
 

His body was found two days later (by 
helicopter) in a log jam on the upstream side of 
the island by Sandy Run Rapid. The victim’s 
PFD was found off of his body. 30 

Near-
Drowning 
(kayak) 

10/24/94 Right 
Crack 

At 1.8 feet, a woman was pinned upright in her kayak 
between a rock and a log at the top of Right Crack 
with the water up to her chest. The boat was crushed 
around her left leg.  The two other people in her party 
were unable to free her. 

Guides arrived and worked with the two 
people in the victim’s party for about 2.5 hours 
before they were finally able to free her. She 
was transported to the lake where an 
ambulance was waiting for her. She was 
treated and released from the hospital the same 
night. 

 



Drowning 
(raft) 4/30/95 Sockem 

Dog 

At 1.6 feet a 30-year old woman from the Atlanta area 
was rafting with a group of 20 individuals. They ran 
Jawbone but then lodged against the upstream side of 
Hydroelectric Rock.  The raft took on water then 
flipped throwing all five occupants into the river. The 
victim caught one of two ropes that had been set, 
began to pendulum towards the South Carolina shore 
then lost her grip on the rope.  The victim was last 
seen on the right upstream side of Allison’s Rock. Her 
helmet and one of her shoes were found below 
Sockem Dog shortly after she disappeared. 

On May 19 her body was located by five local 
river guides in six feet of water six to eight feet 
back under the rock. The body was recovered 
with PFD intact using a 20 foot long pole with 
a gaff hook and a rope haul system. The water 
flows under Allison’s Rock and emerges on 
the downstream side through several smaller 
rocks, which form a sieve. The river level was 
1.4 feet at the time of the recovery. The group 
who performed the recovery felt that it could 
not have been completed safely at a higher 
water level.  
 
 

31 

Near-
Drowning 

(swimming) 
5/29/95 Bull 

Sluice 

A 36-year old man was swimming in the pool below 
Bull Sluice without a PFD. A few minutes after he 
entered the water he was seen to be bobbing up and 
down, gasping for air. By the time another swimmer 
reached the victim, his face was underwater. 
 

The other swimmer pulled the victim to shore 
and called EMS. The victim was stabilized and 
transported to the Rabun County Hospital. He 
was treated and released the same day.  

Near-
Drowning 

(inf. kayak) 
6/9/95 Woodall 

Shoals 

At 1.6 feet, an inexperienced 29-year old man and 
friend were advised by NOC guides and a group of 
kayakers to portage above Woodall or to run through 
the narrow passage on the immediate right side due to 
the hydraulic. After watching the NOC trip and 
kayakers run the right side, they attempted to do the 
same.  Victim was pulled into the hydraulic, flipped, 
and was pulled under and recirculated. He popped out 
face-down floating downstream.  
 

The kayakers and guides managed to swim 
him to shore. His face and lips were blue but 
had a pulse. After a few rescue breaths, he 
started to breathe on his own. They carried him 
to the parking lot. Oconee Memorial Hospital 
paramedics arrived and transported the semi-
conscious victim. He was released from the 
hospital on June 12. 
 

 

Drowning 
(kayak) 6/13/96 Crack-in-

the-Rock 

At 1.9 feet, a 24-year old Georgia man was paddling 
with three other men. Though experienced paddlers, 
none had floated Section IV before. While scouting 
Crack-in-the-Rock, victim swam from left bank to the 
middle rock for a closer look but was unable to hold 
on. He assumed the rescue swim position, was swept 
into the rapid and disappeared. 
 

The other members of the party attempted to 
dislodge his body for two hours before they 
proceeded to the take out. His body was 
apparently lodged in the body-entrapment 
wedge where several other boaters have died. 
His body was not recovered until June 24. 

32 



Drowning 
(other) 7/20/97 Bull 

Sluice 

 
A 21-year old seasonal agricultural worker who had 
been residing in Clayton, GA drowned below Bull 
Sluice.  He was last seen alive sitting on the pyramid-
shaped rock in the large eddy on river left.  He could 
not swim. 

 
His body was found the next day in seven feet 
of water on the bottom between the pyramid-
shaped rock and Mermaid Rock (a few feet 
upstream).  The mild current in this location 
held his body against a rock, but he was not 
entrapped. 
 

33 

Drowning 
(kayak) 1/11/98 Sockem 

Dog 

At 2.6 feet, a 24-year old experienced paddler from 
Athens, GA flipped at the end of Jawbone. After 
several roll attempts he swam out and washed into 
Sockem Dog near Puppy Chute. The current pinned 
him against a large undercut rock and a tree lodged at 
the top of the rapid. Another paddler was able to get 
on the rock and placed ropes on the victim’s wrist. 
Victim remained conscious with head above water 
until he couldn’t hold on any longer. 
 

The body was removed easily a few days later 
when the water level had dropped. 

34 

Drowning 
(Wading) 5/29/99 Raven 

Rock 

 
At 1.25 feet, Rachel Trois, 15, from Pennsylvania and 
Charles Yoder were wading across the river from the 
SC side to get to the potholes at Raven Rock when 
they lost their footing. Yoder grabbed a rock in one 
hand and Rachel with the other until both were swept 
into the center slot. Yoder surfaced below, Rachel did 
not. Neither was wearing a PFD. Members of the 
group swam through the rapid numerous times 
attempting to rescue Rachel. 
 

 
Rescue personnel were unable to locate the 
victim’s body until 6/5 when search and rescue 
dogs made a positive hit and an underwater 
camera revealed what was believed to have 
been the body in the center slot near the 
bottom of the rapid. On June 24, a diversion 
structure was erected above the rapid in an 
unsuccessful attempt to divert water from the 
center slot to allow divers into this location.  
 
On July 28 a higher dam was erected, but 
before the dam was completed, divers located 
the victim’s remains about 30 feet downstream 
of the rapid against the large rock on river left.  
After the dam was completed, divers were able 
to swim into the center slot.  Part of the victims 
clothing was found entangled with a log in the 
center slot.  
 

35 



Drowning 
(swimming) 6/17/00 Bull 

Sluice 

Manuel Munoz, 28, of Clayton, GA was swimming 
with five friends in a pool near the middle of the river 
near a rock commonly known as “Mermaid”, about 30 
feet downstream of Bull Sluice. His friends saw him 
swim to Mermaid and start swimming back. Shortly 
afterwards, they could not find him. He was not 
wearing a PFD. 
 

Oconee County Rescue Diver located the body 
about two hours later near Mermaid Rock. The 
body was circulating in an eddy on the bottom 
of the river. 36 

Drowning 
(wading) 6/28/00 Bull 

Sluice 

At 0.94 feet, 10-year old Brittani Briones from 
Monroe, GA was wading with her mother above Bull 
Sluice rapid. They both lost their footing and washed 
into Bull Sluice. Mrs. Briones surfaced below the 
rapid. Brittani, who apparently washed into the rapid 
feet first, never resurfaced. Neither wore PFD’s.   

A volunteer swam upstream under decap rock 
and found her body. Her legs were lodged 
between a log and rocks directly under decap 
rock. She was brought to shore about 30 
minutes after she became entrapped and given 
CPR until she reached Oconee Memorial 
Hospital, where she was pronounced dead. 

 

37 

Drowning 
(raft) 5/26/03 Sockem 

Dog 

Tony Cobb, 42, from Long Creek, SC was in a single 
raft with four others on Section IV. The water level 
was 2.0. Not intending to run Sockem Dog, all but 
one person got out of the raft above this rapid. The 
raft started floating down stream with one other 
person in it and Tony swam out and got back into it. 
The raft overturned in the Sockem Dog hydraulic, 
spilling both into the river. The other person floated 
out, but Tony and the raft remained in the hydraulic 
for about 15 minutes causing him to become 
entangled in one of the raft’s lines. 
 

A crew from one of the rafting companies 
brought his body to shore and performed CPR, 
but he never recovered. 

38 

Near-
Drowning 
(kayak) 

7/20/03 Five Falls 

At 1.85 feet, Rod Baird ran Jawbone from the Parking 
Lot eddy, swung wide, flipped at Decap, rolled up, hit 
Hydro, flipped again, and got pinned in the hole at 
Hydro while still in the kayak. One person climbed 
onto Hydro while another swam out to Hydro on a 
rope. They pushed Rod and kayak through the hole.  
Rod came out of the kayak and washed into Sockem 
Dog for about six minutes. 

When he was recovered he cold and blue with 
no pulse and was not breathing.  After about 
five minutes of compressions, a strong pulse 
was detected. In about ten minutes, he began 
breathing, but assisted breathing continued. In 
two hours, they had him to a motorboat, and 
shortly thereafter, in the ambulance at the 
ramp. After a few weeks Rod made a complete 
recovery. 

 



Drowning 
(kayak) 11/9/03 Five Falls 

At 1.5 feet, Keith Green, 40, Greenville, SC joined a 
group of five other boaters from NC at the Hwy 76 
put-in. After everyone ran Entrance, Green ran 
Corkscrew alone where he flipped. After attempting 
to upright he exited and swam and was last seen 
washing into Right Crack just ahead of his kayak. 
Water temp was about 54o and air temp about 53o. 

Green’s paddle and PFD were found that day. 
Aerial searches began the next day. The body 
was located 11/11/03 using an underwater 
camera but divers were not able to reach the 
body. The river was monitored daily with 
another dive attempted 11/15/03. On 11/16/03 
water levels had dropped enough to allow 
removal of the kayak, which released the body. 

39 

Drowning 
(raft)* 7/14/12 Five Falls 

At 2.0 feet, Michael Dorris, 57, Nashville, TN was on 
a Wildwater trip when his raft overturned in the wave 
train of Jawbone rapid. The raft was loaded with a 
total of 6 guests and 2 guides. All other guests and 
guides were pulled from the river with throw ropes.  
Victim was seen floating face up past the left side of 
Hydro Rock then toward Sockem Dog rapid. Multiple 
ropes were thrown but he made no visible attempts to 
reach for them. He floated in the middle of the river 
and was last seen disappearing under Allison’s Rock.  

Heavy rains the day of the incident quickly 
caused water levels to reach 3.3 feet by 6pm 
hampering rescue/recovery efforts on the first 
day.  

Mr. Dorris was located by underwater camera 
on Tuesday, 7/17/12.  Responders were able to 
recover the body from under Allison’s Rock on 
Wednesday, 7/18/12. 

 

40 

Drowning 
(raft)* 6/19/13 Five Falls 

Thomas P. Hill, 50, Tampa, FL was on a Southeastern 
Expeditions trip. The raft Mr. Hill was paddling in 
surfed the hydraulic below Sockem Dog and five out 
of the seven occupants fell in, including the guide. 
Four were rescued back into the raft but Mr. Hill did 
not resurface. The safety boater swam the rapid 
several times but was unable to locate the victim. 
Water level was about 1.9. 

 

In the days that followed, and despite two 
underwater camera sightings on different days 
in different locations just below Sockem Dog, 
rescuers were unable to recover the body due 
to high flows. Ultimately nine inches of 
rainfall that began on July 1 through July 5 
dislodged the body and it was recovered below 
Opossum Creek Beach on July 5. 

 

41 

Drowning 
(canoe) 7/15/13 Sandy 

Ford 

Ralph Neal Head, 54, Madison, GA was paddling 
from Earls Ford to Sandy Ford in a solo canoe with a 
father and son in a second canoe. The victim 
overturned about 100 yards above the takeout on river 
left and attempted to stand up in the current near an 
unnamed undercut rock. He was forced underwater 
when his left leg became pinned. The river was 
approximately 2.8 feet.   

Search and rescue crews were able to recover 
the body that day. Mr. Head was still wearing 
his PFD and helmet. According to the father in 
the second canoe, the victim had been 
canoeing the Chattooga for 35 years. 

 

42 



 


