
Canoeing the Upper Missouri River Breaks in 1993 
 
I have always enjoyed time alone in the wilderness. 
I enjoyed many solo canoe trips to the Boundary Waters of Northern Minnesota.  
Other canoe journeys appealed to me also. 
Particularly appealing was the week-long canoe trip that followed Lewis and Clarks, 1805 boat 
expedition through the Breaks of Upper Missouri. 
But that was a popular trip, with numerous Outfitters offered guided tours.  
A summer trip on the Missouri would be crowded. 
Besides, my responsibilities to my family, and to my work, always took precedence. 
In the summer of 1993 several events aligned to provide a unique opportunity. 

1. I was able to set my own work schedule. 
2. My children had all graduated from High School, they could take care of themselves for the 

summer. 
3. When I heard that because the Upper Missouri was flooding, and the Outfitters had 

cancelled their 1993 schedules, I knew this was my chance. 
 
“On August 1st, 1993, the Mississippi River at St. Louis crested at 49.58 feet, the highest stage ever 
recorded. The size and impact of the Great Flood of 1993 was unprecedented and has been 
considered the most costly and devastating flood to ravage the U.S. in modern history.” 

 
When the week for my trip came, I loaded my camping gear and my river canoe on my pickup. 
I headed to Fort Benton, which is on the Missouri in western Montana, at the head of the Breaks. 
On the map below, Fort Benton is on the far left. That was my starting point. 
James Kipp Campground is on the lower right. That was my ending point, seven days later. 
The Judith River joins the Missouri from the south about midway on the map. 
 

 
 
 



Since my trip in 1993, there have been many changes on that portion of the Missouri River. 
The Breaks segment of the Missouri was designated “Wild and Scenic” in 1976. 
That meant it was protected from commercial use, but not developed for recreational use. 
In 2001 it was proclaimed the “Upper Missouri River Breaks National Monument”. 
Since 2001, mandatory campsites, latrines, signage, and other amenities have been added.  
There is a new Ranger Station in Fort Benton. 
That means there now are constant patrols on the river. 
In 1993 it was wide open, undeveloped, and primitive. 
I am terrifically fortunate to have made the trip when I did. 
I started early on that Saturday and drove the thousand miles to Fort Benton. 
I arrived in Fort Benton early that same Saturday evening.  
I rented a motel room, walked to a bar, and ordered a hamburger.  
Then I asked about someone to pick me up at the downstream end of the Breaks. 
The bartender gave me the phone number of an older lady that did such things. 
We spoke on the phone.  
Her house was just two blocks away, so I walked to meet her and seal the deal. 
She was a tough widow that drove a pickup. 
She looked like she had spent the past century outside. 
I gave her a deposit then walked back to my motel. 
 
DAY ONE. 
Marias River, Last human for a week, Midnight Thunderstorm. 
There is a park in the center of the town that commemorates the original Fort Benton. 
Established in 1846, Fort Benton is the oldest continuously occupied settlement in Montana.  
Fort Benton was the most upstream navigable port on the Mississippi River System and it is "the 
world’s innermost port".   
Lewis and Clark spent three 
weeks, from May 24 through 
June 13, 1805, exploring the 
segment that is now known 
as the Upper Missouri.  
This portion is considered 
the premier component of 
the Lewis & Clark Historic 
Trail. 
The town park had a large 
but empty parking lot.  
The unpaved lot ended with a short, grassy slope to the Missouri. 
At first light, I slipped my canoe into the river, and I was off. 
The river was high and fast, but not too fast. 
My canoe was a big, river-stable, heavy, tough, plastic, old, Coleman.  
It was 17 feet long, with an aluminum frame, thick plastic skin that will easily glide over shallow 
rocks and survive boulder strewn rapids. 
It is heavy for portaging, but I have carried that canoe a hundred miles in the Boundary Waters.   
I did not have any specific travel plans, except to reach the highway 191 bridge in a week. 
It was a beautiful Sunday morning to be gliding downstream. 
Montana was alive and green. 
The terrain was rugged and gullied to my left; flat, grassy, ancient flood plain to my right.  

  Fort Benton Park and my launching site 



Both sides were grazed by cattle. 
The Missouri followed a series of huge switchbacks. 
The Marias River joins the Missouri from the northwest.  
The mouth of the Marias is twelve miles by road, but twenty-five miles by river from Fort Benton.  
Lewis and Clark spent three days at the mouth of the Marias River trying to resolve the dilemma of 
which river was the true Missouri. 
To this day, the land between the 
two rivers is called Decision Point. 
Lewis named the river Marias in 
honor of his cousin, Marias Wood. 
The photo is of the Marias Canyon.  
The picture was taken a few miles 
upstream of the mouth. 
When I reached the Marias, I 
paddled upstream a long mile to the 
little town of Loma. 
It took all the force I had to move 
the big canoe against the flood. 
I beached my canoe under the highway bridge, then walked to Loma. 
I had a sandwich at the small café and spoke with the lonely proprietor. 
He was surprised that I had arrived by canoe.  
He told me that I would have the river all to myself.  
I was the only canoer he had seen in weeks. 
He was right, I did not see another human for a week.  
I resumed my journey downriver. 
High bluffs had been visible for many miles. 
I passed miles of these sheer bluffs in the afternoon.  
The upper 
portion of the 
bluffs were 
home to 
thousands of 
cliff dwelling 
birds. 
At twilight I 
set my small 
tent on a 
sandbar. 
The sandbar 
rose barely 
six inches above the river.  
It was very near, or on, a sandbar where Lewis and Clark had camped in 1805. 
I always pack light for a camping trip. 
For this trip, I did not even have fishing gear. 
My entire food supply was MRE’s, military type Meals Ready to Eat. 
For solo Boundary Waters trips I would pack fishing gear, and small plastic bags of oatmeal, rice, 
and coffee. 
For this trip, I brought a small propane for appliance for cooking, a bowl, and MRE’s. 

     Marias River Canyon 



It was a delightful evening. I relaxed under the stars for a while, then crawled into my cozy tent. 
The only sounds were the lapping water, night bids, and an occasion coyote. 
Until midnight. 
Then I woke to distant thunder from the west. 
The thunderstorm came quickly. 
The sound of a summer thunderstorm rolling down the huge river canyon was awesome. 
Beyond spectacular. 
Then came an intense wind. 
I had staked my tent and canoe and stored all my goods inside the tent.  
This was not my first Rodeo. 
The deluge followed closely. 
It was one of those rains that drops in buckets. 
It seemed that the river rose to cover my little sandbar. 
In any case, when 
the storm passed 
the stars came out 
and it was a 
delightful night; 
except everything I 
had was soaked and 
bone the chilling 
cold. 
This wasn’t my first 
night of that either. 
All I could do was wait for the morning. 
 
DAY TWO 
Coal Banks, Morning Walk to the Rim, Rattle Snakes, Deer, Mountain Goats. 
I collected my gear at first light and resumed my journey. 
I watched for an east-facing slope, where I spread my stuff out to dry. 
I found a suitable sunny bank a few miles downstream.  
While my goods were sunning, I decided to hike up the 
north-side canyons. 
The way up was not  difficult, but it was long, and twisting.  
This area was composed of countless grassy gullies. 
On the long trek to the top, I spooked four deer, and two 
rattle snakes spooked me. 
Well, the rattlers did not spook me exactly, but they put me 
on alert. 
I have camped on the Powder River in eastern Montana. 
The Powder River is crowded with rattle snakes.  
The view from the top was spectacular to the south. 
The tablelands to the north were just that, flat as a table. 
Wheat fields filled the huge expanses.  
There were several widely scattered sets of ranch buildings. 
By the time I returned to the river several hours had passed. 
My possessions were dry. 



I made lunch, packed up, and moved on. 
The afternoon was pleasant and scenic. 
I crossed under an old ferry cable.  
There were Mountain Goats clearly visible on the heights 
above me. 
As many as six at once. 
I did not realize at the time, but the Goats are rarely in the 
Breaks. 
Data shows they peaked in population and were venturing 
outside of their normal range in the early 1990s.   
I spotted Goats on the north-side peaks for two days of my 
journey. 
Their normal range is in the high northern Rockies.  
I read that Mountain Goats are now moving north, as are 
Moose in the Boundary Waters.  
I spent the evening and night near Coal Banks Landing.  
In 1993, I did not notice any kind of landing at all. 
None was needed. 
 
DAY THREE 
Deer, Goats, and Abandoned Homesteads 
Overall, the weather was splendid, mostly sunny, while I was on the Missouri.  
I guess I consider the thunderstorm of the first night and the occasional periods of drizzle just part 
of the journey. 
Deer were everywhere; on the grassy banks, 
standing on the water’s edge, on the high 
slopes.  
The scenes changed from rocky cliffs to 
countless gullies, to fertile flood plains, to 
vertical faces that were quickly eroding, and 
back every several miles. 
Every turn or switchback brought a different 
spectacular scene. 
On this third day, I again saw Mountain 
Goats. 
They were incredible watch as they nimbly 
moved on the rocky heights. 
There were abandoned buildings from time 
to time. I never saw more than one set at a time. The homesteaders apparently wanted solitude. 
They were generally on 
flood plains of ten to a 
hundred acres. 
What an adventure 
that must have been. 
But obviously, the 
ranches were not 
sustainable.  
 



The literature says most of the homesteads were established in the early 1900s. 
I camped the third night on the south bank of Missouri. 
There was a 20-foot climbable slope, that got me to a beautiful, green, treeless plain. 
The plain led to a combination of gullies and rocky cliffs that rose to the tablelands of the south. 
I pitched my tent on that plain, at least a quarter mile from the river. 
Far from the river, the night was remarkably still. 
The only sounds were occasional night birds and coyotes. 
 
DAY FOUR 
Big Horned Sheep, The Wall, The Judith River, Falling Cliffs 
As normal, I got out of my tent before sunup and made coffee. 
Some days morning coffee is much better than other days.  
This was one of those days. 
The sunrise was just glorious. 
The grass sparkled with dew, mountainous scenes glistened on every side of me, and the river birds 
were in the air. 
I decided to hike the gullies and 
rocky cliffs to the south. 
When I reached the foot of the 
gulleys, the view back toward my 
camp site was striking. 
Imagine a plain of vivid green grass, 
with the Missouri running side to 
side, with shear white shining cliffs 
on the far bank, and my little bright 
blue tent far away, but still in the 
center of the scene. 
That is my favorite mental picture of 
this trip. 
It was about then that I noticed a 
recurring, echoing, thumping, 
sound, occurring at intervals of a minute or so. 
Of course, I decided to climb the rocky slopes to learn the origin of that sound. 
As I climbed, I guessed the cause of the sound, but I was reluctant to believe I would really see two 
rams battling. 
I rounded a rock wall, and there they were, not more than 100 feet away.  
More than twenty Big Horned Sheep were resting on the walls a little below me. 
It was not the rutting season. 
This was clearly a bachelor group in the off-season. 
The two battling rams were engaged in “off season” practice. 
I watched the two combatants and the flock for a long time. 
They never stopped rushing at each other every several minutes.  
Eventually I saw enough. 
I took care not to disturb them as I walked away.  
I could hear the rams jousting until I again reached the flood plain. 
 
This was the day I would reach the “Wall”.   



The “Wall” is a unique geological formation that was caused by molten rock which was forced up 
into vertical cracks eons ago. 
The material that filled the crack spaces when cooled proved to be more resistant to erosion than 
the surrounding material.  
Late in the afternoon I reached the mouth of the Judith River. 
The river was given its current name by Captain William Clark for his sweetheart, Judith Hancock.  
On May 20, 1805, Clark marveled at the clarity and beauty of the river and christened the waterway 
the Judith River. 
The confluence 
of the Judith and 
Missouri Rivers 
was the setting 
for two important 
peace councils.  
In 1846, Catholic 
missionaries 
Father Pierre-
Jean de Smet and 
Father Nicholas 
Point celebrated 
Mass for the 
Flathead and 
Blackfeet tribes 
to pacify relations between 
these traditional enemies.  
In 1855, Washington 
Territorial Governor Isaac 
Stevens conducted a treaty 
council with Blackfeet, 
Flathead, Gros Ventre, and 
Nez Perce. 
In 1993, it was marked only 
by an abandoned ferry 
cable. 
It rained in the afternoon.  
By evening the weather switched to constant drizzle. 

                                                                             Judith River 



It was growing dark when I spotted a small shed about 50 feet from the riverbank. 
It seemed to be a hut 
intended for campers.  
I camped there that night. 
The shed was about 6 by 8 
feet, with a low roof and 
open to the south. 
This rustic shed was the 
only amenity for travelers on 
my entire journey.  
I marveled at my good 
fortune. 
The south side of the river 
had shear bluffs that rose 
several hundred feet from the water’s edge. 
Uncharacteristically, the bluffs were soft material, mostly sand. 
At irregular intervals during that wet night, tons of dirt would fall from the cliff face into the river with 
an echoing splash. 
 
DAY FIVE 
Traveling Fast, Two MRE Dinner, Many Big Horn 
Sheep, Old Homesteads, Cow Island. 
I decided that I needed to increase my pace in order to 
make the Highway 191 bridge by Saturday. 
The river was fast, now I added hard paddling to that 
pace.  
That made my velocity absolutely fun.  
I took the switchbacks on the inside and zipped along. 
At times, erosion caused cut stone banks that were 
directly overhead.  
I needed to crouch down in the canoe, as I zoomed by, inches from the rock walls. 
There are four significant rapids on the river between Fort Benton and Kipp Campground. 
They were no trouble with the river this high and fast. 
There were literally 
dozens of Big Horn 
Sheep on the rocks 
above. 
Each day I saw 
abandoned 
homesteads, like the 
one in the photo. 
I regret that I did not 
explore any, but I felt 
I would be 
trespassing. 
I traveled fast and 
hard for forty miles 
without a break. 



I was famished when I stopped in midafternoon.  
MRE’S were my only food on this trip. 
I ate two. 
I camped that night on Cow Island. 
 

DAY SIX, Cow Island. 
Cow Island was formed by the Cow Creek sediments as it entered the Missouri. 
Fur trappers named the river and the island.  
There is no information as to why the trappers called the small river that name. 
Certainly, it was named for a buffalo cow.  
Domestic cattle did not reach this area for sixty 
years after the trappers.  
Cow Island was an important island in the 
nineteenth century. 
The island is substantial at one mile in length and 
200 feet in width. 
I probably passed fifty islands on my way through 
the Breaks, but those were basically sandbars. 
Cow island has soil and mature trees.  
Missouri’s breadth at Cow Island makes a relatively 
shallow place to cross.  
In addition, the Missouri ‘s banks themselves were 
crossable to the high tablelands on both sides of 
the river; especially on the north.  
The Nez Perce led by Chief Joseph crossed here in 
1877.  
While crossing they fought a skirmish with a dozen 
US soldiers, as the tribe made their run toward 
Canada. 
They were overtaken by a large and unexpected 
force after they tarried to heal, just 50 miles north. 
It was at that place, east of the Bear Paw 
Mountains, where he made the address to his 
people about,” fighting no more forever.” 

               Cow Creek Joining the Missouri River 

    Chief Joseph 



 
Often, in summer months, the river was too low for steamboats to travel over the upstream rapids.  
Cow Island was a crucial stop for river boats at the times when the Missouri was too shallow from 
here to Fort Benton. 
The river steamers would then unload on Cow Island and transfer freight wagons pulled by oxen. 

A single steamboat could haul up to 100 tons of goods on one load from St Louis.  
 
Freight wagons, each pulled by at least six oxen, wound their way 15 miles up Cow Creek Canyon to 
the prairie 800 feet 
above.  
The canyon trail 
crossed Cow Creek 
31 times during the 
ascent. 
From there, they 
would have a 
relatively easy 100-
mile walk to Fort 
Benton. 
 
I spent the morning exploring the island and the Cow Creek trail. 
I saw much wildlife. 
After noon I had a luxurious canoe ride toward Kipp Campground. 
There was a public phone at the campground. 
From there I could telephone for a ride to Fort Benton and my pickup. 
I was ready to be home with Gail. 
I did not want to spend the night at a campground.  
I made my camp a few miles short of Kipp. 
 
DAY SEVEN 
The Old Montana Woman 
By midmorning I reached Kipp Campground. 
Of course, the public telephone was 
weatherproofed, mounted on a steel post. 
The woman answered after a few rings. 
She was ready but it would be several hours. 



I made a leisurely breakfast, then packed my gear under the canoe.  
She drove an old, beat-up, Chevy pickup. 
The box of her pickup was much too short for my 17-foot canoe. 
I do not recall her name though I wrote it on a piece of paper with her phone number. 
Given the mountainous terrain and 
sparse population, there was no 
“highway” direct to Fort Benton. 
She knew a lot of dirt roads and 
trails that were never shown on a 
map. 
Whenever it was quiet enough to 
converse, I asked her questions.  
She lived all her life in this area. 
She and her husband were 
ranchers. 
He eventually had to work off the 
ranch as a truck driver; she as a 
waitress. 
Her husband died a few years ago of 
a heart attack. 
She moved to town to live closer to 
her son, his wife, and three kids. 
Her only son was a busy and expert 
farrier.  
He made a good living. 
Her real tragedy was just one year ago, this month. 
A horse her son was shoeing kicked him in the chest, killing him instantly.   
She was a worn-out, disheartened, woman. 
She looked even older than her years. 
When we got to the park in Fort Benton, I paid the woman and drove to retrieve my gear at Kipp.  
I took paved and mapped roads to Kipp, loaded my canoe, and drove home through the night.  
I missed Gail. 
Tom 
 
Photo credit:  
Some excellent photos were supplied by Jolene Corrigan, who grew up as our Minnesota neighbor. 
Jolene worked for the BLM in the Missouri Breaks in 2001-2002. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


