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Introduction

Anchored by two stunning national parks, sprinkled with glistening lakes set against snowcapped mountains, and carved by dozens of Class I, II, and III rivers, Montana is a SUP paradise. And, in many ways, standup paddleboards are perfectly suited to Montana, facilitating everything from mellow lake paddling to road-serviced whitewater runs to multiday expeditions on some of America’s wildest rivers.

In Big Sky Country, standup paddlers can navigate the headwaters of the Missouri and Columbia Rivers, retrace Lewis and Clark’s historic explorations, or spend a month paddling over 500 miles of the Yellowstone River, the longest undammed river in the Lower 48. Paddling Glacier National Park’s aquamarine waters is as scenic as one might imagine, and just over the Wyoming border, Yellowstone and Grand Teton add to an already packed paddling itinerary. With abundant public lands and a visionary stream access law, Montana offers a lifetime’s worth of paddling and should be on every paddleboarder’s bucket list.


About This Book
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Montana is a huge state with thousands of streams, rivers, and lakes. It would be a Herculean task to compile a guidebook that detailed every paddling opportunity Montana offers. In the fifteen years I’ve been paddling in Montana, finding SUP-specific information about Montana’s rivers and lakes has been difficult. My goal with this book is to provide just that—relevant and helpful details specific to paddleboarding that will help locals and visitors alike. But, at the end of the day, it’s a guidebook and not a step-by-step manual for how to paddle every lake, river, or rapid under the Big Sky. Rivers change each year and over the course of a paddling season. Lakes that are glassy calm in the morning can become white-capped monsters late in the day. Rivers that look like they’ll swallow you during the spring flood become mellow Class II rivers later in the summer. That’s part of what makes paddling fun. This book aims to provide SUP-specific details about some of Montana’s best paddling water, including access points, camping and overnight options, hazards, and skill levels needed for a safe and successful standup paddle. It is not exhaustive, either in its geographic scope or in its specificity, and should be used in combination with other resources such as current information from local sources, online resources, and on-the-ground scouting wherever possible. It’s meant to give you a foundation of basic knowledge on top of which you add your own research and experience.

I have not standup paddled every stretch of every waterway described in this book. I’ve paddled most of these waterways, some entirely and others partially, some on a paddleboard and others in a canoe, packraft, or kayak. Some I haven’t paddled at all. I have spent hours reading trip reports, scouring Google Earth, confirming the names of access sites and campgrounds, and talking with my paddling friends who know their local runs better than I ever could. I feel confident in the information provided here. But I’m aware that access sites get renamed, local nomenclature may differ, and other changes will make some of this information outdated. I’m also aware that “beginner” can mean different things to different people, so the following safety tips are intended to clarify the many references throughout this book to different skill levels and water types.




Safety

There is no doubt that standup paddling is a safe activity that can be enjoyed by the whole family. However, it’s important to acknowledge that it carries risks that other water sports do not. Falling onto a hard board can hurt. Banging into rocks during a swim can hurt. Superman-ing (falling head-first off your board into the river or lake) can really hurt. I’ve broken a finger (or two), tweaked my thumbs, banged my shins, and blown out my ankle while paddleboarding. The more you paddle, the more you’re exposed to possible injury.

The best tactic for avoiding injury is heads-up, safety-first paddling. Waiting until water levels come down and water temps warm up before putting onto area rivers and lakes is the simplest way to mitigate the dangers of fast, cold water. Most of the deaths that occur on Montana’s waterways happen in the spring when water is cold and fast. Paddling with partners, keeping your eyes downriver, moderating alcohol consumption, dropping to your knees before you fall off the board, drinking enough water and eating enough food, stretching before and during your paddle, and moving carefully when onshore are other safety-first practices that are pretty easy to implement.

Generally, lakes are easier and often safer than rivers, though that’s not always the case. Some rivers are basically moving lakes, flat, calm, and easy to balance on. Some lakes are like Class II rivers with bouncy waves and cold water that make swimming and getting back onto a board difficult. Paddleboarding elevates the risk compared with other types of paddling. Waiting until conditions are appropriate for your skill level and making sure you have the right gear for the day’s paddle are the best ways to avoid serious injury or worse.

I use the terms beginner, intermediate, and expert throughout this book, and this use is both relative and subjective. It’s relative because lakes and rivers demand different skills and levels of experience. It’s subjective because every paddler has a different notion of what it means to be a beginner, intermediate, or expert. Here’s a breakdown of how I’m using these terms in this book.

A beginning lake paddler is a true beginner, basically a novice. Typically, these paddlers have limited experience on any type of water or with any type of watercraft; they don’t know basic strokes; and they are unstable on even the flattest, calmest water. Practiced beginners have been on a board a handful of times, understand the basic strokes, and can paddle confidently in calm waters. They can also get back onto a board easily if they fall off. Intermediate lake paddlers can handle some waves, can paddle for a few hours without becoming exhausted, can paddle in windy conditions, and can safely launch and land a board. Expert lake paddlers can navigate the windiest conditions with fully loaded boards for the entire day. Falling off is a rarity for experts, even in harsh conditions.

A beginning river paddler is basically an intermediate lake paddler. Moving water requires the same balance skills, knowledge of different strokes, and ability to get back onto a board that intermediate lake paddlers have, but moving water adds a complexity that’s absent in flatwater. River paddlers need to “read” moving water—that is, they need to understand the basics of river flow and how currents work. They also need to understand how different paddle strokes move the board while in a river current as opposed to a lake. This knowledge takes on-the-water experience to build. There are some great books that can help beginning river paddlers learn the basics of currents and how to safely navigate a craft in moving water, but practice is really the only way to improve. Inexperienced paddlers should gain some flatwater experience before jumping onto rivers.

Intermediate river paddlers should understand the basics of how rivers flow. They should be familiar with river terms like holes, pillows, drops, and pools. They should be able to stay standing through riffles and mellow wave trains (more terminology they should know). They should be able to avoid boulders and logs without having to drop to their knees, but they should be ready to safely drop to their knees when conditions merit. They should be able to get back onto a board in moving water while holding onto their paddle. They should be able to paddle on both sides of the board, be confident in basic strokes (forward stroke, backstroke, draw stroke, sweep stroke, and cross-bow draw), and should know when to use each stroke. They should be very comfortable with back ferrying and paddling in windy conditions. They should be able to catch eddies both on the shoreline and below boulders in the river channel.

Intermediates (both lake and river) should also have high-quality gear appropriate for the type of paddling they will be doing. On rivers, that means quick-release leashes, good water shoes, a helmet, quality dry bags, and extra fins.

Expert river paddlers have their strokes dialed, their gear choices refined, and their knowledge of river flows well-honed and instinctual. They should be able to paddle Class II water without falling and Class III water with limited falls, and they should be comfortable with long swims in cold water. They should be able to paddle a gear-laden board through complicated water, but should also know when portaging is the right choice. They shouldn’t need gear advice.

I use the International Scale of River Difficulty throughout this book. It’s a rating system that’s part science and part feel. Generally, less difficult water is assigned a lower rating. Importantly, it’s applied to particular rapids, or occasionally to stretches of a river, not to the entire river itself. A Class I rating applies to fast-moving water with a few riffles and small waves. It’s easy to avoid obstructions on Class I water and there is little risk to swimmers, who can likely self-rescue easily. Class II is a notch more difficult: There are some rapids, but they run in wide, evident channels; rocks and bigger waves can usually be avoided; and swimming isn’t dangerous, though it may be a bit scary.

Of course, the ratings were designed and are applied by human beings with different notions of danger and difficulty, so the system is not perfect. More important, rivers are dynamic, and rapids can change, move, disappear, and form from season to season. Also, high water and remote locations will affect a river’s rating. A rowdy Class III rapid at high water may be a mellow Class II at low water. A roadside rapid may be rated Class III, but if you picked up the same exact rapid and dropped it into a remote wilderness, it would likely be labeled a Class IV.

Fortunately, for 99 percent of standup paddlers, Class III water is the most difficult water they’ll paddle, and most probably won’t even try that. If you’re interested in learning more about the International Scale of River Difficulty, I suggest Googling it.

The State of Montana’s recreational classification system also uses Class I and Class II to describe rivers. When the Montana State Legislature enacted various laws providing public access to rivers and streams regardless of ownership, it classified all rivers and streams in the state as Class I or Class II based on their suitability for recreation. In this system, a Class I recreational waterway does not describe its difficulty, but rather its recreation potential. Class I rivers and streams are considered navigable and appropriate for activities like floating, fishing, hunting, commercial outfitting, and other types of recreation. Class II waters are still accessible by the public and do provide good recreational opportunities, just not at the same level as Class I waterways. There’s no need to dive too deeply into this system, just be aware that you may see this rating system, especially on Montana FWP’s website. My main point in mentioning this is to prevent confusion with the International Scale of River Difficulty.

In general, I took a conservative approach throughout the book. That being said, I also included water that is objectively dangerous and truly for experts only. I don’t want to discourage paddlers with the skills and experience from trying some of the more challenging water in the state, so I included stretches like the Alberton Gorge and Bear Trap Canyon. At the same time, I don’t want to underestimate the difficulty that those waters present.

It’s a hard balance to strike. To me, the Blackfoot is some of the best “intermediate” water in the state. To my wife, who has been standup paddling for ten years, who has done multiday flatwater expeditions, and whom I would say is an intermediate river paddler, some parts of the Blackfoot are frightening and at the upper level of her skills. She could probably paddle them fine, but she doesn’t want to. That’s an important point when planning a paddling trip with a crew of mixed abilities. Just because your wife, friend, child, or brother-in-law has the skills to paddle a particular stretch of river, doesn’t mean they’ll have fun. And having fun is what it’s all about. I’ve sandbagged my share of paddling partners and it never works out that well.

My descriptions throughout this book are SUP specific, and they’re relative to flat or moving water. When I note that a particular river is suitable for a beginning paddler, I mean someone new to river paddling, not a novice who has never stepped onto a board.

Paddleboarding is relatively new to the water sports scene and has not been universally embraced. Unfortunately, I’ve seen too many standup paddlers paddling beyond their limits and without the basic gear needed for safe paddling, adding legitimacy to criticisms that standup paddlers are clueless boobs who shouldn’t be on the water. Paddling any craft without the proper gear and skills is dangerous, and this is especially true of paddleboarding. It gives the whole sport a bad rap. If you’re new to paddleboarding, go slow and build your skills. Start on a lake, learn the strokes, and become comfortable with waves and wind. Once you’ve mastered the basics and are comfortable on flatwater, consider moving to mellow moving water. If you transitioned from still to moving water last season, don’t rush out during the next season’s spring flood to try out your skills. Wait until the rivers come down and the water warms up. Always try to get local, up-to-date information from angling shops and outdoor gear stores. The rivers will be there next week, next month, and next year. Follow the old adage, “Know your limit and stay within it,” and live to paddle another day.




Gear

Gear can be a challenging, divisive topic in any outdoor sport. What follows are my thoughts on standup paddling gear, refined during more than ten years of standup paddling in Montana. You may have a different approach and that’s fine. The most important consideration with gear is safety. It’s critical to have the right gear for the conditions, both for your personal safety and to model good behavior for other paddleboarders and water users. Lead by example.

In my opinion, inflatable boards are perfect for Montana’s rivers. They can bounce off rocks, get dragged over cobbles and through brushy portages, and can be loaded into bike trailers or backpacks. I only own inflatable boards, and I highly recommend them for 90 percent of Montana paddlers. Hard boards work great for folks who live (or vacation) on lakes and value performance over convenience. They don’t require pumping, are always ready to go, and perform better on flatwater.

But with so many incredible rivers to paddle in Montana, I find inflatable boards more versatile than hard boards. Modern designs and manufacturing processes have narrowed the performance gap in recent years, and I’ve spent countless happy hours on extended flatwater expeditions on inflatables. I use NRS boards, but brand names are less important than other considerations. Board shape, thickness, and width, durability, valve type, D-rings, carry handles, weight, fin box configuration, and ease of use are all worth considering if you’re looking to get a new or new-to-you board.

This is not a detailed primer on board design, but here are some basic differences worth understanding. The longer and narrower the board, the more efficiently it will move through the water. Long, narrow boards are great at going fast and straight. Shorter, wider boards are slower but easier to turn and more stable. If long, extended lake paddles are your bag, consider getting a longer, narrower board. If bouncing down Class II rivers is how you like to spend your Saturdays, get a shorter, wider board. Manufacturers make boards specific to all kinds of water, but they also make boards that do reasonably well on both flatwater and moving water.

Other key pieces of gear include a personal flotation device (PFD) and a paddle. Montana law requires that paddleboarders have a PFD on the board, and children under 12 years old have to wear one at all times. Comfort is a key consideration when buying a PFD. If it’s uncomfortable, you’re less likely to wear it. Spend the extra money to get a high-quality, well-fitting PFD and then wear it. The most comfortable, expensive PFD does nothing for you if you’re not wearing it when you fall off your board. I have a high-quality rescue PFD that I wear on rivers and an inflatable PFD that I wear on lakes when the conditions are appropriate. I’m a confident swimmer and know how to use an inflatable PFD. It works well for me when conditions merit, but they’re not for everyone and require some practice to use safely.

Paddles come in various shapes and sizes. Some are more suited to flatwater paddling, some to moving water, many are adjustable, and others break down into three or more pieces. Montana rivers are tough on paddles, so durability is an important consideration. If you’re planning to do long, multiday floats, having an extra paddle with you is mandatory. Inexpensive, plastic paddles work fine for short day trips (or as an emergency paddle) but invest in a nice paddle with a comfortable grip if you’re going to be spending a lot of time on your board. I prefer adjustable paddles because wind often forces me to kneel, and being able to shorten a paddle while on your knees is nice.

A board leash and decent water shoes are the next two most important pieces of gear. Always wear a leash on lakes, even if the weather is calm. More often than not it will be (or become) windy, and boards can blow away in a moment. Leashes are inexpensive and can be stored right on your board, so don’t skip this important piece of safety.

Using a leash on a river is a bit more complicated. Some paddlers like having them, others don’t. Entrapment is a serious threat on Montana’s rivers, which are often choked with logs and boulders. Leashes can get wrapped around these obstructions, and paddlers can get dragged under and drowned. When paddling on rivers, never attach the leash to your ankle, thigh, or other body part. That’s very dangerous. Instead, attach it to a quick-release waist belt. If you fall off your board and the leash gets wrapped around a tree or boulder, you can pull on the release mechanism and the waist belt falls off. If you don’t have a quick-release mechanism for your leash, don’t use it on rivers.

In short, I always use a leash on lakes. If I use a leash on rivers, it’s always attached to a quick-release mechanism.

When paddling on rivers, I highly recommend closed-toe water shoes and highly discourage bare feet. Slippery, ankle-twisting boulders, toe-stubbing cobbles, and other hazards lurk under the clean water flowing through Montana’s rivers. An old pair of running shoes will work too. If your feet and toes are protected from rocks and boulders, it’s a lot easier to recover from a fall than if you’re worried about tearing off a toenail. On lakes, you can more easily get away with going barefoot or wearing strap sandals like Tevas or Chacos. Just be careful when you step onto shore. In the eastern half of the state, rattlesnakes and prickly pear cactus are real threats. Poison ivy is present in Montana too. For cold water, neoprene booties are the way to go, though neoprene socks paired with river shoes can work to extend your season beyond peak summer.

A watersports helmet is a great piece of gear to add to your kit. I use a helmet on nearly all my river paddles. At higher water, it’s a key piece of protection for obvious reasons. At lower water, I find it reassuring to have a helmet on, even if the paddling is easy. It only takes one miscalculation to Superman off the board into shallow, boulder-strewn water. I’ve used a bike helmet as well, mostly to save space and weight when bike-shuttling. It’s not as safe as a paddling-specific helmet but offers some protection if you fall off your board unexpectedly. I also use closed-cell foam pads that cover my shins and knees when paddling whitewater. Serious whitewater paddlers add elbow and even back pads as well.

As your paddling skills improve, you may want to extend your season by adding a wetsuit or drysuit to your kit. I prefer a drysuit. It’s easier to move your arms in a drysuit and I find them a bit more versatile than a thick wetsuit. Neoprene gloves can make a big difference when paddling in cold water, but I find they also make my hands tired and sore if I wear them for multiple days in a row.

Dry bags, cam straps, carabiners, gloves, extra fins, and sun protection clothes are other important pieces of gear to add to your collection. It took me years to build out a solid kit, and I took full advantage of end-of-the-season sales, Craigslist, and used gear forums to help save some money.

At the end of the day, it doesn’t matter what gear you have if it’s at home when you show up to the river or lake. I’ve forgotten my leash, my helmet, and even a paddle. Not awesome. Over the years, I’ve developed a system to keep all my gear in one place so it’s ready to go. I keep all my soft gear (clothes, pads, sun gear, hats, socks, etc.) together in a large duffel bag and all my hard gear (fins, straps, carabiners, etc.) in a clear plastic tote that I throw into my truck when I head out. That way I have everything I need every time I paddle.




Leave No Trace

It should go without saying, but I’m going to say it anyway: Leave the lakes, rivers, campsites, access sites, and public lands better than you found them. Pack out all of your garbage and consider bringing a mesh bag to grab litter as you float. Camp in designated spots whenever possible and naturalize any “new” campsites you create. Camp on durable surfaces, break up fire rings, use downed wood for fires or skip them altogether. Keep a clean camp and store food appropriately. Many of Montana’s lakes and rivers travel through grizzly country, and all travel through black bear territory. Don’t bring glass for obvious reasons. If you need a refresher on Leave No Trace camping techniques, visit www.lnt.org. Montana is wild and beautiful. Let’s keep it that way.
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Montana Rivers
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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)
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