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1 Big Hole River

Length: 153 miles total; 92 miles from Highway 43 bridge north of Wisdom to confluence with Beaverhead River

Float time: Variable depending on float length; roughly 5–6 mph at high water, 2–3 mph at low water

Difficulty: Variable depending on section; generally moderate to difficult

Rapids: Class I except for Class II–III canyon section between Wise River and Divide

River type: Starts as high-elevation meandering stream, becomes moderately sized river as it descends through the canyon by Wise River, finishes as a wide, slow river in arid valley

Current: Varies with water level; generally strong and swift

River gradient: 14 feet per mile from Highway 43 bridge north of Wisdom to confluence with Beaverhead River

River gauge: USGS: Wise River, Maiden Rock, Melrose; minimum level for floating on a SUP is about 250 cfs

Season: Spring, summer, fall; spring can be dangerous and deadly

Fees and permits: None; check on fishing rules

Maps: Montana Afloat: Big Hole River; River Rat Maps: Big Hole River; USGS: Pine Hill, Fool Hen Mountain, Lower Seymour Lake, Lincoln Gulch, Dickie Hills, Wise River, Dewey, Cattle Gulch, Melrose, Earls Gulch, Glen, Block Mountain, Beaverhead Rock, Twin Bridges SW, Twin Bridges

Contact: FWP: Bozeman; angling shops in Wisdom, Wise River, Divide, Melrose, and Twin Bridges; Big Hole Watershed Committee, Dillon, (406) 960–4855



The River

Montana’s Big Hole River is best known for its fishing. It’s one of the few places in the country where anglers can catch fluvial Arctic grayling (not to be confused with adfluvial Arctic grayling, which live in lakes). These gorgeous fish live alongside rainbow, brown, brook and a few westslope cutthroat trout, making the Big Hole one of Montana’s most diverse (and productive) fisheries.

The 153-mile-long Big Hole River runs through the “Big Hole”—a sprawling valley in southwestern Montana. The river rises near the Continental Divide in the Beaverhead Mountains at Lake Skinner. From there it runs north for roughly 60 miles before turning east, then south, and then north again in a graceful curlicue. The Big Hole Valley is ranching country, and much of the land on the upper half of the river is privately owned. As the river winds to the east and south, there’s more public land.

Private or public, it’s spectacular country. To the west, the craggy Beaverhead Mountains dominate the skyline. To the north, the Anaconda Range towers above the river, and to the east, the Pioneer Mountains beckon. A handful of small towns dot the valley, but don’t expect much in terms of services—these are mostly blink-and-you-miss-them ranching communities.

The far upper Big Hole is floatable, but small and brushy. Fencing, thick willows, and limited access make this stretch best for adventurous and experienced paddlers. North of Wisdom, access and floating improve. The river picks up numerous small feeder streams and widens. Overall, the Big Hole Valley is pretty flat, so the upper river doesn’t have any real rapids. It does braid frequently, and strainers and sweepers can be an issue. The upper Big Hole is about 60 miles long, and the final 25 miles of this section offer the best paddling.

As the river swings east and then south, it flows through a canyon and picks up speed. This section is beautiful and offers fun paddling. Cottonwood trees line the banks, and conifers crawl up the steep hills that hem in the river. Raptors swoop down to catch fish, and bighorn sheep can be spotted high in the hills. Rocky outcroppings and gray-brown cliffs round out the classic Montana scene. The lower part of the canyon serves up some especially large, dramatic cliff and rock formations, including Maiden Rock and Goat Mountain.

The final 60 miles of the Big Hole flow through semiarid ranching and sagebrush country. It’s fine floating, but arguably not as scenic as the upper portions of the river. When the Big Hole passes the small town of Glen, it once again turns east and north on its way to its confluence with the Beaverhead River, just south of the town of Twin Bridges.




The Paddling

While you can float the very upper stretches of the Big Hole, I would suggest putting on north of the town of Wisdom where the river is wider and access is better. The 11-mile stretch from Fishtrap Creek Campground, a riverside BLM campground about 23 miles north of Wisdom, to the Dickie Bridge Campground, another BLM campground that’s located right on the river, is a great stretch for advanced beginners and above. It’s fast but not too fast, and with the number of outfitters on this section, it’s easy to see which braid to take when the river splits up.

Downstream of Dickie Bridge, the river picks up speed and paddlers will encounter some Class II water on their way to Wise River. It’s nothing intermediates can’t handle, but definitely be ready to dodge boulders and ride some big wave trains.

Between Wise River and Melrose, the Big Hole remains fast and offers intermediate paddlers some great action. The 11-mile stretch between the George Grant Memorial Fishing Access Site and the BLM’s Maiden Rock East Recreation Site is particularly fun. Fast water, boulders, and a few drops make this an awesome spot to test your paddling skills. While there are several river access sites along MT 43, which parallels the river, roadside access between them is limited. Be prepared to self-rescue and bring your A game. It’s not especially hard or dangerous, but the location is remote and the water is swift, so safety should be a top priority. A mandatory portage is required to get around the Big Hole Pumping Station Dam, about three-quarters of a mile below the Pumphouse Road Bridge and about a half mile above the Highway 43 bridge at the town of Divide. Portage river right.

Paddlers can skip the portage and just put in a bit below the dam at the BLM’s Divide Bridge Campground and float fun Class I and II water to the Maidenrock FAS (6 miles downstream from the BLM’s Maiden Rock East Recreation Site) or continue farther downstream to Salmon Fly FAS or even Brownes Bridge FAS (14, 17, and 25 miles, respectively). This is arguably the most popular stretch of the river, so be prepared to share it with anglers, both wading and boating.



[image: The Big Hole above Maiden Rock Access Site in mid-June.]
The Big Hole above Maiden Rock Access Site in mid-June.



South and downstream of the town of Melrose, the river slows and becomes more suitable for less experienced river paddlers. While the more technical whitewater is upstream, I’d still rate the lower river as intermediate and above, mostly because the river is dynamic and braids numerous times in this flatter geography. Thick forests of cottonwood line much of the river and add their logs to the river every year. Logjams, especially on side channels, and strainers and sweepers in the main channel can be too much for beginners to handle.

I paddled the Big Hole in early June when water levels were high, and I definitely fell in a couple of times. It was great paddling, but I was well prepared with a drysuit, paddling helmet, quick-release leash, and good maps. I scouted the river before I paddled it to add an extra measure of safety. I also experienced a mix of weather, not uncommon in the Big Hole Valley, which sits above 6,000 feet in elevation. I had gorgeous sunshine, sleet, rain, freezing rain, and snow in one 48-hour period. I also bike-

shuttled along MT 43, which wasn’t terrible but wasn’t ideal either.

The Big Hole is popular with anglers, and floating pressure can get heavy. But it’s still well worth exploring. Practiced beginners will find a safe challenge navigating from Wisdom to Dickie Bridge. Whitewater enthusiasts will find the canyon section exciting but mellow enough to develop skills and experience, and early intermediates looking to improve their skills on the lower section will find just enough spice to keep it exciting without getting overwhelmed. Obviously flows will affect the paddling. Expect rocky, shallow paddling at lower water and fast, cold, pushy water at high flows.


[image: The Upper Big Hole is scenic but a bit too narrow for paddling.]
The Upper Big Hole is scenic but a bit too narrow for paddling.




Abundant public access sites and campgrounds make the Big Hole an excellent river for a weekend of paddling. The BLM and Montana FWP manage several riverside campgrounds between Wisdom and Melrose, and private options are available as well. The mountains surrounding the Big Hole serve up some great hiking and camping as well. The Humbug Spires Wilderness Study Area is close to Divide and offers cool hiking and rock-climbing opportunities.

The Big Hole River is a great destination for all paddlers. Gorgeous vistas, easy access, and exciting water combine to make the Big Hole a short-list destination for Montana paddlers.

Details and Logistics


	Access—Access is limited on the very upper portion of the Big Hole. Downstream of the Highway 43 bridge (about 10 miles north of Wisdom), access improves, and there are public access sites every 5 or 10 miles.

	Length of run—Varied. From the Highway 43 bridge to the confluence with the Beaverhead River, the Big Hole is 92 miles long. Regular public access makes floats of almost any length possible.

	Level of difficulty—Beginning river paddlers can handle the section from the Highway 43 bridge to Dickie Bridge at low water. Intermediates and above should be able to handle the rest of the river, though the canyon stretch between Wise River and Divide is better for experienced whitewater paddlers.

	Best time/flows to float—After water comes down in late June.
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	Safety equipment—PFD, quick-release leash, good river shoes/booties, sun-screen, bug spray, dry clothes. Helmet, partners, drysuit/wetsuit, pads on whitewater section.

	Hazards—Fast water, braids, some whitewater between Wise River and Divide, a diversion dam just upstream of Divide, logjams in the lower river, remote setting, float and wade anglers.






Key Access Points along the Big Hole River




	Access Point
	(River Mile)





	Highway 43 bridge
	(92)



	Fishtrap Creek FAS
	(84)



	Sportsman’s Park FAS
	(80)



	East Bank
	(75)



	Dickie Bridge
	(73)



	Jerry Creek
	(63)



	George Grant Memorial FAS
	(59)



	Greenwood Bottoms FAS
	(58)



	Old Divide Bridge
	(57)



	Powerhouse FAS
	(57)



	Divide Bridge Campground (BLM)
	(56)



	Maiden Rock East (BLM)
	(48)



	Maidenrock FAS
	(42)



	Salmon Fly FAS
	(39)



	Brownes Bridge FAS
	(31)



	Kalsta Bridge FAS
	(29)



	Glen FAS
	(25)



	Notch Bottom FAS
	(18)



	Pennington Bridge FAS
	(9)













2 Bitterroot River

Length: 80 miles from confluence of East Fork and West Fork near Conner to confluence with the Clark Fork River

Float time: Variable depending on float length; roughly 5–6 mph at high water, 2–3 mph at low water

Difficulty: Easy to moderate downstream of Florence; moderate to difficult from Conner to Florence

Rapids: All Class I; logjams, braids, and swift current can be dangerous, especially south of Stevensville

River type: Swift, winding stream from Conner to Hamilton, wide river from Hamilton to Missoula

Current: Swift, especially in upper river; slower and mellow nearer to Missoula

River gradient: 11 feet per mile from Conner to confluence with Clark Fork River

River gauge: USGS: Missoula, Bell Crossing, Darby; minimum level for floating on a SUP is about 175 cfs at Darby

Season: Spring, summer, fall; avoid above Florence in spring when water is high

Fees and permits: None

Maps: Montana Afloat: Bitterroot River; River Rat Maps: Bitterroot River; USFS: Bitterroot; USGS: Burnt Ridge, Darby, Hamilton South, Hamilton North, Victor, Bing, Stevensville, Florence, SW Missoula

Contact: FWP: Missoula; angling shops in Bitterroot Valley; Bitter Root Water Forum, Hamilton, (406) 375–2272



The River

The Bitterroot River is a study in contrasts. It flows through one of the most scenic valleys in Montana but is occasionally marred by uncontrolled riverside development. It drains a huge swath of western Montana but suffers from dewatering in dry summers. While it’s often considered an “easy” river, logs can block entire channels, making for tricky paddling and mandatory portages. The Bitterroot has claimed lives in the spring and early summer when the water is swift and choked with trees.

Despite these contradictions, the Bitterroot is a classic float offering day and overnight options. Modern-day explorers floating the Bitterroot between September 7 and 9 would be paddling on precisely the same days the Lewis and Clark expedition paddled the river in 1805. On the 9th, the expedition set up a camp they called “Traveller’s Rest” (misspelling theirs) near the confluence of the Bitterroot and Lolo Creek. The site, 1 mile south of the modern-day hamlet of Lolo, is now Travelers’ Rest State Park (spelling correct). In 2002, excavations revealed physical evidence of the two nights the expedition camped here.

The main Bitterroot starts near Conner where the East Fork and West Fork of the Bitterroot come together. From there, it winds north through beautiful cottonwood bottoms, ranches, and riverside subdivisions for roughly 80 miles.

Access along the Bitterroot is incredible, with public sites every 5 miles or so. Interestingly, the longest stretch of the Bitterroot without public access, about 10 miles, is closer to Missoula. US 93 runs through the Bitterroot Valley but is far enough from the river that you barely see it. The paved Bitterroot Trail runs along US 93 from Missoula to Hamilton, providing what might be Montana’s best bike-shuttling opportunity.

The jagged and saw-toothed Bitterroot Mountains provide an epic backdrop to a Bitterroot float, running along the entirety of the river, just a few miles to its west. To the east, the less dramatic but equally scenic Sapphire Mountains roll into the eastern horizon.




The Paddling

The Bitterroot Valley is wide and fairly flat, so it follows that the river that cuts through it is pretty mellow along its entire length. But just because there are no major rapids on the Bitterroot doesn’t mean it’s super safe. The flat valley allows the Bitterroot to braid frequently, and this makes navigation tricky. The numerous channels can get pretty shallow and choked with logs. Sweepers and strainers are a real threat on the Bitterroot, especially upstream from Victor.

Each spring, floodwaters shift channels and move wood, so a channel that was clear one year may not be the next. It’s always a good idea to drop by a local fly shop or river outfitter and ask specifically about channels to avoid or logjams to watch out for on the stretch you’re floating.

Advanced paddlers can explore the upper Bitterroot from Conner to Hamilton, but the river is fast and logjams and five diversion dams (approximate river miles: 65, 60, 54, 45, 44) make it dangerous. The Sleeping Child Diversion Dam, 5 miles upstream of Hamilton, should be portaged. The Supply Ditch (Woodside) Diversion Dam, about 3 miles below the Woodside FAS at roughly river mile 45, is dangerous as well. All diversion dams demand respect from paddlers, especially standup paddlers.

While experts can challenge the Bitterroot’s upper reaches at low water, intermediates should probably stick to the lower Bitterroot, basically downstream of Hamilton, and beginners should put on below Stevensville. Lucky for them, the lower Bitterroot offers some excellent standup paddling. The 10 or so miles between Hamilton and Victor can be fun for intermediates at lower water, but again, watch out for wood and tricky crosscurrents as the river braids and reconnects.

The 11-mile stretch from Bell Crossing to Poker Joe is lovely. A few pushy turns and bouncy riffles don’t make this the best float for newbies, but practiced beginners confident in handling the board on their knees should be fine. Just be sure to scout the takeout at Poker Joe. It’s a fair walk from the parking lot, and you’ll want to know what it looks like so you don’t miss it (drop a pin on a GPS app on your phone to be sure).

The section from the Stevensville Bridge to the Florence Bridge is an interesting and enjoyable 9-mile float. The first few miles run along the Lee Metcalf National Wildlife Refuge, a scenic nature preserve with ponderosa pines, cottonwood trees, and loads of wildlife. This part of the Bitterroot is wider and less braided than  upstream. Wood is always present in the Bitterroot, but on this stretch, trees can be avoided with heads-up paddling.


[image: Watch for wood on a Bitterroot River paddle.]
Watch for wood on a Bitterroot River paddle.



My favorite paddles on the Bitterroot are north of the Florence Bridge. The Bitterroot is the third most fished river in Montana, but downstream of Florence Bridge, there is no place to easily get a raft or drift boat in or out of the water. All but two of the sites require walking a short distance to the river, and none have formal ramps. This leaves some of the most beautiful stretches of the Bitterroot for paddlers willing to walk their boards (or boats) a few hundred yards. Downstream of Florence, the next paved ramp isn’t for 25 miles, and it’s on the Clark Fork at Kona Bridge about 3 miles after the rivers merge.

My all-time favorite float on the Bitterroot is the 10-mile stretch between the Chief Looking Glass FAS and the Lolo Water Treatment Plant. Two large landowners own much of the land along this stretch, which has saved the shore from the haphazard development that mars some of the middle Bitterroot.

You’ll want to scout the takeout at the Lolo Water Treatment Plant; it’s easy to miss from the river. For that matter, Chief Looking Glass is not on the main river, but on a side channel. If you’re putting in there, it’s no big deal; signs from US 93 take you right to it. If you’re taking out there after putting in upstream, you’ll want to be sure you know where the side channel veers off from the main stem (trust me, I’ve missed it). Alternatively, stretch this float to 14 miles by putting in upstream of Chief Looking Glass at Florence Bridge.

As with anywhere on the Bitterroot, there will likely be logs, huge root wads, and entire trees in the channel, but they’re all easy to avoid on this wide stretch of river. A few sharp bends and large riffles may challenge beginners, but generally, it’s an easy float. In midsummer, it’s possible for locals to float this after work because it stays light until 10 p.m. Expect to spend 4 hours or more on this stretch during lower flows.

The 7-mile stretch from Lolo to Maclay Flats, a Forest Service access site, is nice too, but more developed. This stretch can be a good early-season float, as it’s wide, flat, generally devoid of wood, and easy to access. Unfortunately, as of 2018, access at Buckhouse Bridge has been closed, making the float a bit longer than it used to be.

Fortunately, Maclay Flats (just a few miles downstream of Buckhouse Bridge) provides walk-in access perfect for standup paddlers. Use Maclay Flats as the takeout for the float described above. Or, even better, use it as the put-in for a 7-mile float that starts on the Bitterroot and ends at Kona Bridge on the Clark Fork River. It’s one of the nicest paddles in Missoula, especially in the fall when the bright yellow cottonwoods pop against a crisp, blue sky. Beautiful views of the Rattlesnake Mountains, the Sapphires, and Chaa-pa-qn Peak offer plenty of eye candy. This section makes for a great bike shuttle if you ride Big Flat Road.

Overnight options on the Bitterroot are possible. Chief Looking Glass actually boasts a 25-site campground, but the sites are first-come, first-served. You’d be wise to stop early in the morning on your way downriver and grab a site before they fill up (or go in the shoulder season). Montana has a generous stream-access law that permits camping below normal high-water mark, provided you’re out of sight of an occupied dwelling. This makes it possible to find a gravel bar or sandbar that can accommodate a tent or two for Leave No Trace camping opportunities. Some public land abuts the river, so savvy map readers could plan out a multiday trip down the Bitterroot.

The Bitter Root Water Forum is a great local group based in Hamilton that works to protect and improve the Bitterroot River for all who depend on it, from fish and birds to paddlers, anglers, and ranchers. Check them out at www.brwaterforum.org.

Details and Logistics


	Access—Access to the Bitterroot is great. US 93 parallels the river for the entire run, and there are access points every 5 or so miles. Some require walking and, when used as a takeout for the first time, should be scouted and/or GPS’d to ensure success.

	Length of run—Varies depending on put-in and takeout. For a full day, I’m partial to floats between 10 and 20 miles. For a half day, 6 to 10 miles are great. With its abundant access points, the Bitterroot makes it easy to do whatever you want (or more likely, have time for).

	Level of difficulty—Beginners should stick to the lower Bitterroot (north of Florence), and only then at lower water. Intermediates and experts can (and should) ply the upper sections, but only with current local beta on river conditions like diversion dams, logjams, and other obstacles. If you feel sheepish walking into a fly shop and asking for up-to-date information, pony up a few bucks and buy a sticker or a doodad of some kind to grease the conversation. A $10 pair of Croakies (or whatever) is a cheap way to avoid potential disaster.
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	Best time/flows to float—After peak run-off (late May to mid-June depending on the year). It’s best to wait until the water levels come down to float much of the Bitterroot. The lowest section, from Lolo to Mcclay Flats or Kona Bridge (on the Clark Fork) can be floated at high water with the right gear.

	Safety equipment—PFD, sun protection, quick-release leash, food, dry clothes, river shoes.

	Hazards—Fast turns, tricky eddies, diversion dams, sweepers, strainers, shallow water, headwinds, submerged logs and boulders, fast water, and lack of cell service.






Key Access Points along the Bitterroot River




	Access Point
	(River Mile)





	Hannon Memorial FAS
	(77)



	Darby Bridge FAS
	(74)



	Wally Crawford FAS
	(68)



	Angler’s Roost Bridge
	(58)



	Silver Bridge
	(52)



	Woodside Bridge FAS
	(49)



	Tucker Crossing West FAS
	(44)



	Victor Crossing
	(41)



	Bell Crossing FAS
	(38)



	Stevensville Bridge
	(32)



	Poker Joe FAS
	(27) (walk–in)



	Florence Bridge FAS
	(23)



	Chief Looking Glass FAS
	(20)



	Miller Creek
	(11)



	Riverside Park/Lolo WaterTreatment Plant
	(10) (walk–in)



	Maclay Flat
	(2) (walk–in)



	Maclay Bridge
	(1)













3 Blackfoot River

Length: 132 miles from Anaconda Creek at Rogers Pass to confluence with Clark Fork River in Bonner

Float time: Variable depending on float length; roughly 5–6 mph at high water, 2–3 mph at low water

Difficulty: Moderate to difficult

Rapids: Class I–III; Roundup and Thibodeau are Class II–III rapids

River type: Meandering stream from Mineral Hill to Cedar Meadow; swiftwater mountain river from Cedar Meadow to Bonner

Current: Slower from Mineral Hill to Cedar Meadow; swift from Cedar Meadows to Bonner

River gradient: 2.6 feet per mile from Mineral Hill to Cedar Meadow; 15 feet per mile from Cedar Meadow to Bonner

River gauge: USGS: Bonner; minimum level for floating on a SUP is about 550 cfs

Season: Spring, summer, fall; summer is prime time

Fees and permits: None; camping restricted in Blackfoot Recreation Corridor

Maps: Montana Afloat: Blackfoot; River Rat Maps: Blackfoot; USGS: Lincoln, Moose Creek, Marcum Mountain, Browns Lake, Chamberlain Mountain, Ovando, Woodworth, Bata Mountain, Greenough, Potomac, Sunflower Mountain, Blue Point, SE Missoula, NE Missoula

Contact: FWP: Missoula; BLM: Missoula; angling and outdoor shops in Missoula



The River

In this humble writer’s opinion, the Blackfoot is the best standup-paddling river in the state. I never tire of paddling it no matter how many times I put onto its waters. Close to Missoula and easy to access, it remains remarkably wild and possesses a far-from-civilization feel for almost all of its 130-odd miles.

Rising on the Continental Divide 3 miles south of where MT 200 crosses Rogers Pass, where Beartrap Creek meets Anaconda Creek, it winds west to its confluence with the Clark Fork River east of Missoula. The upper half is mostly on public land, while the lower half runs along private land incised by developed river access sites. A unique and very Montana coalition of land management agencies and private landowners called the Blackfoot Challenge have kept the lower Blackfoot accessible and all of it relatively clean.

The Blackfoot is slower and more sinuous higher in the drainage. While it never gets above a Class III, the main rapids come in the middle third of the river, and the last third has some challenging but fun Class II waves. Of course, small, winding rivers that cut through heavy timber have lots and lots of wood, so the upper Blackfoot isn’t necessarily safer, it’s just slower. As the river moves west, it winds slowly through thick rolling forests, continues through productive ranchlands, and then runs through beautiful conifer-clad canyon country. It’s all varied and beautiful.

The 1992 film version of Norman Maclean’s novella A River Runs Through It helped share the Blackfoot with the masses. Parts of the movie were filmed on the river, though the main rapid scene was filmed at House Rock on the Gallatin River. Regardless, it cemented the Blackfoot as a world-class fishing stream. It certainly delivers lots of fish to competent anglers, but in truth, there are better fishing streams in Montana.

The upper 50 miles of the Blackfoot are narrow and winding. Brushy riparian vegetation hangs out over cut banks, wood clogs the river, and the paddling is difficult at best. Downstream of the Highway 141 bridge and Mineral Hill FAS at river mile 85, the river winds through agricultural lands for 18 miles. It’s so twisty in this section that while it’s only 6 air miles from Mineral Hill to the Cedar Meadow FAS, it’s a paddle of 18 slow-moving miles.

The North Fork of the Blackfoot comes in at the aptly named River Junction FAS at river mile 54, and that’s where the Blackfoot starts to boogie. The first 8 or so miles of the 12-mile run from River Junction to Russell Gates move briskly through a spectacular box canyon before opening up to sprawling views of the Scapegoat Mountains.

Russell Gates, at river mile 42, marks the whitewater section of the Blackfoot. Below this popular spot, the canyon narrows again and the drop increases. From there to Corrick’s River Bend, an 18-mile run of Class II and Class III water, the Blackfoot moves fast along forested banks punctuated by multicolored cliffs. The Blackfoot’s largest rapid, Roundup (Class II–III), is in this section. Paddlers can find a stretch of flatter water between River Bend and Whitaker Bridge. Thibodeau Rapids, a Class II–III, lurks about 1.5 miles downstream of Whitaker Bridge. It’s easy to portage.

From Thibodeau Rapids to the confluence with the Clark Fork, roughly 18 miles, the river passes through classic western Montana scenery. Dark green slopes rise steeply from the shore; bold cliffs, stained with orange lichen, provide cliff-jumping and rope-swinging opportunities. Merganser families navigate the wave trains, and bald eagles and osprey hunt from riverside snags.

Proximity to Missoula and regular developed access along MT 200 combined with mellow Class II water make this some of the most-floated 20 miles of water in the state. Weekends are especially busy. The most popular stretches of the Blackfoot lie below Johnsrud FAS, which also marks the downstream end of the “Blackfoot River Recreation Corridor.”

This uniquely Montana management scheme provides public access and camping opportunities along the 29 miles of the Blackfoot from Russell Gates to Johnsrud. Federal and state land management agencies have worked with private landowners to maintain public access and camping opportunities along this very popular stretch of river. Several campgrounds provide first-come, first-served camping along the river, and there are additional day-use sites that further facilitate access. It’s important for paddlers to follow the rules here so that our collective access remains unimpeded.

Paddlers used to have to take out at the Weigh Station FAS a couple miles northeast of Bonner because of the dam that sat at the confluence of the Blackfoot and Clark Fork Rivers. Today the dam has been removed, and paddlers can float past Weigh Station and onto the Clark Fork. The new Milltown Dam State Park provides access to the Blackfoot immediately above and below the confluence. It’s a great new addition to Montana’s state park system, though it’s only available for day use.


[image: Paddling the Blackfoot in fall can be sublime.]
Paddling the Blackfoot in fall can be sublime.






The Paddling

Standup paddling the Blackfoot is an absolute blast. The water is nearly all Class II or below (Roundup and Thibodeau Rapids can be Class III at higher water), and the drops are usually followed by deep pools affording time for recovery. There are rapid-free stretches, but the Blackfoot is best for paddlers who have some basic river-running skills. True beginning river paddlers should practice on the Clark Fork or lower Bitterroot before trying the Blackfoot.

While the upper 50 miles of the Blackfoot can be paddled, the river is narrow, brushy, clogged with logjams, and shallow. Intrepid experts willing to portage can explore from Lincoln to Mineral Hill FAS, but they should expect slow going and lots of portaging.

Conditions change a bit on the 20 miles between Mineral Hill and Cedar Meadow, but the river is still slow moving and several logjams require portaging. This stretch is appropriate for intermediates at low water providing they’re willing to paddle across still pools, portage logjams, and have the better part of the day to complete the trip. The 13-mile run from Mineral Hill to the Aunt Molly FAS is a nice quiet stretch of water that twists and winds through mixed forest and agricultural lands. An easy 5-mile bike shuttle that’s mostly along a dirt road makes this a great full-day adventure.

Downstream of Cedar Meadow, the river widens a bit and continues to run through mixed forest and ranchland. A few badland formations provide visual interest, while lots of riffles and easy boulder dodging make the water exciting. At low water, it gets shallow, so bring short fins and keep an eye out for boulders. No real rapids exist on the 12-mile stretch from Cedar Meadow to River Junction, but there are enough shelves and boulders to dodge, fast turns to navigate, and tight lines to find that this section is a bit too tough for beginning river paddlers.

At River Junction, the North Fork of the Blackfoot flows in and adds a nice slug of water. River Junction provides camping and parking for day users. The Harry Morgan FAS, which sits on the North Fork of the Blackfoot a few miles above its confluence with the main stem, is a convenient spot to put in for a float to Russell Gates. This 15-odd-mile stretch cuts through a gorgeous box canyon and is suitable for intermediates. One small rapid above the Scotty Brown Bridge (another access option that is 3 miles above Russell Gates) could topple the unprepared, but at low water, it’s barely noticeable. This is one of my favorite stretches of the Blackfoot.

The real whitewater starts below Russell Gates. From there it’s 12 miles to the Roundup FAS, where MT 200 crosses the river. Throughout this stretch, the river flows quickly over some spicy boulder gardens and cuts through steep and wooded hills. Much of it passes by the fancy Paws Up dude ranch, known for its high-priced glamping and for its generosity to local communities. Keep an eye out for celebrities. A tricky stretch of Class II–II+ rapids near the Bear Creek bridge pilings lies just downstream of the Sperry Grade FAS, which is at river mile 40. At lower water, portaging is relatively straightforward if you have good river shoes and are willing to scramble across slippery rocks on the shoreline.

The crux of this stretch comes where Roundup Rapid lies, just above the FAS of the same name. Here, a moderately long boulder garden leads into a nice drop with a huge, partially submerged boulder in the middle of it. More boulder garden sits below the big drop, and the river-right takeout comes quickly after that. It’s Class III at high water and a tricky Class II at lower water.

Water levels can make a real difference on the Blackfoot, and on the lower Blackfoot in particular. At high water, long, cold swims through swift water can be dangerous. At lower water, the risk of hitting a boulder and Superman-ing into the shallow and rocky river poses a real hazard, even if the current slows and the wave trains mellow a bit.

Boulder gardens and rocky shelves punctuate the river between Roundup and Ninemile Prairie FAS, 4 miles downstream of Roundup. At high water, it’s a fast, bouncy run for solid intermediates with quality cold-water gear. At lower water, it’s a challenging but manageable paddle that requires near-constant paddle strokes, a focus on downstream challenges, and short fins. Plan on hitting rocks late in the season, wear a helmet and good river shoes, and be wary of entrapment. Ninemile Prairie sits above the river and requires a short hike down to the shore. Be sure to scout it if you’re using it as a takeout.

From Ninemile Prairie to Whitaker Bridge, a run of 6 miles, the river mellows and advanced beginners can practice their skills after the water comes down. An old railroad grade runs along the river from Whitaker Bridge to Corrick’s River Bend FAS (where it meets the road and continues to Ninemile) and makes for a great bike or trail-run shuttle.

From Whitaker Bridge all the way to Milltown, the Blackfoot serves up fun Class I and II water with the exception of Thibodeau Rapids, just 1.5 miles downstream of Whitaker. A short boulder garden leads to a right-turning drop with a small hole and a solid wave train below. There’s plenty of time to recover, and it’s easily portaged on river left.

Numerous day-use fishing access sites dot the Blackfoot downstream from John-srud, and most lack boat ramps. That makes them perfect for paddleboarders, and the lower Blackfoot serves up a wide variety of floats. While it’s all pretty much Class I, the section from Angevine to Weigh Station has some wave trains that push into Class II. The final short stretch from Weigh Station to the confluence with the Clark Fork flows by towering cliffs where peregrine falcons hang out, over huge logs that are remnants of the Blackfoot’s logging history, and past the Kettlehouse Amphitheater and taproom. The logs and some massive bridge pilings where I-90 crosses the river are serious hazards at high water, so it’s best to wait until later in the summer to paddle this section.

Paddlers need to take the Blackfoot seriously regardless of the time of year they’re paddling. It can be tempting to feel a false sense of security when standup paddling alongside inebriated tubers. Good river shoes, a helmet, a quick-release leash, and a high-quality PFD should be worn by all standup paddlers on the Blackfoot. I’ve broken my finger, broken a paddle, severely dinged my shin, and been truly grateful for my helmet on various Blackfoot floats. I’ve also had wonderfully mellow and easy days on this awesome river.

Without dispute, the Blackfoot delivers incredible recreational paddling. It’s not a good river for a first-timer, but everyone from practiced beginners to experts can find lots of fun on the Blackfoot. Because the Blackfoot is so popular, all river users need to be extra smart, safe, and respectful when paddling this classic western Montana river.

Details and Logistics


	Access—Access to the Blackfoot is great. MT 200 parallels the river for the entire run, and there are access points every 5 or 10 miles.

	Length of run—Varies depending on put-in and takeout. The upper Blackfoot winds repeatedly and flows slowly at low water, making for long days. The lower Blackfoot runs briskly at all times of the year, and regular access points make for lots of options. Consider using the Montana FWP float-in-only campsites for an overnight or two if you have the right gear.

	Level of difficulty—Mostly intermediate and expert. Most of the Blackfoot is great for intermediates after the water comes down. In mid-to late summer, practiced beginners looking to improve their skills will enjoy the lower Blackfoot immensely.
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	Best time/flows to float—After peak run-off (early to mid-June depending on the year). It’s best to wait until the water levels come down to float much of the Blackfoot. The upper river is woody and the lower river has cold, fast water and stout rapids at high water. Later in the summer, the Blackfoot is much more forgiving.

	Safety equipment—PFD, sun protection, quick-release leash, food, dry clothes, river shoes, helmet, pads if desired.

	Hazards—Logjams, strainers, sweepers, sharp turns, riffles, boulder gardens, rapids, swift water, headwinds, other users, lack of cell service.






Key Access Points along the Blackfoot River




	Access Point
	(River Mile)





	Mineral Hill
	(85)



	Aunt Molly FAS
	(72)



	Cedar Meadow FAS
	(66)



	River Junction FAS
	(54)



	Scotty Brown Bridge
	(45)



	Russell Gates Memorial FAS
	(42)



	Clearwater Bridge FAS
	(35)



	Sunset Hill FAS
	(33)



	Roundup FAS
	(30)



	Corrick’s River Bend FAS
	(24)



	Whitaker Bridge
	(20) (day–use launch)



	Johnsrud Park FAS
	(13)



	Angevine FAS
	(8) (walk–in)



	Wisherd Bridge
	(7)



	Marco Flats FAS
	(4)



	Weigh Station FAS
	(2)



	Milltown State Park
	(0)













4 Clark Fork River: East of Missoula

Length: 120 miles from Warm Springs Creek to confluence with Blackfoot River

Float time: Variable depending on float length; roughly 5–6 mph at high water, 2–3 mph at low water

Difficulty: Moderate to difficult

Rapids: Class I; logjams, sharp turns, shallow water add difficulty

River type: Meandering stream through broad valley, widening as it descends

Current: Swift and constant

River gradient: 7 feet per mile from Warm Springs to confluence with Blackfoot River

River gauge: USGS: Above Missoula; floatable all year below Rock Creek; might be too shallow above Rock Creek in dry years

Season: Year-round

Fees and permits: None

Maps: Montana Afloat: Clark Fork; River Rat Maps: Clark Fork #1 Warm Springs to Frenchtown; USFS: Beaverhead-Deerlodge, Lolo

Contact: FWP: Missoula; angling shops in Deer Lodge and Missoula; Clark Fork Coalition, Missoula, (406) 542–0539



The River

Montana’s Clark Fork River forms high on the Continental Divide near Butte. It starts as Silver Bow Creek and becomes the Clark Fork when it receives Warm Springs Creek, roughly 20 miles later. Generally, the Clark Fork flows northwest through the mountains of western Montana.

Meriwether Lewis traveled the Clark Fork on his return from the Pacific Ocean in 1806 and named it the Clark’s Fork of the Columbia in honor of his expedition partner. Over time, the apostrophe and the s were dropped. The river adds major and minor tributaries all along its route, eventually draining nearly all of the western flanks of Montana’s Rocky Mountains. When it finally flows out of Montana and into Idaho’s Lake Pend Oreille, roughly 310 miles from its start, it carries more water than any other river in the state.

The Clark Fork has a long and complicated history. Native Americans including the Flathead, Salish, Kootenai, Blackfeet, and others utilized the river and its environs. In addition to Meriwether Lewis, legendary explorer David Thompson (for whom Thompson Falls is named) established trading posts along the river in the early 1800s.

When copper was discovered in Butte, the Clark Fork became even more important, and as it turned out, imperiled. In 1908 a massive flood blew out settling ponds near the Clark Fork’s headwater stream, Silver Bow Creek. The flood washed a half century of toxic mining waste down the valley, all the way to the brand-new dam that mining magnate William Clark (yes, quite a naming coincidence) had just built at the confluence of the Clark Fork and the Blackfoot Rivers, 6 miles east of Missoula. The floodwater deposited heavy metals toxic to aquatic organisms all along the Clark Fork’s banks, rendered Silver Bow Creek incapable of supporting life, and fouled the river for the next several decades.


[image: Navigating shallow water on a SUP-bike adventure on the Clark Fork River east of Missoula.]
Navigating shallow water on a SUP-bike adventure on the Clark Fork River east of Missoula.



Today, tremendous progress has been made, the Milltown Dam is gone, and the river is no longer toxic to fish. River advocates recently celebrated the return of fish to Silver Bow Creek, something many feared might never happen.




The Paddling

For the purposes of this book, the upper Clark Fork stops at the Sha-Ron FAS in East Missoula. Not many people paddle the upper Clark Fork. While the scenery is spectacular and river access is decent, the river is shallow, braided, and woody.

The uppermost 40 miles or so flow through the broad Deer Lodge valley. Sweeping views of the Flint Range stretch behind cattle ranches. Generally, intermediates can navigate the sections from Deer Lodge to Garrison. At times, quick-paced paddle corrections are needed to safely navigate tricky eddies, sharp turns, and other obstacles. Fortunately, at lower water when this section of the Upper Clark Fork is runnable, an accidental dunking should be pretty low consequence.

From Garrison to Turah FAS, the topography narrows and the Clark Fork flows closer to the highway. Limited access, lots of wood, fences, diversions dams, braids, shallow water, and other obstacles make this a section that beginners and even intermediates should avoid. Adventurous paddlers willing to haul their boards and portage sections will find interesting paddling here. Full river logjams are likely, so paddle this section at low water and keep your head up and attention focused downriver. As always, be sure to avoid trespassing by staying below the high-water mark.

The float from Turah to Sha-Ron is a fun stretch of river that Missoulians have been exploring recently. Until 2010, the Milltown Dam blocked the Clark Fork in East Missoula. Today, the river flows through the historic channel that was reconstructed as part of the Milltown Dam removal project. It’s a unique opportunity for intermediate paddlers to float through a healing landscape, flush with young willows, cottonwoods, and wonderful birdlife. It’s also a good example of how rivers change with each year’s flooding. Formerly open channels get filled in, new trees block the river, and new channels open up. These changes may frustrate guidebook writers, but they make for dynamic paddling. Be prepared for hazards that change from year to year.

The first few miles below Turah are braided and woody. Once you get to the site of the old reservoir, roughly 3 or 4 miles into the paddle, where the mature cottonwood forests abruptly stop and give way to shorter willow thickets, get ready for some fun wave trains and boulder dodging. There’s always a way to sneak over the boulders, but if you miss your line, a quick drop to your knees should help avoid a capsize. Watch for a Class II rapid just above the confluence of the Blackfoot River; the line is river right and there’s a boulder garden leading to it. Below the confluence, it’s an easy 3-mile float though the old dam site and on to Sha-Ron.




Details and Logistics


	Access— Access to the upper Clark Fork is decent but requires a little exploration. I-90 parallels the river for the entire run, but access is limited to frontage roads, county bridges, and river access sites in the few towns that dot the river.

	Length of run— Varies. From Deer Lodge to Garrison, the river flows for 16 miles. The Turah to East Missoula stretch is about 13 miles.

	Level of difficulty— Intermediate to expert. The upper Clark Fork requires intermediate or above paddling skills. Fast turns, tricky eddies, fences, diversion dams, sweepers, strainers, shallow water, and other obstacles require strong boat-handling skills.

	Best time/flows to float— After peak run-off (late May to mid-June depending on the year). It’s best to wait until the water levels come down to float much of the upper Clark Fork.

	Safety equipment— PFD, sun protection, quick-release leash, food, dry clothes, river shoes.

	Hazards— Fast turns, tricky eddies, fences, diversion dams, sweepers, strainers, logjams, shallow water, headwinds, submerged logs and boulders, and lack of cell service.
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Key Access Points along the Clark Fork River (East of Missoula)




	Access Point
	(River Mile)





	Warm Springs Bridge
	(334)



	Perkins Gulch Bridge
	(332)



	Racetrack Bridge
	(326)



	Dempsey Creek Bridge
	(320)



	Sager Lane Bridge
	(318)



	Arrowstone Park
	(311)



	Kohrs Bend FAS
	(302)



	Garrison
	(295)



	Phosphate
	(287)



	Gold Creek Bridge
	(284)



	Jens Bridge
	(279)



	Drummond City Bridge FAS
	(266)



	Garnet Bridge
	(253)



	Bearmouth Exit
	(246)



	Beavertail Hill State Park
	(238)



	Rock Creek Bridge
	(232)



	Schwartz Creek FAS
	(229)



	Turah FAS
	(220)



	Milltown State Park
	(214)



	Sha–Ron FAS
	(211)












About the Author

Greg M. Peters is a Missoula-based author and standup paddler. Growing up in Maine, he spent his youth on Maine’s lakes, rivers, and ocean in every type of craft imaginable. He holds a master’s of science in environmental studies from the University of Montana and worked as the communications director of the National Forest Foundation for nine years before pursuing writing full time. His stories have appeared in National Parks magazine, Down East magazine, Your National Forests magazine, Big Sky Journal, and on NRS.com and OARS.com, among other outlets. He has lived in Montana since 2005 with his wife and an assortment of animals. This is his first book for FalconGuides.
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